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The present work offers a brief overview of the emergence
of early Slavic culture in Polish territory between the 6th and
the 7th centuries AD. It opens with a short summary of the
history of research and a description of the few existing literary sources which may pertain to Polish lands in the period
in question. The work also discusses the basic problems
associated with dating the groups of findings defined as
early Slavic. Furthermore, the article provides a summary of
the discussion regarding the origins of early Slavic culture
in what is now Polish territory, citing the main arguments of
scholars who assume its local provenance (autochthonous
theory) as well as those inclined to perceive it as a result of
migration processes (allochthonous theory).
The successive sections discuss the basic principles of
dating findings identified as early Slavic. The natural environment and its impact on settlement structure is characterized,
along with archaeological data pertaining to the primary
forms of human activity in that period, such as acquiring food,
processing raw materials, and producing items of everyday
use. Particular emphasis is placed on clay vessels, as the
most common type of findings associated with early Slavic
culture, as well as on metallurgy (iron and non-ferrous metals).
The article also presents architectural forms and methods of
construction, as well as the scarce data regarding the layout
of settlements. Two special places, namely the strongholds
in Szeligi and Haćki, merited individual description.
The conclusion takes note of the fact that in academic
circles early Slavic culture is still perceived as primitive. In
light of the analysis of available data on the technological
level of craftsmanship, on methods of adapting to the natural
environment, and on settlement forms, this negative view
certainly needs to be reconsidered.

1. Introduction – the sources and the state of
research1

The history of research on early-Slavic culture in Polish territories may be divided into several stages (Cf. Parczewski
1988a: 10ff):
1) The first half of the 20th century, when only a small
portion of discovered artifacts was identified as early-Slavic.
This stage may be exemplified by the research conducted in
the settlement in Złota near Sandomierz, the results of which
were elaborated not until 2008 (Urbaniak 2005; 2008).
2) The period from the 1950s to the early 1970s. The
number of sources increased greatly then, and the most important discoveries were made: together this formed the basic
pool of data for research on the beginnings of Slavic culture
for many years to come (Hachulska-Ledwos 1971; 1985; Dobrzańska 1998; Kubica-Kabacińska 1998). The most significant
sites included the above settlements in the vicinity of Kraków
(Igołomia, Nowa Huta-Mogiła, Nowa Huta-Pleszów, Złotniki),
as well as ones in Śląsk/Silesia (Żukowice) and Subcarpathia
(GrodziskoDolne), the burial ground in Siemonia in Śląsk, the
strongholds in Szeligi in Mazovia and Haćki in Podlachia. The
plentiful material acquired at these sites was not presented
in its entirety, and research on the very beginnings of Slavic
culture remained in the shadow of the great program of
studies on the beginnings of the Polish state. They inspired
relatively little interest, since in accordance with the so-called
autochthonous theory of the origin of the Slavs, which was
dominant at that time, the findings (much less numerous than
those dating from the Roman period or from between the 9th
and 10th centuries) were regarded as only evidence of social
and economic changes, not as proof of the arrival of a new
ethnos and a new culture. This issue shall be discussed in
more detail in a later section of the present work.
3) The period between the early 1970s and the late
1990s. The pace of research slows, yet the findings are identified with more precision than during the previous stages

(Zakościelna, Gurba 1993; Duda 1998; Kostek 1998; Kuśnierz,
Urbański 1998; Parczewski 2003; Podgórska-Czopek 2009;
Poleska, Bober 1996; Poleska, Bober, Krąpiec 1998). The latter
fact is especially significant in connection with programs of
extensive field research which were then conducted across
the entire country as part of the project entitled Archeologiczne Zdjęcie Polski (An Archaeological Picture of Poland).
Excavation works were continued e.g., in Haćki and in a newly
discovered settlement in Bachórz on the river San. New sites
were also found (for example: Świerszczów-Kolonia, Dynów,
Rożnowa, Zubowice, Kraków Nowa-Huta-Wyciąże). Studies on
the chronology of the fall and disappearance of late-Roman
cultures conducted at that time became the basis for a new
and initially highly controversial allochthonous theory of the
origins of the Slavic people and their expansion (Godłowski
1979; 2000). The debate between the proponents and opponents of this hypothesis inspired a much greater interest in
artifacts dating from the final stages of the Migration Period
and the beginning of the Middle Ages.
4) The period after the year 2000. This stage symbolically began with the International Conference “Archaeology
on the beginnings of the Slavs” in Kraków, which offered
a comprehensive account of the entire body of research
conducted thus far on the origins of early-Slavic culture and,
more broadly, on the caesura between the twilight of Antiquity
and the dawn of the Middle Ages (Kaczanowski, Parczewski
2005). All the notable archaeologists, historians, and linguists
of the time took part in the conference. The period also
witnessed a dramatic increase in the amount of early-Slavic
artifacts hailing from new excavations. This involved largescale emergency works conducted prior to the start of massive
engineering projects – a network of highways and expressways (Cf. Parczewski 2011, with further literature). Despite all
the high hopes (Urbańczyk 2008: 46), however, the surge in

1
The author wishes to express his gratitude to Tomasz Kalicki and Halina Dobrzańska, who kindly consented to the use of their
illustrations.
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tury AD. Thus, the present article contains a brief summary
of sources written between the 5th and the 7th centuries, and
disregards the controversial issues of how these documents
ought to be interpreted. The limitations imposed by archaeological methods do not allow for a critical assessment of
historical sources, ones which have been the subject of numerous detailed analyses (More on this subject: Szymański
1985: 242-243; Parczewski 1998; 2002; Nowakowski 2000:
297; Strzelczyk 2005; Nalepa 2007; Wołoszyn 2014; with
further literature).
The first bit of information that might be associated
with Polish lands comes from Jordanes’ Getica. The work was
written around the middle of the 6th century as an abbreviated
version of Gothic History, a multi-volume work by Cassiodorus
which did not survive to the present. The relevant passage
reads as follows:
“Within these rivers lies Dacia, encircled by the lofty
Alps as by a crown. Near their left ridge, which inclines toward the north, and beginning at the source of the Vistula,
the populous race of the Venethi dwell, occupying a great
expanse of land. Though their names are now dispersed amid
various clans and places, yet they are chiefly called Sclaveni
and Antes. The abode of the Sclaveni extends from the city of
Noviodunum and the lake called Mursianus to the Danaster,
and northward as far as the Vistula. They have swamps and
forests for their cities. The Antes, who are the bravest of these
1.1. WRITTEN SOURCES
peoples dwelling in the curve of the sea of Pontus, spread
from the Danaster to the Danaper, rivers that are many days’
Written mention regarding the Polish lands at the beginning journey apart” (Jordanes… V: 34-35).
of the early Middle Ages is scarce. Moreover, scholars tend
Another passage which some scholars consider to
to refer to sources from different periods, depending on their refer to Polish territory comes from History of the War by
opinion on the ethnogenesis of the Slavs. Proponents of the Procopius of Caesarea. It pertains to the migration of the
autochthonous hypothesis, who perceive the ancient Veneti Germanic tribe of Eruli undertaken after they were defeated
as the ancestors of early mediaeval Slavs, use sources written by the Lombards in 504. Around the year 514 some of the
from the 1st century AD onwards (Pomponius Mela, Pliny, Taci- Eruli set forth to Scandinavia and “traversed all the nations
tus, Ptolemy; cf. Labuda 2003 with further literature), whereas of the Sclaveni one after the other, and after next crossing
those who favour the allochthonous theory assume that the a large tract of barren country, they came to the Varni, as they
first mentions pertaining to Slavs and their presence in Polish are called” (The Gothic War… II: 15.2).
territory date to the 6th century AD (Jordanes, Procopius of
Other historical sources that contain probable mention
Caesarea).
of Polish lands is Historia Francorum by Gregory of Tours and
The subject of the Veneti has been analyzed numerous History of Langobards by Paul the Deacon, who describe the
times by both historians and archaeologists (Labuda 1980; Avar expeditions which allegedly crossed the region located
Kolendo 1985; 2005; Nowakowski 1996), and therefore shall to the north of the Carpathian Mountains (southern Poland)
not be discussed in detail in the present article. Following around the years 566-567 (Cf. Dulinicz 2001: 18-19).
Kazimierz Godłowski, I assume that the beginnings of Slavic
The last and least reliable information comes from Hisculture in Polish territory can be traced back to the 5th cen- tory by Theophylact Simocatta and refers to the presence of
sources from the very early period of the Middle Ages did
not yield any information that triggered paradigm changes
in the perception of early-Slavic culture.
Until the end of the 1980s there was a perceptible lack
of synthetic works devoted to early-Slavic culture on Polish
territory. One publication that, to some extent, functioned in
such a role was the monograph on the settlement complex
in Szeligi, which was the first to present early-Slavic material
in a broad comparative perspective (Szymański 1967). The
subject matter was nonetheless strictly related to the discoveries made at that particular site, and hence the publication
was not broadly encompassing. The first critical analysis of all
available sources associated with the earliest period of the
Middle Ages in Poland was compiled by Michał Parczewski
(1988a; 1988b, 1993); it was only these books that provided
a comprehensive look at early-Slavic culture. One must also
mention Helena Zoll-Adamikowa’s studies on Slavic cremation burial rites (Zoll-Adamikowa 1975; 1979; 1993). A work
with much significance for the studies on the beginnings of
north-western Slavic culture was written by Marek Dulinicz
(2001), who for instance made considerable corrections in
chronological estimates. In recent years monographs have
also been written on more particular subjects, such as sunken floor dwellings with a square plan (Cygan 2006) and the
production of non-ferrous metals (Szmoniewski 2010).
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Slavic envoys from the shores of the Baltic Sea who appeared 1.2. ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOURCES
along the Danube as the Byzantines were fighting the Avars:
“On the following day three men, Sclavenes by race, Despite the rapidly increasing number of sources, the findings
who were not wearing iron or military equipment, were cap- associated with early-Slavic culture are still scarce given the
tured by the emperor’s bodyguards. Lyres were their baggage expanse of the territory (Fig. 1). Another observable tendency
and they were not carrying anything else at all. And so the is the uneven distribution of these artifacts, with the majority
emperor enquired what was their nation, where was their of findings being discovered in southern and south-eastern
allotted abode, and the cause of their presence in Roman Poland. This may partially be the result of the lack of ability
lands. They replied that they were Sclavenes by nation and to identify early-Slavic ceramics in the midst of archaeologthat they lived at the boundary of the western Ocean; the ical material; it is often associated with the Roman period.
Chagan had dispatched ambassadors to their parts to levy Such mistakes occurred e.g., at site no. 3 in Grodzisko Dolne
a military force and had lavished many gifts on their nation’s (Podgórska-Czopek 1991) and in Kraków-Bieżanów (information
rulers” (History…: 160-161).
by Halina Dobrzańska).

Fig. 1. The location of early-Slavic sites in Polish territory
1 – settlements, 2 – burial grounds, 3 – strongholds, 4 – Baltic settlement zone, 5 – the Olsztyn group. Sources: Parczewski 1993, 2011; Cygan
2006 with amendments by the Author. Digital processing by M. Chwiej.
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Archaeological sites dated to the early-Slavic period earliest. This conclusion was later corroborated by other
most often yield objects made of clay. The majority of those scholars (Parczewski 1988a: 96-101; 1988b: 46-47; Wachowski
are ceramic vessels in varying states of preservation; only in 1991). Consequently, the dating of many sites was moved at
rare cases can the entire form of the container be reconstruct- least 150 years forward. Other metal objects found in Poland
ed. Other clay objects include a variety of utensils, such as cannot be regarded as independent indicators of chronology,
spindle whorls, models of bread loaves, as well as crucibles, as their possible dating is too broad.
melting ladles, and casting moulds.
In the last few years hopes have been high for the
These findings include a few items which could serve possibility of determining the age of the material relics of
as a precise and independent indicator of chronology. Spurs early-Slavic culture on the basis of physicochemical and
with hook-shaped fasteners were supposed to be one such botanical methods. The low level of precision achieved in
indicator for the period of the early Middle Ages, and espe- radiocarbon dating for the early-Slavic stage caused some
cially the early-Slavic stage (Żak, Maćkowiak-Kostkowska disappointment, yet attempts are still being made (Cf. Dulinicz,
1988). The earliest of these utensils used to be dated to Dzienikowski, Gołub 2013). The comparison of archaeological
the 6th century AD. The verification of the chronology of the and dendrochronological methods seems much more promiscomplexes that yielded such spurs, conducted by Wojciech ing, as evidenced by the analysis of the age of the early-Slavic
Szymański, moved the dating of the emergence of such items sunken floor dwelling from Kraków-Wyciąże (Poleska, Bober
in Slavic communities to the middle of the 7th century at the 1996; Krąpiec 1996; Poleska, Bober, Krąpiec 1998).
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2. The context for the emergence
of early-Slavic culture

2.1. THE ORIGINS OF EARLY-SLAVIC CULTURE IN THE LIGHT OF
VARIOUS THEORIES
Polish territory plays a crucial role in the issue of the ethnogenesis and topogenesis of the Slavs. Discussion on these
subjects has continued for more than 100 years; they still
inspire strong feelings, as evidenced by the ever increasing
number of publications. The ethnogenesis of the Slavs is not
solely the domain of archaeologists or historians, but has
become the subject of interest for specialists in many different fields, most notably anthropology and linguistics (More
on this subject: Popowska-Taborska 1991; 1997; 2001; 2005;
Mańczak 1981; 1999; 2001; Piontek 1992; 2001; 2006a; 2006b;
2009; Babik 2001; 2008; Nalepa 2007; 2009; Piontek, Iwanek,
Segeda 2008; Borowiec 2012). Regrettably, there is not much
co-operation between these disciplines, and scholars seem
to be more focused on “personal grudges than on scientific
issues”, as Karolina Borowiec put it (Borowiec 2012: 2).
In the plethora of publications analyzing the issue from
various scholarly perspectives, two contradictory theories
emerge: the autochthonous hypothesis and the allochthonous
hypothesis. The former is the older of the two; its roots can
be traced to ‘Romantic autochthonism’. In its modified version,
the theory was expanded by Gustaf Kossinna to become the
‘settlement-archaeology method’, which stipulated the identification of archaeological cultures with definite ethnicities
(Kaczanowski, Kozłowski 1998: 344). The theory was used
by Józef Kostrzewski in reference to the ethnogenesis and
topogenesis of Slavic peoples. He assumed the continuity of
the given ethnos in the cultures that superseded each other
in time, manifested in the presence of common, reappearing
characteristics. The starting point for his analysis of the origins
of the Slavic world was the settlement range of the Slavs in
the early Middle Ages. According to Kostrzewski, the recurring
sequence of common characteristics was sufficient reason
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to assume cultural continuity on Polish lands from 1200-1000
BC to the early Middle Ages. Thus, Lusatian culture was
considered Slavic, as were the Pomeranian, Przeworsk, and
Oksywie cultures that superseded it. There were attempts
to associate these cultures with the peoples mentioned by
Herodotus – namely, the Neuri and the Budini – and later with
Ptolemy’s Veneti (Kostrzewski 1961: 4-5; see also: Ciesielska
2002: 22; Heather 2010: 419).
The autochthonous theory presented by Józef Kostrzewski became the cornerstone for the so-called Poznań
school of Archaeology. The most ardent proponents of the
theory included Konrad Jażdżewski, Lech Leciejewicz, Jan Żak,
Zofia Hilczer-Kurnatowska, Stanisław Kurnatowski, Tadeusz
Makiewicz, and Witold Hensel. The main premise accepted by
the school, which has evolved in the course of recent years
(as discussed below), was to locate the cradle of Slavic culture
in the area between the Odra and Bug or between the Elbe,
Odra and Bug, and in the later years in the area between the
middle Dnieper and Odra (Jażdżewski 1981; Leciejewicz 1989;
2000; Labuda 2003: 14; Kara 2009: 63ff).
The undisputable presence of Germanic tribes in Polish lands during Antiquity was explained as the temporary
residence of small groups “sometimes intending to raid and
sometimes to trade”. They allegedly formed communities,
islands of settlements, and moved on to the south or east
when the local resources were exhausted (Labuda 2003: 18).
According to the supporters of the autochthonous theory, the
occasional presence of Germanic peoples in Polish lands did
not cause any changes in the anthropological and cultural
structure. As written sources were said to corroborate, the
departure of the Germanic population occurred as successive
tribes migrated towards the Roman limes: the Burgundians
and some of the Vandals moved along the Odra, while the
Goths and the remaining Vandals travelled along the Vistula.
Thus, it was believed that in the twilight years of Antiquity
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a civilizational crisis occurred, as supposedly manifested by
barbarization and a significant fall in the standard of living.
Under the influence of foreign ideas, disseminated by groups
of immigrants, Slavic settlement structures slowly began to
stabilize (Kostrzewski 1949: 186, 199; Leciejewicz 1989: 22:
Łosiński 2000: 15; Kurnatowska 2008: 73; Kara 2009: 327328; with further literature).
A slightly different view on the origins of the Slavs
was presented by Henryk Łowmiański. He too referred to
the middle Dnieper basin as the cradle of Slavic culture, yet
pointed to the possibility that Slavs migrated to the west as
early as in the Bronze Age. His hypothesis was based on
Kazimierz Moszyński’s findings regarding the differences
in the chronology of Slavic toponyms – older by the middle
Dnieper and in Volhynia, younger in the basin of the Vistula
and Odra. Łowmiański justified this fact with the migration of
proto-Slavs from the East to the West; in this process the Slavs
assimilated with the earlier population of the Veneti who had
previously come from the East. He believed that the ethnic
unification of the region of the middle Dnieper basin with the
territory between the Odra and the Vistula occurred as early
as in the 5th century BC (Łowmiański 1967).
Major modifications in the autochthonous theory were
introduced in the 1970s by Witold Hensel. They included the
broadening of the territorial range of proto-Slavic culture
from the Odra to the middle Dnieper basin and changes in
the understanding of the term ethnogenesis. Hensel admitted
the possibility of the weakening of the settlement movement
and a secondary Slavization of given areas. This resulted
in the multi-ethnic nature of the population and probably in
instances of Slavic cohabitation with neighbouring peoples in
the border regions of proto-Slavic lands, which fact ultimately
led to assimilation and acculturation (Hensel 1972; 1973; 1989).
The allochthonous theory is more recent and has been
called the Kraków school of historical archaeology, as its
authors (such as the ethnographer Kazimierz Moszyński and
the archaeologist Kazimierz Godłowski) and some of their
successors (e.g., Michał Parczewski) came from that city
(Cf. Moszyński 1925; 1957; Godłowski 1979; 2000: 58-65;
Parczewski 2005a: 65). This school is governed by analysis
of available material sources in close connection with written
ones. The latter constitute a significant tool in the identification
of the ethnic groups of the past. According to this theory, the
cradle of the archaeological culture of early Slavs was located
in the upper Dnieper basin. It was in this region, composed
of woodlands and wooded marshlands, that the Kiev culture
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emerged in the 4th century AD. This culture, in turn, later gave
rise to early-Slavic culture. In the course of the 5th century the
initial range of early-Slavic culture expanded to include forest
steppe areas. That was the time of the emergence of separate
cultural provinces, such as the Prague culture, the Penkovka
and Koločin cultures, associated with the Slavic ethnos, and
the Bancerowščina-Tušemlja culture, which probably also
belonged to that circle. The range of the settlements established by the members of these cultures included the upper
and middle Dnieper basin, the upper and middle Boh basin,
and the Dniester. The northernmost of the Slavic settlements
might have been located along the upper Neman and Daugava (Parczewski 1998a: 33; 2005a: 69; Godłowski 2000: 304).
This area was the starting point for many waves of Slavic
migration heading west and south (Fig. 2), and comprised at
least 300 000 km2. The opponents of this theory emphasize
that the proposed initial area for Slavic expansion is too small.
They see it as unlikely that such a small group would be able
to settle over such vast and allegedly depopulated areas of
central Europe in such a brief time (Cf. Piontek 1992; 2006a;
2006b; Babik 2008; Leciejewicz 2008).
New interpretation tendencies have recently emerged
in connection with the issue of the ethnogenesis of the Slavs.
They emphasize that the relations between the ethnos (the
people) and the archaeological culture are impossible to
ascertain. As noted by Henryk Mamzer (2004: 9): “the products of a long-gone culture which are the subjects of study,
are a result of our own interpretation based on the culture in
which we participate”. Within such a framework, ethnic continuity does not have to be tantamount to cultural continuity.
Thus, a change in material culture does not have to stem from
changes in the population.
The final issue that ought to be mentioned in connection
with the debate over the origins of the Slavs are the possibilities of employing modern biological research methods in
the study of ethnogenesis. Particularly significant data may
be obtained using paleogenetic techniques, or in this case
the analysis of modern DNA in the context of changes in past
populations. Studies focusing on polymorphism in modern
mitochondrial DNA passed down the maternal line have
shown that Slavic mtDNA displays a high level of homogeneity
and does not differ significantly from that of other European
populations. The identified mtDNA subclads (such as U4a2a,
U4a2, HV3, and R1a1) are characteristic for Slavs; the most
significant of these is the U4a2 subclad. It is thought to have
originated in central-eastern Europe and to come from the

2. THE CONTEXT FOR THE EMERGENCE OF EARLY-SLAVIC CULTURE

Fig. 2. The cultural situation in the Slavic world in the late 6th and early 7th century
a – the Prague culture; b – the Sukow culture; c – the Pen’kovka culture; d – the Koločin culture; e – the Bancerowščina-Tušemlja culture; f – the
Moshchino culture; g – Avar burial sites; h – the Ipoteşti-Cândeşti-Ciurel culture; i – mountain regions; j – the northern border of the Byzantine
Empire; k – main Byzantine strongholds; l – the limes of the Baltic area of habitation; m – the extent of wooded areas; n – the boundary between
the forest-steppe and the steppe. Source: Parczewski 1998, digital processing by M. Chwiej.

population of the Cord Ware culture, which the authors of the results indicate that modern Ukrainians have the highest level
study regard as the ancestor of modern Slavs (Malyarchuk et of similarity to other Slavic populations, a fact which serves
al. 2002; 2008; Branicki et al. 2005; Grzybowski et al. 2007). as the crowning argument for the allochthonous hypothesis,
Researchers focusing on the origins of the Slavs also pointing to the middle Dnieper region as the place of origins
analyze the polymorphisms of the Y chromosome, inherited of the Slavic ethnos (Rębała et al. 2007).
solely along the paternal line. The analysis of 18 STR microA different view on the ancestry of the Slavs may be
satellite markers revealed a homogeneity of the Y-STR hap- tabled on the basis of the analysis of the R1a1 – WSL haplolotypes in western and eastern Slavs, and differences in the type of the Y chromosome. This variation is commonly found
case of southern Slavs with the exception of Slovenes. The in the population of modern western Slavs (Czechs, Poles,
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and Slovaks) and in a single area in north-western Russia, in
the vicinity of Novgorod. In other parts of the Slavic world it
appears much less often. This led to the conclusion that the
identified haplotype was probably present in proto-Slavs
before their great migration in the 6th century. What is more,
it might serve as evidence of genetic continuity in this part of
central Europe since the Bronze Age (Woźniak et al. 2010: 7-8).
Another YDNA haplogroup that might be used to defend the thesis of the autochthonous origins of Slavs is R1a1a7
(mutation M458), appearing with a frequency of 30% in central
and southern Poland, in contrast with regions inhabited by
western and southern Slavs, where it is found in slightly more
than 10% of the population. The haplogroup in question is
much less common in southern Slavs and other European
populations (Underhill et al. 2010: Fig. 2).
In conclusion, it must be stated that despite 100 years
of intensive research and debates, along with the use of
modern techniques offered by the rapidly developing field of
genetics, there is still no clear answer to the question of the
spatial and temporal origins of the ethnic group that could be
considered the direct ancestors of the Slavs from the early
Middle Ages. What remains an indisputable fact, however, is
that at the dawn of the early Middle Ages a cultural change
took place over a vast territory of central and eastern Europe.
The material evidence for this transition shall be discussed in
the following sections of this article.

be considered precise dating indicators owing to their broad
chronological frame.
The beginnings of the early Middle Ages in Poland are
associated with the Prague culture (Godłowski 1979; 2000),
which stretched over depopulated areas previously belonging
to ‘non-Slavic’ cultures or, “Germanic cultures and Germanic
peoples of unspecified ethnicity” (cf. Kara 2009: 64). It is perhaps advisable to keep to the more “neutral” view expressed
by Jacek Poleski, who places the beginnings of early-Slavic
culture in the period “after the cultures originating from the
circle of Roman influence disappeared from the territory of
modern Poland” (Poleski 2013: 24).
The oldest materials associated with settlements of the
Prague culture were discovered in south-eastern Poland and
dated to the second half of the 5th century. The proponents
of the allochthonous theory regard the modern region of
Małopolska as the starting point for expansion to south-western and western Poland, which is thought to have taken place
from the second half of the 5th century to the 6th century
(Parczewski 1988a; 1988b; Godłowski 2000). Another culture
connected with the early Slavs is the Sukow-Dziedzice group
from north-western Poland and north-eastern Germany. The
culture is estimated to have emerged at the end of the 6th or in
the 7th century (Dulinicz 2001: 206-214; Parczewski 2002: 49).
Thus, the process of populating Polish lands would proceed
in two stages. The older stage would involve the historical
migrations of the Sclaveni and, according to Jordanes’ account,
2.2. THE CHRONOLOGY OF EARLY-SLAVIC CULTURE IN CEN- was limited to the upper Vistula basin. In the second stage of
TRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE, WITH PARTICULAR EMPHASIS migration, the settlers would reach the Baltic Sea, spreading
ON POLISH TERRITORY
over the remaining areas of what is now Poland. The “second
wave” of migration would correspond in time with TheophyThere is no clear date marking the beginning of the early lact Simocatta’s account of three Sclaveni envoys from the
Middle Ages, especially with relation to the early-Slavic phase shores of the western Ocean arriving by the Danube around
in Polish territory. As noted above, definite chronological esti- the year 591. In light of the recent changes in dating, due to
mates are difficult to obtain due to the lack of precise dating which the probable emergence of the Sukow-Dziedzice culture
indicators. In general, the term ‘early-Slavic phase’ may be was moved to the 7th century, this passage raises justifiable
used in reference to the period between the middle of the doubts (Cf. Dulinicz 2005: 515; Wołoszyn 2014).
A different timeframe for the beginnings of the early
5th century and the end of the 7th century (Parczewski 1988a;
1988b; 1993). Polish territory, as a part of a larger cultural Middle Ages is presented by proponents of the autochthonous
province, was also included in the analysis of the Prague theory. Apart from Hensel, who provided a general dating
culture conducted by Igor O. Gavrituhin. He distinguished four for the beginning of the epoch in the entire Polish territory
phases (0-III), corresponding to the period between the middle (ca. 450 AD), scholars representing this approach mainly
of the 4th century and beginning of the 8th century (Gavrituhin focus on the analysis of cultural changes in western regions
1997a: 42-49; 2005; 2009). The division introduced by the of Poland. In Wielkopolska, where the possibility of cultural
Russian scholar is based primarily on ceramic material and and civilizational continuity is taken into account, the dawn
the few metal items which, in my personal estimation, cannot of the early Middle Ages is labelled ‘phase A’. The beginning
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of this stage is delimited, depending on the scholar, to ca. analyzed separately. I lean towards the allochthonous theory
400, 450, or 500 (Hensel 1950: 5; Hilczerówna 1963: 327; of the origins of early-Slavic culture on Polish lands, yet I am
not convinced by claims of population vacuum and the total
Dąbrowski 2006: 223).
All controversies aside, it is an indisputable fact that, depopulation of the region. The adaptive behaviour apparent
at the early-Slavic stage, Polish territory constituted a part of from archaeological sources testifies to the cultural disparity
a much larger area known as the Prague cultural province. between the older settlements and the communities graduFrom the point of view of observed historical phenomena, the ally settling in what is now Poland since the middle of the 5th
territory lay on the peripheries of the Slavic world, yet was century onwards, mainly from the native region in eastern
still within reach of various impulses that will be discussed Europe (Parczewski 2005b: 267). In the second half of the 5th
further on. One must also agree with the thesis that in the century the territory expanded to the west; in the 6th century
period in question Polish territory started to be divided into western Poland was already a part of it. In the process, the
two provinces – the older (“Prague”) one in the south and migrants from the south had to happen upon small groups of
the newer one (“Sukow”) in the north, genetically related to local people who had inherited the cultural traditions of late
the “Prague” culture (Dulinicz 2001).
Antiquity. As Kara rightly observed, such encounters could
Interesting information in this context was provided have occurred not only in the region of Wielkopolska, but
by recent discoveries from Wielkopolska. These findings also in Lower Śląsk, although at present there are no properly
suggest that – contrarily to previous estimates – the decline identified findings that would verify this thesis. One piece of
of the Przeworsk culture settlements occurred at the end of evidence which may corroborate the theory is the presence
the 5th century. The analysis of the findings of imported items of toponyms of older, non-Slavic origin, even though their
allowed Michał Kara to identify settlement clusters on the number is small (Cf. Babik 2001).
borderlands of Lubusz Land and Lower Śląsk, in the middle
The existence of cultural continuity between the twilight
Obra basin, in Pałuki, Cuiavia (Kujawy) and in the vicinity of of the Roman period and the dawn of the early Middle Ages
Łęczyca, inhabited by communities who “may still [i.e., at the can be assumed with a high degree of probability in only
early-Slavic phase] have regarded the elements of elite an- one region of Poland – namely Podlachia. The evidence is
cient culture as significant...” (Kara 2009: 64-96, ryc. 2, with provided by the results of many years of research conducted
further literature).
in the settlement microregion around the stronghold in Haćki
In my own estimation, the cultural landscape of Polish (Kobyliński, Szymański 2005). In many respects this is a unique
territory in the transition period between Antiquity and the place; it shall be discussed in detail further on.
Middle Ages is very diverse, and each region ought to be
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3. The natural environment

Early-Slavic settlers came to what is now Poland at a time
when the northern hemisphere was experiencing a significant
decrease in average temperatures. The period lasted from
ca. 500 AD to ca. 800 AD, with the coldest years occurring
around 500 or 550 AD. In Polish lands the climatic change had
profound negative consequences, especially with regard to air
humidity, which rose significantly. Evidence of these phenomena may be found primarily in flood sediments in the alluvia
of the Vistula, Wisłoka, and Odra, dated to the years 425-575
(625) on the basis of samples taken from the sub-fossil trunks
of the so-called ‘black oaks’. Similar layers have been found
in the alluvia of other central-European rivers. The climactic
conditions in eastern Europe were slightly different – around
the middle of the 5th century the region was very arid. Some
scholars suggest that the difference in climate could have been
a significant factor in the migration of Slavic peoples (More on
this issue: Kalicki, Krąpiec 1996: 82-85, ryc. 25-26; Oblomski,
Petrauskas, Terpilovski 1999: 84; Dobrzańska, Kalicki 2003:
41-43; 2013: 148; with further literature).
The decision of where to settle was made primarily on
the basis of the conditions for growing crops and rearing animals. The preferred option was to live in a varied geosystem
which enabled the settlers to acquire sufficient nutrition. There
was a clear tendency to build near rivers or streams, on terrain
that was unlikely to be flooded even in times of high water. The
most typical locations include terrace edges and hills rising
above floodplains (Parczewski 1988b: 65-67; Dobrzańska 1998;
Dobrzańska, Kalicki 2003: 45; Podgórska-Czopek 2009: 320).
The settlements in the region of Zofipole near Kraków
by the upper stretch of the Vistula provide an example of
maximized use of loess terrace and floodplain (Fig. 3). The
small settlements were located near the edge of loess terrace, as evidenced by the presence of characteristic sunken
floor dwellings. Such a choice created favourable conditions
for taking advantage of all the available geosystems. Fluvial terraces of light, fertile soil with an appropriate level of
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moisture easily lent themselves to arable farming. They also
provided a source of wood, e.g., birch, for the production of
wood tar. The lower reaches of the terrace slopes, fertilized
by deluvia composed of eroded chernozhem humus, were
ideal for horticulture. Researchers have also found traces
of small streams at the foot of the terrace; these provided
the inhabitants of the settlements with water to drink and
to irrigate their homestead gardens. Lastly, the floodplain
itself could be used with varying frequency, most of all as
a source of building material (oaks) or wood used for other
purposes, e.g., birch (Dobrzańska, Kalicki 2003; Dobrzańska,
Kalicki, Szmoniewski 2009: 170). Similar criteria for choosing
to locate settlements near or at the edge of fluvial terraces
can be observed in other regions inhabited by early Slavs
(Podgórska-Czopek 2009 with further literature).
Some scholars claim that the rich floodplains were not
exploited in the early-Slavic phase (Cf. Poleski 2013). This line
of argumentation is difficult to accept. Massive amounts of
oak wood were used as fuel for specialized production in the
Roman period, and the proven shortage of oak trees in the
loess terraces along the Vistula river must have forced the inhabitants to utilize the resources of the floodplain (Dobrzańska,
Kalicki, Szmoniewski 2009; 2013). The limited access to the
plains prevented settlers from clearing entire areas, as they
did in the case of loess terraces. Even assuming that the area
was abandoned at the end of the 4th and the beginning of the
5th century and that, consequently, the forest stand in loess
terraces had time to regrow, such a quick pace of regeneration
after a period of total deforestation seems unlikely (especially
in the case of oak woods). The argument may be illustrated
with the example of the wood used to construct the sunken
floor dwelling discovered in site 5b in Kraków-Wyciąże. Its
builders made use of trees that were more than 200 years
old and, given the deforestation of the loess terrace, could
only have been cut in the floodplain (Poleska, Bober 1996;
Krąpiec 1996: 129, 134).

3. THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

Fig. 3.1.
Schematic paleogeographical section across the Vistula river valley in the Roman period (1 – Miocene clay, 2 – Pleistocene gravels with sands,
3 – Holocene gravels with sands, 4 – sands, 5 – silts (overbank deposits), 6 – loess, 7 – peats, 8 – oak, 9 – hornbeam, 10 – alder, 11 – willow,
12 – hazel, 13 – birch-tree, 14 – pine, 15 – spruce, 16 – meadows, 17 – cereals, 18 – dwelling zone of the settlement, 19 – production zone of
the settlement, AT – Atlantic, BO – Boreal, LG – late Glacial, PB – Preboreal, SB – Subboreal, SA – Subatlantic). Source: Dobrzańska, Kalicki,
Szmoniewski 2009.

Fig. 3.2.
Schematic paleogeographical section across the Vistula river valley in the early-Slavic phase (1 – Miocene clay, 2 – Pleistocene gravels with
sands, 3 – Holocene gravels with sands, 4 – sands, 5 – silts (overbank deposits), 6 – loess, 7 – peats, 8 – oak, 9 – hornbeam, 10 – alder, 11 –
willow, 12 – hazel, 13 – birch-tree, 14 – pine, 15 – spruce, 16 – meadows, 17 – cereals, 18 – dwelling zone of the settlement, 19 – production zone
of the settlement, AT – Atlantic, BO – Boreal, LG – late Glacial, PB – Preboreal, SB – Subboreal, SA – Subatlantic). Source: Dobrzańska, Kalicki,
Szmoniewski 2009.

The exploitation of floodplains may also mean that in
the early-Slavic period horticulture played a more significant
role than previously assumed. It might be assumed with
great probability that legumes and tubers were an important
element of the economy, as growing them was the optimal
method for feeding an itinerant population that built temporary
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settlements (Dobrzańska, Kalicki, Szmoniewski 2009: 168).
According to Stanisław Kurnatowski, “in terms of yield, vegetable fields provide food for four times as many people as
arable land” (Kurnatowski 1975: 88). Another fact that points to
the exploitation of floodplains is the presence of fishing tools
and fish bones discovered in the above half-dugout house.
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Fig. 3.3.
Settlement models and changes of terrace edge in the Vistula river valley downstream of Kraków in the Roman period (1 – Miocene clay,
2 – Pleistocene channel alluvia, 3 – loess, 4 – sandy-gravel alluvia of Young Pleniglacial/Late Glacial braided river, 5 – Neoholocene overbank
deposits, 6 – Neolithic (?) colluvia, 7 – meadow ore, 8 – Roman/Early Medieval sandy alluvia, 9 – dwelling, 10 – kiln, 11 – loess terrace plateau,
12 – fluvial terrace, 13 – floodplain, 14 – loess terrace edge, 15 – dwelling zone of the settlement, 16 – production zone of the settlement).
Source: Dobrzańska, Kalicki, Szmoniewski 2009.

Fig. 3.4.
Settlement models and changes of terrace edge in the Vistula river valley downstream of Kraków in the Early Slavic phase (1 – Miocene clay,
2 – Pleistocene channel alluvia, 3 – loess, 4 – sandy-gravel alluvia of Young Pleniglacial/Late Glacial braided river, 5 – Neoholocene overbank
deposits, 6 – Neolithic (?) colluvia, 7 – meadow ore, 8 – Roman/Early Medieval sandy alluvia, 9 – dwelling, 10 – kiln, 11 – loess terrace plateau,
12 – fluvial terrace, 13 – floodplain, 14 – loess terrace edge, 15 – dwelling zone of the settlement, 16 – production zone of the settlement).
Source: Dobrzańska, Kalicki, Szmoniewski 2009.
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4. The characteristics of early-Slavic culture

4.1. ACQUIRING FOOD
The scarcity of archaeobotanical and archaeozoological findings from Poland hinders any attempt at formulating a comprehensive theory on the makeup of the early-Slavic economy.
The scant data suggests that agriculture and animal husbandry
played a major role, along with other activities related to acquiring food (Parczewski 1988b: 70; Leciejewicz 1989: 66). Cereals
(wheat, rye, and sometimes barley) were grown primarily for
grain which was later ground into flour or groats. These grains
contain plenty of carbohydrates (mainly starch) but not much
protein or fat (Domańska et al. 1982: 255). The structure of
cultivation may be reconstructed only in a few sites where
extensive research has been conducted. The findings from
the settlement complex in Haćki in Podlachia indicate that its
inhabitants mainly grew millet, which constituted 53% of the
identified vegetal remains. Other crops included wheat (26%)
and barley (20%; Czeczuga, Kossacka, Kłyszejko 1976: 494, tab.
1; Szymański 1983: 93-95; Kobyliński, Szymański, 2005: 70).
Data gathered at the stronghold in Szeligi in Mazovia suggest
a different structure – in this settlement wheat was slightly
more common than millet, which was discovered in the form of
groats (Szymański 1967: 238-242; Klichowska 1967: 361-362).
It would be difficult to offer a definitive opinion on
whether the larger share of millet in the crops is a feature
characteristic for the early-Slavic period. Outside Polish territory, millet grains were also discovered e.g., in the settlement
in Kodyn in Ukraine, where no other type of crop was found,
and in Moldova and Wallachia, where remains of both millet
and wheat were discovered (Teodor 1978: 18, 146; Dolinescu-Ferche 1984: 139; Rusanova, Timoščuk 1984: 43). Millet
was also grown by the members of the Kiev culture, which
some scholars believe to be the predecessor of early-Slavic
culture (Terpilovski 1984: 61; Parczewski 1988b: 70). The predominance of millet in the crops was also noted in findings
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from Slovakia as well as in some sites from the Czech Republic,
i.e., Roztoky (Fusek 1994: 144; Kuna et al. 2013: 88-89, 9, Tab.
11). The data from other settlements from the Czech Republic
(Březno) suggests that wheat was the most common cereal
in that region, followed by barley, rye and oats. Millet was
the least popular crop there (Pleinerová 1979: 88-90; 2000:
230-231, tab. 10; Kuna et al. 2013: 93).
The fact that millet and probably wheat was cultivated
by Slavs is confirmed by Pseudo-Maurice, who wrote: “They
possess an abundance of all sorts of livestock and produce
which they store in heaps, especially common millet and
Italian millet” (Strategikon… XI.4: 120; see also Kurnatowska
1977: 64). Later accounts provide further information regarding the Slavs’ preference for this crop (Cf. Kiersnowski 1954:
358). The numerous mentions of millet as one of the staples
of Slavic economy have led to the assumption that this grain
was a characteristic element of early-Slavic culture, similarly
to rye in the later period of the Middle Ages (Jażdżewski 1980:
209; Leciejewicz 1989: 40).
This presence of millet in sites associated with the Kiev
culture and the predominance of other cereals cultivated in
late antiquity in the basins of Odra and Vistula was regarded
as yet additional evidence of the eastern origins of early-Slavic
culture in Poland (Parczewski 1988b: 95). However, a recently
conducted comprehensive analysis of paleobotanical source
material from the territory of Poland dated to the pre-Roman
and Roman period has shown that millet and rye already
constituted a large proportion of the cereals grown at that
time, even though the dominant crop was barley (Cf. Lityńska-Zając 1997: 40, 46). Proponents of the autochthonous
theory see this as yet another argument for cultural continuity
(Brzostowicz 2002: 171).
In my estimation, treating millet as a categorical ethno-cultural indicator to judge the ‘alienness’ or ‘nativeness’
of the early-Slavic people is an unjustified approach. The
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‘career’ of millet as the basic food staple in early-Slavic culture
may have been the result of a simple strategy of satisfying
needs in the quickest and least complicated way to ensure
survival. Millet has a high yield and is very nutritious – it has
a high calorific value (Moździoch 1990: 95; see also Le Goff
1994: 228). The crop grows well even on newly grubbed
land, the cultivation of which is associated with slash and
burn techniques. It can also be sown in fields that have not
been burnt. Millet has moderate soil requirements, but needs
a temperature of over 10°C in the germinating stage. The
grain was processed to produce millet groats or ground
into flour for noodles, bread and porridge, or used to brew
beer. It also served as feed for poultry (Podbielkowski 1985:
298; Lityńska-Zając 1997: 40; Lityńska-Zając, Wasylikowa
2005: 107). Large and small lumps of charred organic matter
discovered at the site in Haćki clearly indicate the universal
use of millet, since they are interpreted as remains of bread
made from coarsely ground flour, possibly sprinkled with
millet groats, and of cakes of finely ground flour or groats
(Kobyliński, Szymański 2005: 71).
Common wheat also played a significant role, perhaps
equivalent to that of millet, as it was the basic ingredient in
bread production. Wheat requires appropriate thermal and
moisture conditions, and grows well on moderately cohesive, permeable soils with a sufficient content of humus and
a fairly neutral pH level. It can be sown both as a winter and
as a spring crop (Dzieżyc 1967: 87-88; Domańska et al. 1982:
244-245).
Researchers working in the settlement complex in
Haćki also found remains of other edible plants. The ones
worth mentioning include legumes such as peas and lentils (Czeczuga, Kossacka, Kłyszejko 1976: 498; Kobyliński,
Szymański 2005: 71). They could have been grown in pure
sowing in homestead gardens and harvested for seeds, green
fodder, or hay. The seeds contain 25 to 50 percent protein
and are a valuable source of iron, vitamin B, and phosphorus. They can be ground and added to bread (Cf. Dzieżyc
1967: 108). Peas and lentils remains were also discovered in
the early-Slavic settlement in Březno in the Czech Republic
(Pleinerová 1972: 90; Pleinerová 2000: 231, tab. 10). Traces of
gathering, i.e., obtaining comestibles without growing them,
were also detected in Haćki, where hazelnut shells were found
(Czeczuga, Kossacka, Kłyszejko 1976: 498, tab. 1; Kobyliński,
Szymański 2005: 71).
As in the case of archaeobotanical sources, the archeozoological data pertaining to the early-Slavic period is
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in short supply. The scant findings suggest that cattle rearing
constituted the dominant form of animal husbandry. The
prevalence of such practices was determined e.g., within
the burgwall in Haćki or
. Inin the settlement in Igołomia, where
the second
first largest group of animal remains came from pigs.
The source material from Haćki also contained a substantial
proportion of sheep/goat bones and some remains of horses and hens (Dobrzańska 1998: 100; Abłamowicz 1991: 108;
Kobyliński, Szymański 2005: 71).
Archaeozoological findings from settlements in the
southern and eastern regions of the early-Slavic world, dated
to the period between the 6th and 7th centuries, also confirm the
prevalence of cattle bones and a large proportion of pig and
sheep/goat remains (Stanciu 2011: 311, tab. 40, Fig. 182). Only
in a small number of cases were pig bones more numerous;
e.g., in the settlement in Roztoky in the Czech Republic (Kuna,
Profantová 2005: 230; Kuna et al. 2013: 103-104, Tab. 22). The
dominant role of cattle in early-Slavic culture may testify to
the mobility of the early communities leading a half-nomadic
lifestyle. Indirect evidence of such a model is also found in
Byzantine sources (e.g., Procopius of Caesarea).
Evidence of fishing practices in the early-Slavic phase
were found in a sunken floor half-dugout dwelling in Nowa
Huta-Mogiła, where a fishing hook was discovered along with
fish scales and bones (Poleska, Bober 1996: 125, ryc. 22: 17).
Hooks for fishing rods were also unearthed in the settlement
in Żukowice (Parczewski 1988a: 93, tabl. XLIX: 1). The species
of the fish remains (carp types dominate) are known only from
settlement in Roztoky in the Czech Republic where fishing
served as a supplementary source of food (Kuna et al. 2013:
11-112, tab. 32). Hunting probably played a marginal role in the
economy of early-Slavic peoples, as indicated by the scarcity
of wild animal remains found (Kobyliński, Szymański 2005: 71).
4.2. TECHNIQUES FOR PROCESSING RAW MATERIALS
Clay
Clay vessels were made by hand by pressing successive
layers of clay coils, as evidenced by traces left on vessels
and shards. In some cases fingerprints are still visible on the
surface of the vessels. The pots were formed on flat surfaces,
made mostly of tough materials such as wood. Impressions on
the vessels from Grodzisko Dolne indicate that woven mats
or organic substances were sometimes used for the purpose.
The undersides of the vessels also bore traces of the use of
sand, crushed rock, or organic matter to prevent the ves-
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sels from sticking to the surface on which they were formed
(Parczewski 1988a: 30-31; Abłamowicz 1991: 108; Kobyliński,
Szymański 2005: 63; Stoksik 2007: 63; Podgórska-Czopek
2009: 194-195).
The majority of vessels discovered on Polish territory are pots. Most of them are medium in size and have
flat bottoms, bulging bodies (widest in the upper part) and
small, slightly flared vertical rims (Fig. 4). Decoration appears
extremely rarely and is very modest, limited to incisions or
circles made with a stamp.
The simple method of pottery production hinders attempts at creating a uniform system of classification. Hand-built
forms tend to be unique: indeed, differences in the shape of
the lip may often be observed on one and the same vessel.
A number of classification systems for early-Slavic vessels have
nonetheless been presented and two of them – namely, the
ones devised by Parczewski (1988a: 31-66, ryc. 3-17; 1988b:
15-29, ryc. 3-17) and Dulinicz (2001: 56-79, ryc. 8-27) – have
remained in common use. Not to engage in unnecessary
descriptions, let us simply state that Parczewski’s classification indicated the existence of regional differences in the
early-Slavic ceramics found in Polish territory; Dulinicz’s work
confirmed this hypothesis. The dissimilarities are not limited
to pottery, but manifest themselves in other aspects of material culture which shall be discussed in further sections of
the present work. Some of the crockery from the settlements
in the southern area resembles early-Slavic pottery of the
Prague type, whereas the vessels from the northern, slightly
younger sites represent the Dziedzice (or Sukow-Dziedzice)
type, which differs from the ‘Prague’ pots mostly with regard
to proportions.
The origins of vessels of the Prague type, as well as
the provenance of the Prague culture as such, are still unclear
(Parczewski 1988b: 30-35). Relevant works present many
hypotheses regarding the role of the archaeological cultures
of central and eastern Europe from the final stage of Roman
influence. Some scholars, mostly those from eastern Europe,
have stressed the importance of the Przeworsk culture in the
formation of the Prague culture (Rusanova 1976: 205-215;
Sedov 1982: 101-103, with further literature). Others have
pointed to the upper regions of the Dniester basin along with
the areas inhabited by members of the Kiev culture. They
regarded this community as the ancestors of not only the
Prague culture, but also the Penkovka and Koločin cultures
mentioned above (Werner 1972; Danilenko 1976; Parczewski
1988b: 105-108; Godłowski 2000; Terpilovski 2004: 67-72,
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with further literature). The proposal to trace the origins of
the Prague culture back to the Stroked Pottery culture, associated with the Baltic people, has not enjoyed much interest
(Mačinskij 1981: 34-36, cf. Egorejčenko 1988).
In recent years two approaches have gained a dominant position. The first of them, outlined by Vladimir D. Baran
(1978; 1988), is based on the fact that vessel forms similar to
the Prague ones (the Čerepin type) were discovered together
with 5th-century fibulae in complexes on the north-western
peripheries of the Chernyakhov culture area. The region
encompasses the upper and lower Dniester, upper Prut and
– as the place of the development of the Prague culture – is
expanded to include Volhynia, the upper Boh, and perhaps
also eastern Poland (Cf. Baran 1988: 61-76; Terpilovski 2004:
67-69). Recently, the groups of findings from these areas,
which included items dated to the 5th century, became the
subject of a thorough analysis conducted by Igor O. Gavrituhin, who traces the origins of the oldest ceramic items of the
Prague culture to the (admittedly scarce) findings dated to the
middle of the 4th century unearthed in the region of Pripyat
Polesia in Belarus (Gavrituchin 2005; 2009: 8-11; see also:
Furas`ev 2009: 31, with further literature). In light of successive new discoveries, this is the area that appears to be the
‘cradle’ of the Prague culture.

Fig. 4. A hand-made vessel from the settlement in Wyszogród.
Source: Buko 2008.
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Fig. 5
Examples of vessels made of ceramic fabric of the first
type (1-2). Photographed by B. Sz. Szmoniewski.

Examples of vessels made of ceramic fabric of the
second type (3-5). Photographed by B. Sz. Szmoniewski.

Other vessel forms (i.e., not pots) appear rarely. The
most popular among those are bowls of differing size and
plates – vessels with broad flat bottoms and low vertical rims
(Parczewski 1988a: 45, 60, ryc. 11).
Early-Slavic pottery was made of two characteristic
types of ceramic fabric (Fig. 5). These were identified in findings from the Czech Republic and match the results of analyses
made in Poland (Zeman 1976: 186-188; Zoll-Adamikowa 1985:
166; Parczewski 1988b: 14-15; Dobrzańska 1998; Podgórska-Czopek 2009). The first type is thought to be typical of the initial
stages of the development of early-Slavic pottery. It consists
of clay unevenly mixed with temper of varying coarseness
– mineral inclusions (sand, gravel, crushed rock) and grog
(particles of fired clay from crushed crockery or crumbled
lumps of dirt floor). A preference for grog and crushed rock
is discernible. The second type of ceramic fabric is more
characteristic for the middle period of the early Middle Ages.
It contains mineral inclusions such as sand, crushed rock,
gravel (much smaller and more evenly distributed grains). The
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walls are coarse and do not bear the characteristic traces of
hand-building and smoothing. Vessels made of such fabric are
also found – if rarely – on sites dating from the early-Slavic
period, e.g., in Grodzisko Dolne.
The production of vessels did not require a particularly
careful preparation of the clay material, although – according
to Halina Dobrzańska (1998: 91) – the use of grog and crushed
rock to improve the qualities of the ceramic fabric testifies
to the considerable technological expertise of early-Slavic
potters. The addition of grog reduced the risk of cracking
and deformation of the walls in the firing process, as it decreased the shrinkage of the fabric. It should be added that
the addition of grog is characteristic primarily for early-Slavic
pottery in eastern Europe (Rusanova 1976: 19; Podgórska-Czopek 2009: 193). Crushed rock, in turn, made the body more
resistant in the drying and firing process and increased the
durability of the finished goods. The size of the grains of the
mineral inclusions could vary from 1-5 millimetres to even 10
millimetres, which often led to them jutting out of the surface,
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Fig. 6. Clay spindle whorls from the settlement in Leżachów.
Photographed by B. Sz. Szmoniewski.

Fig. 7. Clay “breadcakes” from the settlement in Leżachów.
Photographed by B. Sz. Szmoniewski.

giving it a characteristic grainy texture. The irregularities were
removed by smearing the surface with oily clay or smoothening
it with wet fingers. The additional layer of clay did not always
cover the entire walls, especially if the fabric contained larger
grains, therefore the surface of the vessel appeared slightly
grainy (Dobrzańska 1998: 91; Podgórska-Czopek 2009: 195).
The small number of specialist analyses conducted
on early-Slavic ceramics indicates some diversity in the firing temperature: from 550-600°C in the case of the wares
from Żukowice, to 950-1000°C in the case of findings from
Siemonia (Hachulska-Ledwos 1985: 127; Abłamowicz 1991:
111; Stoksik 2007: 59, 64, tab. 4, ryc. 8-13). Some scholars are
of the opinion that temperatures above 8000C
°C would only
be possible to achieve inside a firing kiln (Cf. Abłamowicz
1991: 111; Podgórska-Czopek 2009: 199). However, no kilns
dating from the earliest stages of the mediaeval period have
been found on Polish territory to date. I am inclined to agree
with Parczewski that in Polish lands early-Slavic pottery was
open-fired, as indicated by the vessels’ softness and the
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discolouration of the surface often emphasized in relevant
literature. Results of laboratory analyses corroborate this
hypothesis, pointing to an uncontrolled firing atmosphere,
typical for open firings (Parczewski 1988a: 30–31; Kobyliński,
Szymański 2005: 63-64; Stoksik 2007: 64).
Another category of clay wares are spindle whorls
(Fig. 6), i.e., tools used to weigh down a wooden spindle in
order to propel it into rotating motion, necessary for twisting
woolenfibres into threads (Cf. Moszyński 1967: 95-101, ryc. 28:
7-9). Whorls are a fairly common finding in early-Slavic archaeological sites. The largest group of such items comes from
the stronghold in Haćki – it contains more than one-hundred
complete tools or fragments. Spindle whorls were made of
well-washed oily clay, sometimes mixed with a small amount
of sand or plant stalks. To make whorls, a potter formed a roll
of clay around 3 centimetres in diameter and cut it into discs
ca. 1.5 centimetres thick. The next stage involved cutting the
opposite sides diagonally and puncturing a hole in the centre.
Lastly, the surface was smoothened, polished, or decorated
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(Parczewski 1988a: 89; Kobyliński, Szymański 2005: 61, ryc.
III-35, fot. III-26; Podgórska-Czopek 2009: 208).
The whorls found in Polish territory may be divided into
three types. The first one includes spherical forms in three
subcategories: with the area around the perforation flattened,
concave, or sharp. This type is the most common; the first two
subcategories also appear very frequently in other regions
of the Slavic world, in clusters dated to the initial phases of
the early Middle Ages. Type two whorls are relatively less
common, while type three, which bears the most resemblance
to prehistoric tools, is found very rarely. Some whorls were
decorated, usually with horizontal grooves and dots. The
surface of one item from the settlement in Igołomia was
decorated with incised dots and diagonal lines (Parczewski
1988a: 89-91; Dobrzańska 1998: 95, ryc. IV: 3).
Early-Slavic sites have also yielded a considerable
number of so-called clay “breadcakes” (Fig. 7). These are small
hand-crafted items of oily clay tempered with grog and sand.
Specialist analyses suggest that they were carefully fired in
temperatures reaching ca. 7500C.
°C The form of the lumps of
clay differs – from spherical with flattened horizontal surfaces,
through oval and ovoid to cylindrical. Most findings are one of
a kind items. The surface of such objects bears dactylograms
and imprints of fingers, interpreted as decoration, and sometimes also parallel grooves incised by the wooden sticks on
which the item was placed during firing (Puka, Pawlikowski
2005: 429; Podgórska-Czopek 2009: 202-204).
Most clay “breadcakes” in Poland come from two clusters: in the lower San basin and along the Wisłoka river (seven
sites), as well as in the western part of the Bug basin (three
sites). Other regions of Poland have yielded only a handful
of such items – they were found in settlements on the left
banks of the upper (Igołomia) and middle (Złota) sections of
the Vistula basin and in the middle Odra basin (Żukowice). The
most numerous collection of clay “breadcakes” in Poland (431
items) was unearthed in the settlement in Grodzisko Dolne,
at site number 22 (Podgórska-Czopek 2009: 201-208, ryc.
75-76, 81, tabl. 13-14).
Such objects are discovered around the Slavic world,
mostly in connection with heating devices, and it must be
noted that they are more often found in clay ovens than in
stone ones. They have also been found in funerary contexts.
Their origins in early-Slavic culture are associated with the
findings from the Chernyakhov culture, where similar items
appear in a symbolic or ritual context related to fire. On the
one hand, clay “breadcakes” are regarded as items with
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Fig. 8. A handshank ladle from the settlement in Kraków Nowa Huta.
Source: Kubica-Kabacińska, Szmoniewski 2002.

a practical function, e.g., as the surface stabilizing vessels in
the hearth in an upright position, as material suitable for oven
repairs due to its ability to cumulate warmth, or as decorative
elements on the oven or hand-warmers used in cold weather.
Scholars also stress the possibility of using such items for
magical and ritual practices – the clay “breadcakes” could
have, for example, substituted actual bread in certain rituals,
which would grant them the status of cult objects. Irrespective
of their function, “breadcakes”are regarded as one of the
material indicators distinguishing early-Slavic culture (Stanciu
2001: 132-133; 2011: 260-269; 301-308; Podgórska-Czopek
2009: 206-208).
Another interesting category of clay items are loomweights – conical objects used to weigh down the warp in
a vertical loom. Three complete weights (measuring from 9
to 12 centimetres) and 196 fragments were discovered in one
of the half-dugout houses in the settlement in Nowa Huta,
at site number 18. They were found lying in a single line in
the western part of the dwelling (Hachulska-Ledwos 1986:
120, tabl. II: 2). The findings from another sunken-dwelling
in the settlement in Nowa Huta-Mogiła are less valid, due to
a certain inconsistency of the material. Loom weights may
be considered rare finds in early-Slavic culture as a whole,

4. THE CHARACTERISTICS OF EARLY-SLAVIC CULTURE

especially in comparison with earlier periods. Larger groups
of such items were discovered at the Kodyn I site in Ukraine.
They are also more common in early-Slavic sites in what is
now Romania (Rusanova, Timoščuk 1984: 17; Teodor 1984: 43,
51, 105; Parczewski 1988a: 91; Mitrea 2001: 355, fig. 74: 4, 7;
Stanciu 2011: 274-276, tab. 10, Pl. 115: 10-14).
Crucibles also belong to clay items found in early-Slavic
settlements. These are containers made of ceramic fabric
able to withstand high temperatures. They were most often
fashioned from selected types of grey-coloured clay tempered
with fine-grained sand (the size of particles did not exceed 2
millimetres) and, in a small number of cases, also with mica.
The surfaces of some crucibles showed signs of vitrification
and porosity. Such changes resulted from a prolonged exposure to high temperatures. The vessels were used for melting
metal or cast alloys (Kočka-Krenz 1983: 52; Gradowski 1984:
54; Bayley 1988: 196; 1991: 115; Rehren 2003: 207). In Poland,
crucibles are counted among rare findings. Thus far they have
only been discovered at three sites in the habitation area of
the Sukow-Dziedzice culture (Szmoniewski 2010).
Findings of melting ladles are equally rare in Polish
territory. The small number of such objects may be connected
with the practice of reusing crushed ladles as a temper for
ceramic fabric. One ladle was discovered in the stronghold in
Haćki; another – in Nowa Huta-Mogiła (Fig. 8). The latter item

features a container arranged perpendicularly with regard to
the handle. It is made of clay mixed with a small amount of
grog, sand, and sandstone roasted in fire. The longer sides of
the surviving part of the container converge at a right angle.
The ladle from Haćki has a similar form. Such findings appear
with varying frequency in the entire Slavic world (Kubica-Kabacińska, Szmoniewski 2002; Kobyliński, Szymański 2005:
57, ryc. III-16; Szmoniewski 2005a; 2005b; 2010).
Clay casting moulds have been discovered in Żukowice
(Fig. 9) and Dziedzice (Fig. 10). They belong to the soft casting
forms and are made of selected types of clay tempered with
sand, grog, and mica. The mould from Żukowice is quadrilateral, with negative spaces on three sides. Two of them are
almost trapezoidal in cross-section along the entire length,
while the third one is slightly broader at one of the surviving
ends. The item from Dziedzice is also quadrilateral. The clay
used to produce it is cohesive and well-fired. The temper is
composed of fine-grained sand and mineral particles (mica)
up to 2 millimetres in size. Negative spaces are located on
all four sides of the cast (Szmoniewski 2010).
Other interesting clay findings include the fish net
weight from Kraków’s Nowa Huta (Parczewski 1988a: 91) and
an interesting spindle whorl made out a fragment of a Roman
terra sigillata vessel, discovered in Nowa Huta-Wyciąże (Poleska, Bober 1996: 125, ryc. 22: 15).

Fig. 9. A clay casting mould from the settlement in Żukowice.

Fig.10. A clay casting mould from the settlement in Dziedzice.

Photographed by B. Sz. Szmoniewski.

Photographed by B. Sz. Szmoniewski.
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Wood
Owing to its physical and chemical properties, wood was
a highly valued resource material used for a variety of purposes in Polish lands in the early-Slavic period. It could serve
as fuel or as raw material for producing tar, constructing
buildings, or making various utensils. Unfortunately, these
very properties mean that wooden items are found extremely rarely. In most cases such findings consist of incomplete
constructional elements.
The walls of the sunken floor dwelling discovered in
Nowa Huta-Wyciąże were made of oak, which was one of the
most popular building materials. Such wood is heavy, flexible,
and highly resistant to damage and weather-induced decay,
and therefore constitutes a high-quality construction material
(Warywoda 1957; Podbielkowski 1985). In Nowa Huta-Pleszów,
in turn, one of the settlement buildings contained traces of
pine wood – which also makes for a good material for construction and carpentry. Fragments of charred beams made of
the wood of an unidentified coniferous tree were found in the
settlements in Nowa Huta and Bachórz (Hachulska-Ledwos
1971; Parczewski 1996).
A cinerary urn unearthed in the burial ground in Siemonia (site number 8) contained fir charcoal, while one of
the fragments of a dirt floor held a burnt chip of the wood
of a deciduous tree, perhaps a sycamore maple or a beech.
According to Dominik Abłamowicz (1991: 110-111), the charred
wood is actually the remains of a funerary pyre. Charcoal was
also discovered at the site in Haćki. The dominant type of
wood was oak, followed by birch and common pine (Czeczuga,
Kossacka, Kłyszejko 1976: 499, tab. 4). It should be noted that
traces of substantial amounts of charcoal were found in the
half-dugout structures and pits in the settlement in Roztoky in
the Czech Republic. Again, most of the wood came from oaks,
while hornbeam, hazelnut, willow/poplar and alder, linden and
birch were used less often (Kuna, Profantová 2005: tab. 12;
Kuna et al. 2013: 84-87, tab. 9, obr. 23).
The analysis of one vessel unearthed in Igołomia provided much valuable information. The inside walls of the pot
bore traces of organic matter which proved to be wood tar –
so far this is the only confirmed evidence that this substance
was being produced in the early-Slavic period (Fig. 11). The
lack of other similar findings is most likely the result of misinterpretation. Organic traces inside ceramic vessels are often
described as charred remains of comestibles. In the case of
the Igołomia pot specialist analysis has confirmed the scholars’
intuitive interpretation of the adherent material as the remains

42

of wood tar. Wood tar was produced by means of destructive
dry distillation of wood. Both coniferous and deciduous trees
could be used. The analyzed sample from Igołomia contained
birch tar (Dobrzańska 1998: 93; Dobrzańska et al. 2005).
Ethnographical analogies allow us to reconstruct the
distillation device used in the process (Cf. Wrębiak 1972:
29-33; Brylak-Załuska 1983: 28, with further literature). It
consisted of two vessels, one of which had a small hole at
the bottom and was filled with coiled strands of birch bark
measuring around 5 to 10 centimetres in width and up to 50
centimetres in length. The vessel was then sealed with clay in
order to protect the organic substance contained inside from
the open flames and to prevent the wood gas from escaping.
After such preparation, the vessel was put inside another one,
and placed at the bottom of a pit. The entire contraption was
then covered with a pile of wood. As the wood burned, the
vessel containing birch bark would start to fill with gas and
an oily liquid with a very strong smell, similar to that of petroleum. The perforations at the bottom of the vessel allowed
the wood tar to drip down to the container underneath. This
method of tar production is sometimes referred to as destillatio per descendum. Remnants of the vessels used in this
technique are known from findings in Poland and Germany
dated to later stages of the early mediaeval period; so far
there is no evidence suggesting that this method was used
in Czech or Slovak territory (Szafrański, Szafrańska 1961: 67;
Bialeková 1997: 69).

Fig. 11. A vessel used for the production of wood tar found in the
settlement in Igołomia.
Source: Dobrzańska et al. 2005.
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In the early mediaeval period wood tar was a highly
valued commodity, as it could be used for a variety of purposes. Birch tar – of the type discovered at the bottom of the
vessel in Igołomia – was milder than tar produced from the
wood of coniferous trees. Owing to its preservative properties,
the substance could be used to impregnate leather, making
it more durable and less likely to be damaged by rodents.
Ethnographic evidence implies that the characteristic smell of
tar repelled parasites, which is why it was applied to various
types of garments. Tar was also invaluable in folk veterinary
practices. Foot-and-mouth disease was treated by smearing
tar over the nostrils and feet of infected animals. If a domestic
animal was suffering from stomach ailments, tar was added
to the milk or water it drank. Finally, one needs to mention
the magical properties associated with tar. It was considered
to be an apotropaic measure and was used by Slavs to ward
off disease and evil forces (Szafrański, Szafrańska 1961: 64,
73; Wrębiak 1972: 34-35; Moszyński 1967: 315).
Stone
The most numerous group of stone findings consists of whetstones, usually made of sandstone or slate. All discovered
items had an irregular, almost rectangular shape, and were
well-worn. Whetstones found in Poland do not differ from
those from other areas of early-Slavic habitation (Parczewski
1988a: 92, Tabl. XXIII: 8, L: 1; Podgórska-Czopek 2009; Stanciu
2011: 276-277, Fig. 152).
Stone was also used to carve casting moulds. Such
moulds are referred to as ‘hard’, in contrast to the ‘soft’ ones
made of clay. They were produced primarily from the locally
available types of stone. The most numerous group of such
items was found in the stronghold in Haćki (Fig. 12); the casting
moulds are made of marl (Kobyliński, Szymański 2005: 57).
A fragment of a sandstone casting mould was discovered in
the settlement in Szeligi (Szymański 1967: 21). Casting moulds
of similar materials were also made in other areas inhabited
by members of the Prague culture (Aulich 1972: 74; Vinokur
1997: 52; Măgureanu, Ciupercă 2005: 294).
Spindle whorls could also be made of stone. Such items
were discovered in the settlements in Nowa Huta-Wyciąże
and in Igołomia (Poleska, Bober 1996; Dobrzańska 1998). The
only fragment of a stone quern ever found in Polish territory
comes from a settlement in Nowa Huta, site no. 62A. Identical
querns were unearthed at very few sites in the early-Slavic
habitation area (Parczewski 1988a: 92, tabl. XXIII: 8; Kuna,
Profantová 2005: tab. 35a, obr. 340: 1-2, 341: 1-3).

THE PAST SOCIETIES 5: 500 AD – 1000 AD

Fig. 12. Stone casting moulds from the site in Haćki.
Source: Szymański 1983.

Iron
Iron items from the early-Slavic period appear with varying
density. The largest and most diverse group found in Polish
territory comes from the stronghold in Haćki. It comprised two
pairs of scissors, crude sickles, sickles, a few small knives,
hooks, rings, a hammer and a punch (Kobyliński, Szymański
2005: 58, 60, ryc. III-20, III-21, III-33).
The largest category of iron objects found in Poland
are knives. Their form is simple, dictated by functionality
alone, which makes it impossible to treat knives as indicators
of dating or cultural affiliation. An item that stands out from
the group was discovered in the settlement in Żukowice.
Due to its length and form the artifact was categorized as
a fighting knife (Parczewski 1988a: 88, tabl. XLVIII: 5). Michał
Kara, who conducted an analysis of the object, deemed it
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Fig. 13. Iron pincers from the settlement in Żukowice.

Fig. 14. An iron hammer from the site in Haćki.

Photographed by B. Sz. Szmoniewski.

Source: Miśkiewicz (ed.) 1998.

similar to the saexes – short, single-edged daggers popular
in the Germanic world in the 1st millennium AD. Kara dated
the knife to the middle of the 6th century and pointed to the
early-Merovingian cultural circle as its place of origin (Kara
2009: 79-80). Thus far, it is the only fighting knife discovered
in the area between the Bug and the Elbe which may be
associated with the early-Slavic period.
Iron was also used to produce pincers – tools composed of a pair of handles and jaws of differing length. They
are mostly categorized as blacksmiths’ tools and, to a lesser
degree, as appliances used in casting and jewellery making.
The basic criteria of classification are the length of the handles
and the form of the gripping jaws. As regards pliers used in
the processing of non-ferrous metals, there is some discussion
as to how long they should be. Two options are presented:
up to 20 centimetres and between 40 and 60 centimetres.
For casting, pincers were needed primarily for tasks which
involved moving crucibles. Tools made for such purposes
could have two different types of gripping jaws – either flat and
overlapping or elongated and parallel to one another (Pleiner
1962: 172-173; Kokowski 1981: 198-199, ryc. 4-5; Kočka-Krenz
1983: 54, tabl. II: 10-13; Heindel 1993; Guillaument 1998).
A complete specimen of pincers found in Poland and
dated to the period under analysis comes from the settlement in Żukowice (Fig. 13). A fragment of pincer jaws was
also discovered in the stronghold in Szeligi. The Żukowice

pincers are a particularly interesting item; they measure 18
centimetres and feature oval gripping jaws with defined handles. Interestingly, the handles and the jaws overlap leftwardly.
Pincers of this type are exceedingly rare; they were designed
to be held in the blacksmith’s left hand to maintain a grip on
an object that was being forged (Cf. Guillaument 1998: 3, Fig.
1: 4). The fragment of pincers discovered in Szeligi is seven
centimetres long and belongs to an item with short jaws with
a single point of contact. The shape of the jaws suggests that
they could belong to the type with well-defined, sharp edges
(Cf. Heindel 1993: 364-365, Fug. 31: a-b). There is a number
of differences distinguishing these pincers from similar tools
from the period preceding the early-Slavic age. The dissimilarities are mostly apparent in the proportions of the tool and
the form of the jaws (Cf. Kokowski 1981: 193, 205).
An item similar to the pincers from Żukowice, but
significantly longer (32 cm), was found in grave number 6
in Poysdorf-Reiβhübeln in Austria, dated to the 6th century
(Daim, Mehofer, Tobias 2005: 202, 205, Fig. 3: 17). The pincer
fragment from Szeligi has many counterparts. A similar tool
was discovered among the grave goods dated to 650 AD,
unearthed in Drocksjö in Sweden (Arrhenius 1993: Fig. 7). The
small number of pincers from the early-Slavic period contrasts
with the large amount of findings from earlier and later periods
(Cf. Kočka-Krenz 1983; Teodor 1996: fig. 3: 3-4, 6-10; Heindel
1993: 364-365, Fig. 31; Birûkov 2001: 162, Fig. 23-24).
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Iron hammers were useful in processing non-ferrous
and noble metals, and as tools indispensable for shaping
metal sheet and surface decoration. They could also be used
to crack clay moulding forms open (Hundt 1975: 118). Thus
far only one item of this type has been discovered in Polish
territory, in the stronghold in Haćki (Fig. 14). It measures 8.7
centimetres in length and resembles a hammer-axe with
a vertical blade and an angular butt (Cf. Kočka-Krenz 1983:
61, Heindel 1993: 356). The size is close to that of hammers
used in jewellery making. Hammers constitute a rare find in
the entire area of Slavic habitation (Szmoniewski 2010). Very
similar tools were used in various cultural circles in early-mediaeval Europe. Significantly, in the regions neighbouring with
the Slavic world, hammers are among the tools buried in the
graves of blacksmiths or casters (Cf. Birûkov 2001; Tanase
2008; 2010: 76-81).
It is very hard to establish which of the metal items
found at sites dating from the early stages of the early mediaeval period were punches, burins, or other tools used in
jewellery making. Due to the material the items were made
of (iron), in many cases only parts of them have survived, and
their simple form hinders attempts at an accurate interpretation of the remains. If the function of the tool is not clear, the
context of the finding provides the basic criterion for categorizing a given item as a punch or a burin. Punches, sometimes
referred to as stamps, are metal rods or bars measuring
between 15 and 20 centimetres, with variously shaped tips.
They are used to form impressions or relief motifs on sheet
metal (Gradowski 1984: 40; Heindel 1990: 259, Fig. 16: 1-6;
1993: 347-350; Kočka-Krenz 1993: 30; Armbruster 2000: 56ff).
Items that could be categorized as punches were discovered
only in the stronghold in Haćki (Kobyliński, Szymański 2005:
58, ryc. III-20, fot. III-12). They might have been used to produce embossed ornaments of thin metal plate, such as the
ones unearthed at the site.
There is a sizable group of iron findings whose function
remains unidentified. These items include various types of
thin iron bars and wires. A large collection of such objects
was discovered in a fill in a sunken floor dwelling in Wyciąże
(Poleska, Bober 1996).

Fig. 15. Fibulae made of copper alloy from the early-Slavic period.
1 – Szeligi, 2 – Kraków Nowa Huta-Mogiła, 3 – Radziejów Kujawski, 4 –
Biskupin. Source: Parczewski 1988a.

Huta-Mogiła (Szymański 1967; Dąbrowska 1984; Kobyliński,
Szymański 2005). Other findings of items made of non-ferrous
metals are isolated cases.
The most impressive findings from the period in question are fibulae (Fig. 15). Only a small number of them was
discovered in Poland; they are not of the same cultural provenance (Cf. Parczewski 1988a: 76-82, ryc. 18: 2, 9, 10, 12). The
two fibulae found in Szeligi and Nowa Huta-Mogiła belong to
the so-called digitated fibulae. Items of this type constitute
one of the largest groups of metal ornaments from the initial
stages of the early mediaeval period found in the Slavic area
of habitation. The characteristic feature which gave these
fibulae their name is the arrangement of three or five oval
or spherical nods protruding from a semicircular headplate.
Such fibulae also feature an arched bow and a foot of differing shape, usually ending in an oval convexity or a plate
with a stylized representation of a human face or the head
of an animal. The incomplete fibula from Szeligi has already
become the subject of numerous studies, ones which have
Non-ferrous metals
shown that the closest relations connect this item with fibulae
More than ten early-Slavic items of metals such as bronze from the circle of Gepid culture from the eastern part of the
or silver have been discovered in Polish territory. The most Hungarian Plain. It is thought to have been made between the
ample collections unearthed so far come from the strong- end of the 6th and the beginning of the 7th century (Szymański
holds in Haćki and Szeligi, and from the treasure from Nowa 1967: 34-37, 293-296; Parczewski 1988a: 76).

THE PAST SOCIETIES 5: 500 AD – 1000 AD

45

CHAPTER 1

EARLY-SLAVIC CULTURE

The incomplete digitated fibula from Nowa Huta-Mogiła
was found alone. It was carefully analyzed by Parczewski
(1988a: 77-79), who claimed that it was made in the second
half of the 6th century or later, but before the second half of
the 7th century. The form of the surviving part suggests that
the item should be classified as type ID in Joachim Werner’s
typology. Such fibulae are known primarily from the southern
(between the lower Danube and Dniester) and partially also
from the eastern (middle Dnieper) reaches of the Slavic world.
ID-type fibulae have also been found outside the area of Slavic
habitation, in two clusters in the Masurian Lakeland and in
the south of the Crimean Peninsula. Individual items have
also been found in the Pannonian Basin and in the southern
regions of the Balkan Peninsula and Asia Minor. One specimen
was unearthed in a settlement of the Bancerowščina-Tušemlja
culture in Mikol’ca
y in northern Belarus (Cf. Ajbabin 1988; Curta
2006a: Fig. 5; Szmoniewski 2010, with further literature).
Another fibula was discovered in the early-Slavic settlement in Biskupin, at site number 4. Initially, scholars drew
attention to its stylistic similarity to anthropo-zoomorphic
designs of the fibulae from the Dnieper basin. However, in
the light of new interpretations, the item should be included
in the circle of Gotland fibulae with openwork head plates
(Żak 1962: 144-145; Parczewski 1988a: 79-80; 1988b: 37-38;
Wróblewski, Bitner-Wróblewska 2004).
The fibula with a rectangular head plate found in the
settlement in Radziejów Kujawski, site number 5, resembles
brooches known from southern Scandinavia, the southern
shores of the North Sea, the Rhineland, and south-eastern
England. According to Parczewski (1988a: 80-81), the item
is a “simplified copy of much more sumptuous northern-European fibulae, dated broadly to the period between the 5th
and 7th century”. Michał Kara, in turn, associates the brooch
with the Merovingian cultural circle, stressing their similarity
to fibulae found in what is now France (Kara 2009: 117). The
chronology of the fibula from Radziejów is linked with the
6th century and even the beginning of the 7th century, when
it could have been used as an element of attire or as an
‘incomplete’ amulet (Gabałówna, Nowakowski 1964: 244,
274-275, ryc. 28: 2).
A sizable proportion of ornaments is made up of pendants of different shapes. Rhomboidal pendants are the most
common, and they were among the findings from Szeligi and
Haćki (Szymański 1967: tabl. 178: 1-3; Kobyliński, Szymański
2005: Tabl. III-26; fot. III-18). Their characteristic features
include truncated narrower edges and a linear decoration in

the form of two rows of small circular convexities with four
incised rings in the centre (Fig. 16). The only counterparts to
the Haćki and Szeligi pendants found in the Slavic area of
habitation are two bronze rhomboids hung on a bow-shaped
wire with spirally coiled ends. They were discovered in a trove
of metal objects in the town of Lubniewice in Lubusz Land.
The ornaments are similar in shape, yet their decoration differs in design. Primarily on the basis of the chronology of
the bracelets it contained, the Lubniewice cluster is dated
to the 7th century or, more broadly, to the beginnings of the
early mediaeval period (Kleemann 1951: 2; Szymański 1968:
191; Dulinicz 2001: 110, ryc. 55: 2).
Similar objects are also included among the findings
from the Avar Khaganate. The silver rhomboids that are part
of a necklace recovered from grave number 18 in the burial
ground of Pécs-Köztemető in Hungary bear resemblance to
the pendants from Haćki and Szeligi. Their edges are embellished with a linear ornament composed of two rows of circular
protrusions. The decoration of the central field is limited to
a single impressed ring with a dot in the centre. In contrast
to the Szeligi pendants, the lower rim of the rhomboids from
Pécs-Köztemető is sharp. A necklace found separately in
a burial ground in Cserkút in Hungary features embossed silver
elements which differ from the previously described items in
terms of size. The surface decoration includes motifs similar
to the ones seen on the pendants from Pécs-Köztemető, but
features an outwardly coiled tape at the upper end, while the
lower end has the form of two wire-like crescentiform protrusions ending in spirals, with pairs of oval pendants hanging
from the lower parts. Interestingly, the lower end mirrors the
most commonly found composition of sheet metal pendants
with embossed motifs (Cf. Szymański 1968: 192-193, ryc. 4-5;
Garam 2001: Taf. 21-22).
Trapezoidal pendants found in the treasure from Nowa
Huta-Mogiła constitute a separate category. They were cut
out of thin bronze sheet and had an embossed surface decoration comprising small dots or concentric circles. In the area
inhabited by early Slavs, the largest number of trapezoidal
pendants was found in hoards, the “Antes’ antiquities” in the
Dnieper basin (e.g., Sudža, Velikie Budki, Hacki, Niznia Suroy
vatka), in cremation graves (Großprüfening) and inhumation
burial sites (Mohnač), in stronghold (Zimne) and settlements
(e.g., Muntěnice, Selişte, Roiŝe, Zimne). Ornaments of this type
have a historical connection with the aesthetic tradition of the
wooded regions of eastern Europe, where similar pendants
had been made already by members of the Zarubintsy cul-
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Fig. 16. Rhomboidal pendants from the settlement in Szeligi.
Source: Szymański 1967.

ture and later by members of the Kiev culture (Comşa 1984:
70; Parczewski 1988a: 83; Terpilovski 2004: ryc. 40: 3, 63:
13; Szmoniewski 2008). The simple ornaments are counted
among the most characteristic jewellery types in early-Slavic
culture. In the period between the 6th and the late 7th/early
8th centuries, the largest concentration of such items maybe
observed in the river basins of the Danube, in the upper and
middle Dnieper, in the upper and middle Daugava and upper
Volga. By the 8th century they were mainly found in the wooded
regions of northern Europe, where, with varying frequency,
they remained in use for the entire period of the early Middle
Ages (Szymański 1968: 195-205; Gavrituhin 1997b: ryc. 2;
Ŝeglova 2002: ryc. 1).
As regards surface decoration, the pendants found in
Nowa Huta-Mogiła are stylistically similar to items originating
from the Danube area. Their distribution is limited to central
Europe, in particular to the area of the Prague cultural province. Numerous pendants of the same type, made of silver
and bronze sheet, are being excavated from Avar burial sites
(Parczewski 1988a: 82-84; Gavrituhin 1997b: 50, ryc. 1: 31;
Szmoniewski 2010: ryc. 23). A number of scholars interpret
the presence of such items within the Khaganate’s territory
as material evidence that Avars and Slavs migrated together;
some researchers connect the pendants with a third ethnic
group – namely, the Kutrigurs, who are thought to have arrived
there from the middle Dnieper basin, along with the Avars
(Sós 1963: 318, 325-369; Bóna 1971: 305-306; Fettich 1972:
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85-97; Szymański 1979: 55-56; Vakulenko, Prihodnûk 1990: 94).
The stronghold in Haćki also yielded the above-mentioned fragment of a casting mould with a negative image of
a rectangular pendant. The available archaeological material
does not include items of the exact same design. An analysis
of such ornaments was conducted by Szymański (1968), whose
hypothesis regarding the influence of the Baltic cultural circle
seems justified. It may, however, be necessary to move the
closing date of the period of use of rectangular sheet metal
ornaments to the 5th or 6th century (Cf. Volkaité-Kulikauskiené
1997: 71). Another thing worth mentioning in this context is
the casting mould for an ornament similar to the one found
in Haćki. This mould was discovered in tumulus number 6
at the burial ground in Arniko, in north-eastern Estonia. The
mould, along with fragments of others and a casting ladle,
was included in a deposit of grave goods for a caster. The
site also yielded bell-shaped bronze pendants. The burial is
dated to the 7th or the 8th century (Moora 1963: 357, Fig. 1: 1;
Sedov 1974: tabl. 27: 1).
Findings from Polish territory also include two bronze
hoops. One of them comes from the hoard in Nowa HutaMogiła, the other – from the settlement in Osiecznica. The
former item is made of solid wire with overlapping ends. Its
surface is decorated with a series of notches. Similar objects
are interpreted as a type of head ornament – the so-called
temple rings. In the early-Slavic period their distribution was
limited to the Hungarian Plain and the Carpathian Basin; an
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isolated finding comes from Ukraine, from the settlement in
Zimne. The hoop from Osiecznica is sometimes interpreted
as a finger ring. The context of this finding is interesting, as
it was discovered in a storage hollow together with other
bronze items: a plain piece of sheet metal, a hemispherical
rivet head, and two small rectangular fittings of sheet metal
featuring rivets (Parczewski 1988a: 87; Kara 2009: 82, ryc. 4: 3).
The treasure trove from Nowa Huta-Mogiła also contained a small, partially damaged bronze item. It was most
probably a disc decorated with repoussé. One side of the
surface bore traces of an organic substance, presumably
leather. The item is interpreted as a fitting for a belt, a bridle,
or a quiver. Similar discs were unearthed from Avar burial
grounds in the Pannonian Basin, usually dated to the early
Avar period of late 6th and early 7th centuries (Parczewski
1988a: 86 with further literature).
Buckles found in the hoard at Nowa Huta-Mogiła and in
the settlement in Haćki were also made of bronze. The most
interesting of these are the ones from Haćki, which belong
to the B-shaped type with a plain frame. Similar buckles with
a plain or decorative frame with a ferrule were widely distributed across eastern Europe, where three areas of maximum
concentration can be identified: around the Black Sea, in the
Caucasus, and in the Volga basin. They are dated to between
the middle/late 6th century and the middle of the 7th century
(Cf. Gavrituhin 1999: 160, 171, 178, 194-195).
The site in Haćki also yielded an extraordinary item –
namely, a fitting of gilt bronze decorated with the motif of two
human faces (Fig. 17). Its counterparts may be found among
Merovingian goods, in fittings of the Martynov type, and in
Avar ornaments (Kobyliński, Szymański 2005: 60). A large
group of stylistically similar pendants, appliqués, and overlays bearing the image of a human head comes from central
Asia, particularly from the Sayan and Altai Mountains, where
they are dated to the entire period of the early Middle Ages
(Korol` 2008: 22).
Silver bracelets with flaring ends are very typical for
early-Slavic culture. In Poland, however, they are rare finds;
eight complete or incomplete items come from Haćki, one
was discovered in the settlement in Szeligi. Ornaments of this
type are distributed over a large territory – from the Dnieper
basin through the Baltic area and the lands inhabited by early
Avars, to early-Merovingian sites in the middle Danube basin
(Szymański 1967; Kobyliński, Szymański 2005: 59).
Bronze items with strong ties to the Baltic cultural circle
and to the early-Avar milieu in the Pannonian Basin include
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Fig. 17. A belt fitting decorated with the motif of a mask, found in
the settlement in Haćki.
Source: Miśkiewicz (ed.) 1998.

spiral beads discovered in the stronghold in Haćki and Szeligi
and in the settlement in Żukowice (site 1). Drawn on a string
and arranged in lines, such beads could be parts of necklaces,
diadems, and other head ornaments. In Avar and early-Slavic
culture they were often used as an element separating two
parts of necklace. In Baltic lands such items appeared in the
Roman period and ceased to be used as the early mediaeval
period drew to a close. The findings from Poland are dated
to the late 6th and the early 7th centuries (Szymański 1967: 40,
66, 299-305; Parczewski 1988a: 84; 1989: Tabl. XIII: 1; Garam
2001: Taf. 23: 2; Kobyliński, Szymański 2005: 59, ryc. III-24;
Profantová 2013: obr. 14: 6).
A single specimen of pincers – a small tool with flexible
handles – was found in the stronghold in Szeligi. Similar items
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have been found at various sites, e.g., in Selonian graves an interesting observation that Slavs first encountered combs
dated to the 6th or the 7th century, and at Avar burial grounds. at the time of their expansion to central Europe and initially
They are thought to have been used in jewellery making used only items manufactured by members of other cultures
(Rajewski 1954: 10-11; Birûkov 2001: 163; Zábojník 2004: 62, (Cf. Cnotliwy 1997: 366).
obr. 32: 8-10; Stašulāne 2005: 56, Fig. 20, 22).
Other artifacts of bone and horn discovered in Polish
The last item worth mentioning is a bronze Byzantine territory include stitching awls, needles, piercing tools, and
coin (40 nummia = 1 follis) from the reign of emperor Her- bone skates. Awls and piercing tools have been found at alaclius (issued 613-614). It was found in the topsoil layer in most every early-Slavic site in the settlements in Wyszogród
the settlement in Grodzisko, site 22. It is the first Byzantine near Płock, while bone skates come from the settlement in
coin with ties to the early-Slavic period discovered in Poland Kraków-Nowa Huta, site number one (Parczewski 1988a: 94,
(Podgórska-Czopek 2009: 208, 209, ryc. 82; Wołoszyn 2005, tabl. XXIV: 4; Kobyliński, Szymański 2005: 61; Kubica-Kawith further literature).
bacińska 2005).
Horn and bone
4.3. ARCHITECTURE
The majority of horn findings are combs. In Polish lands combs
made of bone dated to the early-Slavic period come mostly
from Małopolska, with such items having been discovered in
the settlements in Igołomia, Nowa Huta-Mogiła, and Szarbia.
Two objects come from Śląsk, from the settlement complex in
Żukowice. A number of fragments of bone or horn combs was
also found in the stronghold in Haćki. Another item which may
also be included in this group comes from Szarbia, and was
discovered (presumably in a secondary deposit) in the layer
dated to between the 9th and the 10th centuries (Baczyńska,
Maj 1981: 186, ryc. 6: b; Parczewski 1988a: 94, tabl. XLV : 2 ;
LVII :14; Poleska, Bober 1996: 125, ryc. 22 : 1; Dobrzańska
1998; Kobyliński, Szymański 2005: 61, III-32).
In terms of form, all combs from Poland may be categorized as three-layered; in terms of the arrangement of working
elements they may be divided into single- and double-sided.
Among the more interesting findings is the fragment of a comb
of the elongated type with thin plates, a gently arching back
with a straight base, and a typical motif of animal heads on
one of the surviving side panels, with stylized figures in the
middle and a decorative pattern in one of the surfaces. Such
adornments are characteristic for combs from the 6th century
and resemble Gepid artifacts, as evidenced by the existence
of a counterpart of this item, found in Komjatice in Moravia.
The remaining combs are all two-sided and composed of three
layers. In terms of the form and the decoration the closest
counterparts to these artifact come from Gepid, Frankish, and
Alamannic burial grounds in the Danube basin and in upper
Fig. 18. A reconstruction of a sunken dwelling from the earlyRhine. A larger number of comb findings associated with
Slavic period.
early-Slavic culture has been discovered mostly in the Czech
Source: Ľapuškin 1958.
Republic and in Moravia (Parczewski 1988a: 95; Cnotliwy 1997:
370-371; Dobrzańska 1998: 95). Eugeniusz Cnotliwy offered
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Fig. 19. The cross-section of an early-Slavic dugout in Leżachów.
Photographed by. B. Sz. Szmoniewski.

The most distinct, even ‘ethnosynthetic’ cultural features
ascribed to early-Slavic people include handmade ceramics,
characteristic burial rites, and a specific type of architecture,
represented by sunken dwellings with an almost perfectly
square ground plan and a hearth or an oven in one corner.
Sunken dwellings are referred to as dugouts (ziemianki) or
half-dugouts (półziemianki), depending on the degree to
which the construction rises above ground. In the case of
dugout dwellings the only element jutting above the surface
is the roof, while in half-dugouts the walls are only partially
recessed into the earth (Fig. 18). Findings suggest that the
square floor plan was not the only option, as oval or irregularly shaped dugouts were also made. To determine whether
a given structure had a residential function, two criteria are
taken into account. The first one is the size of the interior,
which ought to exceed 10 m2 in order to provide an optimal
amount of space for habitation and the presence of a heating
device – either a hearth or an oven. Dwellings could, however,
serve temporarily as utility buildings, where the hearth was
not necessary. The noticeable lack of any means of heating
in some dugouts is also explained by the fact that the materials of which ovens were made could have been put to
subsequent use (Chudziak 1988a; 1988b; Kobyliński 1988;
Parczewski 1988b: 55-58; Dulinicz 2001: 120-121).
A considerable number of dugouts has been discovered in Polish territory; mostly in south-eastern Poland (Fig. 19).
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The length of the walls varied between 3 and 5 metres, while
the interior area of an average half-dugout was between 9
and 25 m2 (Cygan 2006; Podgórska-Czopek 2009). It should
be noted that these are fixed dimensions observable both
in the regions inhabited by early-Slavic culture both in its
‘Prague’ and ‘Sukow-Dziedzice’ variation (Cf. Klanica 1986:
158; Parczewski 1988b: 56; Fusek 1994: 131; Kobyliński 1997:
100; Dulinicz 2001: 143-144, tab. 36; Šalkovský 2001: 17-22,
map 1; Cygan 2006). The surviving traces of construction
elements suggest a considerable degree of variation (Fig.
20). There are known dugouts with traces of one or several posts located in various parts of the building, though in
most cases the residential buildings contained no trace of
construction elements supporting the roof or the formwork
of the walls. The sunken floor dwellings in the settlement in
Bachórz (site 16) contained the remains of a single cavity in
which a post was placed, located roughly in the middle of
the wall opposite to the heating device. In several cases,
e.g., in the settlements in Bachórz, Nowa Huta, Żukowice,
and Lublin-Czwartek similar cavities were also found in the
corners of the building. In some sunken floor dwellings traces
of a rectangular hole have been found near one of the walls.
These are interpreted as the remains of a corridor leading to
the dwelling (Zoll-Adamikowa 1997b: 163).
Since no well-preserved construction elements of
the walls or roofs of early-Slavic dwelling have been found,
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Fig. 20. Examples of floor plans of sunken dwellings from the

Early
Medievalperiod
Period discovered in Polish territory.
early-Slavic
period
early
medieval

1 - filling of the feature, 2 - reconstructed outline of the dwelling,
3 - pits adjacent to the dwelling, 4 - clay furnaces, 5 - clay ovens,
6 - concentrations of stones, 7 - traces of wooden constructions.
Source: Poleski 2013.
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scholars may only offer hypothetical reconstructions backed
by ethnographic comparative material. In dugout houses the
roof could rest directly on the ground and the earthen walls
might only be reinforced with formwork e.g., of wound wicker.
In the case of half-dugout dwellings several different methods
could be used to construct the roof and the section of the
walls which rose above ground level. Remains of beams interpreted as fragments of a log-frame structure were identified
in several sites in Poland, e.g., in the settlement in Grodzisko
Dolne. The log-frame could be covered with a roof resting on
the topmost layer of timber with no additional support. The
presence of traces of cavities in which pillars were placed
is treated as evidence of a primitive version of a king post
truss – posts erected along the axis of the walls and/or in the
middle of the building (so-called sochy) held up a horizontal
ridge board which, in turn, provided support for the rafters
of the roof. Since the construction did not rest directly on the
walls of the house, it was possible to use lighter materials and
more economical techniques, such as wickerwork around
walls (Kobyliński 1988: 57; Šalkovský 2001: 70-90; Cygan
2006; Podgórska-Czopek 2009: 188, ryc. 69).
The oven was an important element of dugout furnishings. It was located in one of the corners – usually (but
not always) in the north-western one, as it was the coldest.
Evidence of the use of both stone and clay ovens have been
found in Polish territory. In the case of stone ovens, the interior,
measuring from 0.3 to 0.6 metres in width, was enclosed on
three sides with variously arranged stones, sometimes covered with stone slabs. This type belongs to the most common
heating devices in the Slavic world (Cf. Šalkovský 2001: 95-98,
map 11; Ruttkay 2002). Ovens hollowed out in layers of loess
or fashioned out of clay were also popular. They could be
found inside or outside of residential buildings. This type is
known primarily from settlements of the Prague culture and,
to a lesser degree, also from ones inhabited by members of
the Penkovka culture. Their territorial distribution is mostly
limited to the upper regions of the Dnieper and Pripyat basin;
as regards Polish territory they were found primarily in settlements located in the loess uplands of Małopolska (Parczewski
1988a: 60; Baran 1990: 223; Prichodnjuk 1998: 26; Šalkovský
2001: 98-105, map 13, 14).
The dispersion of dugout and half-dugout dwellings
over the vast territory spanning between the Dnieper, the
Danube, and the Elbe has been the subject of research for
many scholars interested in the early mediaeval period in
central and eastern Europe (Rappoport 1975; Pleinerová 1978;
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Fig. 21. The location of early-Slavic settlements to the east of Kraków:
1 - terraces and uplands, 2 - flood plain, 3 - settlements.
Source: Dobrzańska, Kalicki, Szmoniewski 2009.

Zeman 1979; Donat 1980; Sedov 1982; Kobyliński 1988: 93102; Parczewski 1988a: 55-63; Šalkovský 2001, Cygan 2006).
The presence of such structures in Polish territory may be explained twofold. The first hypothesis points to the influence of
atmospheric conditions – the method of constructing houses
could be determined by the climate of the region (Chudziak
1988a; 1988b; 1992). The second interpretation stresses the
importance of cultural factors. According to Zbigniew Kobyliński the preference for a given architectural form could be
a manifestation of belonging to a specific ethnic group. That
scholar is of the opinion that the characteristic type of dwelling
“was the main form of expression of the Slavic identity” and
associates the wide distribution of this form with the need
to recognize one’s ethnic community in the period of great
Slavic migrations (Kobyliński 1988: 204; 1997: 106; 1998: 52).
It is assumed that square-planned sunken dwellings
originated from the middle and upper Dnieper basin. The
region was inhabited first by the Zarubintsy culture and then
by the Kiev culture. Considerable numbers of sunken and
half-sunken dwellings with a square plan and a central post
placed next to a hearth have started to appear in these lands in
the final centuries BC. It should be noted that the above-mentioned type of building remained in use for a longer period
in the Dnieper region. Such structures appear in early-Slavic
settlements of the Koločin and Penkovka cultures. The oldest
known examples of square-planned dwellings with the oven
located in one of the corners were found in the interfluvial
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area between upper Bug and upper and middle Dniester and
are dated to the 4th century (Kobyliński 1988: 106; Baran 1990:
224; Parczewski 1998: 57).
Early-Slavic settlements in Polish territory also include
bath-shaped features (obiekty wannowate), i.e., elongated,
slightly sunken structures, interpreted as the remains of surface buildings, most likely with timber framed walls. The origins
of such buildings and the chronology of their distribution is
still the subject of debate (Kobyliński 1988; Cygan 2006, with
further literature; Ciesielski 2008).
As highlighted above, many early-Slavic settlements
were located near the edges of the loess fluvial terraces.
Hillocks and hummocks rising above marshlands were also
chosen (Fig. 21). An identical preference for specific physiographic regions can be observed in what is now Moldova
and Wallachia (Kurnatowska 1977; Dolinescu-Ferche 1984:
122-124; Parczewski 1988b: 63-68; Stanciu 2011).
The analysis of known settlements dated to the early-Slavic period has shown that a linear arrangement of buildings (in one or several rows) was a basic principle of spatial
organization. The linear plans mirror the natural shapes of
the exposed high banks above river valleys. Settlements
with such a spatial arrangement have been found in various
Polish regions within the habitation area of the early Slavs.
The same spatial arrangement was found in settlements in
other parts of the early-Slavic world (Cf. Dulinicz 2001: 169170; Kobyliński 2005: 296).
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Fig. 22. The stronghold in Haćki.
Source: Buko 2008.

4.4. SPECIAL PLACES

According to Wojciech Szymański, who discovered
the settlement in Szeligi, this location cannot be counted
The cultural landscape of Polish territory in the early-Slavic among provisional early-Slavic fortifications mentioned in
period features two locations which, due to their specific Byzantine literature. Research results indicate that the system
nature and the large number of unique findings, deserve to was relatively simple. The defensive structure was composed
be regarded as “special places”. These are Szeligi and Haćki, of untreated tree trunks and branches laid with no previous
referred to several times in the present article. They were selection, which may indicate that the construction works
initially interpreted as defensive structures, mainly because proceeded in some haste (Cf. Szymański 2008: 93). I find it
remains of fortifications were discovered there. Nowadays, difficult to offer a definite opinion on this hypothetical interalthough both sites are still described as ‘strongholds’, only pretation of the site in Szeligi, although I have some doubts
Szeligi can in all probability be classified as a site with a pri- as to whether it could be treated as a remnant of a kind of
marily defensive function.
a wagon fort, especially given the discovery of the ornaments
The stronghold in Szeligi (Szymański 1967) is located mentioned.
on a high promontory with steep sides, near a brook called
The other site referred to as a special place is Haćki,
Słupianka. The base of the promontory was closed off with which was also mentioned many times in the present work.
a retaining rampart and a moat. On the promontory itself It is located on the summit of a conical, naturally defensible
archaeologists have uncovered the remains of two uninter- kame in the centre of a small marshy valley (Fig. 22), on the
rupted rows of above-ground longhouses running along the edges of which open settlements have been discovered
edge. The length of the row was between 15 and 20 metres, (Kobyliński, Szymański 2005). Traces of uninterrupted human
while the width measured around 2 metres. The houses habitation on the hilltop date back to the early Iron Age. It
contained stone ovens. The openings between the buildings should also be noted that scholars emphasize that even at
were shielded with a fence; there was an empty space in the this early period the site was not an ‘ordinary’ settlement, but
centre. An entirely damaged embankment, remnants of outer rather a place of cult or a location for some ceremonies. The
facing of fieldstone, and a pathway were discovered on the layer dated to the early-Slavic period contains traces of fires,
south-eastern end of the promontory. Traces of several open numerous burnt bones (animal and human) and, lastly, the
settlements dated to the same period as the fortified one have already-mentioned metal ornaments and items associated
been found around the promontory.
with the production of good of non-ferrous metals. These
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findings are plentiful and, in many cases, unique in Polish
territory. The site in Haćki is believed to have had a ritual
and cult function which, as emphasized by Dulinicz, was
significant in “defining the order and hierarchy of power in
a given group” (Cf. Szymański 1983: 98; Kurnatowska 2000:
258; Dulinicz 2000: 95; 2004). Given the magical and sacral
character of all activities involving fire and metalworking,
there is a possibility that the ritual site functioned partially as
a burial ground for individuals with a special status in their
community. This could explain the findings of burnt human
bones, ornaments, and metalworking tools and equipment.
Similar sites, which until recently have been interpreted only as military or defensive structures, started to appear
over a vast territory in eastern Europe between the 6th and
the 7th centuries, at the dawn of early-Slavic culture. Few of
them have been identified; the only larger cluster is located
in the upper Dnieper region. The sites in Haćki, Szeligi, and
Zimne in Ukraine seem to mark the south-western boundary of their distribution. Their function is still undetermined.
Recent studies stress their ceremonial or cult significance
(Dulinicz 2000 with further literature). However, regardless
of the accepted interpretation, it must be remembered that
the strongholds in Szeligi and Haćki constitute an exception
when seen against the background of the general image of
early-Slavic culture in Poland.
4.5. ELEMENTS OF ATTIRE
Given the lack of specific data, the possible aesthetic preferences of early Slavs are difficult to ascertain. Artifacts and
negative images found on casting moulds used in jewellery-making point to both local and foreign elements. The
former group includes items bearing much resemblance to
the pan-regional ‘common early-Slavic’ style. The latter group
is composed of artifacts whose formal and stylistic features
do not appear elsewhere in the territory analyzed.
In the present article the term ‘general early-Slavic
aesthetics’ is used mostly in connection with various pendants,
in particular those triangular and trapezoidal in shape. Such
items share some stylistic features with artifacts of woodland
cultures, whose tradition reaches back to the Hallstatt period
and to cultures living on the steppe and in areas featuring
both grasslands and woodlands, whose customs can be
traced to the period of the great migration. Square and rectangular pendants continue the decorative tradition of the
woodland areas of eastern Europe, especially the original
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Baltic territory (Szymański 1967: 301-302; 1968; Parczewski
1988a: 82-84; Kiss 1994, with further literature). This group
also includes round negative images in the form of single
or double grooves, which strongly resemble the wares from
the wooded areas of eastern Europe associated mostly with
Finno-Ugric peoples (Gorûnova 1987: 90). It must be emphasized that some pendant types, especially the trapezoidal or
triangular ones made of non-ferrous metals, did not appear
on the territories previously inhabited by the members of the
Przeworsk culture. Singular findings of trapezoidal pendants
and more numerous discoveries of undecorated rectangular
pendants were, however, registered in the habitation area of
the Chernyakhov culture (Werner 1988: 269, ryc. 16).
The second group, composed of items dissimilar from
early-Slavic products of non-ferrous and light precious metals,
is easier to define. It includes various types of fibulae.
The fashion for wearing digitated fibulae that emerged
among Slavs may have resulted from contacts with Germanic
tribes. The question of where this custom may have been
adapted is a matter of heated discussion. First and foremost
scholars point to the Gothic community inhabiting the Crimean
Peninsula (de Baye 1907; Werner 1950). The ‘Gothic theory’
was fiercely criticized by Boris Rybakov (1948: 46-71), who
regarded digitated fibulae as deriving from north-Pontic fibulae made in Crimean workshops (e.g., the Kertch type). The
analysis of decorative motifs on the fibulae led Ion Nestor to
a different conclusion regarding the areas of style transmission
(Nestor 1961: 444). In his opinion this phenomenon occurred in
the eastern part of the Pannonian Basin and the Transylvanian
Plateau in the area inhabited by Gepids and in the western part
of the Pannonian Basin in the area populated by Lombards.
The complex process of the stylistic development of digitated
fibulae also included borrowing elements from Byzantine
culture. In recent years scholars have also proposed, albeit
with a dose of caution, that the fashion for digitated fibulae
may have been ‘transplanted’ to early-Slavic cultural circles
by Germanic groups present in middle Dnieper basin. Those
Germanic peoples in their local communities were supposedly
Slavicized very quickly. This theory may be supported by the
fact that skeletal graves regarded as Germanic were discovered in the habitation area of the Penkovka culture, and the
grave goods retrieved from these sites included early forms
of digitated fibulae (Mastykova 2008: 373).
For a long time, mostly due to Joachim Werner, it was
believed that typical ‘national’ Slavic attire featured a single
digitated fibula, in contrast with the Germanic tradition of wear-
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ing two (Werner 1950: 172; see also: Šturms 1950: 21). However,
in the light of new discoveries, e.g., from the treasure hoard in
Gaponovo in Russia, such theories should perhaps be verified
(Gavrituhin, Oblomskij 1996: 13-14, ryc. 25-26). Recent studies
on earlier findings have shown that the estimates presented
in publications regarding the group deposits of metal items
in the middle Dnieper basin contained many errors (Ŝeglova
2006). The possibility of Slavs wearing a pair of pins and
Germanic peoples donning a single pin is ever more widely
accepted, as evidence of such practices may be found in
East-Frankish and Allemanic burial sites (Clauss 1987: 543,
ryc. 44, 45, 46, 47). The statement that the pin was always
arranged so that the protrusions reached down is similarly
controversial. Such spatial arrangement was found in graves
in the Crimean Peninsula, yet in the large area inhabited by
Germanic peoples more than one style of wearing the fibula
emerged. The arrangement of the pin depended e.g., on the
number of fibulae worn, their intended use, and their location
on the garment. The fibula could be pinned vertically or diagonally, with the digitated protrusions reaching upwards, to
the side (both left and right) and downwards (Cf. Clauss 1987,
ryc. 14, 17, 19, 23, 27, 30, 34, 40, 44, 45; Martin 1995; Ŝeglova
1999: 304, ryc. 15, 17-19).
The view that fibulae featured only in female attire was
also derived from the findings pertaining to the Germanic
cultural circle. This theory is difficult to verify at the current
state of research, given the lack of early-Slavic burial sites
with anthropologically defined gender. Uncritical transposition
of the models of one cultural circle (Germanic peoples) into
another (the Slavs) appears questionable, especially in the
context of the work of Bożena Werbart (1995: 123-126), who
views it as misguided to interpret grave goods in terms of
gender, regardless of the cultural context. Werbart points to
early-Slavic tortoise brooches, which in their land of origin (i.e.,
Scandinavia) are found only in women’s graves, but in other
regions are also found among grave goods buried with men.

Pomorze, no burial sites have been discovered. The former
area contains two known cemeteries – in Siemonia and in
Międzyborów – as well as an individual grave discovered in
Podegrodzie (Fig. 23). The cemeteries are flat and contained
urn graves, whereas the urn from Podegrodzie was found in
the vicinity of items from a settlement of the Prague culture
(Parczewski 1988b: 81-86; Madyda-Legutko, Tunia 1991; 1992;
Abłamowicz 1991).
Three urn burials were discovered in Siemonia containing the remains of an adult (grave one), a child (grave
two), and charred bones of an adult of unspecified gender
together with a charred fragment of the femur of a young
sheep. The urn also contained charcoal (most probably fir) and
four lumps of dirt floor. In one of the vessels archaeologists
also discovered a small fragment of burnt wood of sycamore
maple or of beech. No grave goods were found. The finding
in Międzyborów consisted of three flat graves with cremated
remains; two of them contained urns, the third was a pit grave.
Grave number two yielded a small bronze shaft. The urn from
Podegrodzie contained the charred remains of an adult and
was not accompanied with grave goods.
Other findings that may with much probability be counted among funerary sites from the very early period of the Middle Ages are the individual urn graves discovered in Józefów
and Nieporęt, which could have lain in small pits that were
difficult to locate in the surrounding ground (Zoll-Adamikowa
1979: 64-66; Parczewski 1988b: 81). In the case of the burials
from Konin and Zamczysko, mentioned in relevant literature,
the early dating may seem questionable due to the unclear
circumstances in which the discovery was made (Parczewski
1988b: 81; Zoll-Adamikowa 1993: map 1; Dulinicz, 2001). The
vessel found buried in the ground in Igołomia could also have
been funerary, even though it did not contain charred human
bones (Poleski 2013: 139).
Towards the end of the early-Slavic period, i.e., around
the middle or at the end of the 7th century, burial customs underwent a change. Cremation burials on the top of a mound
4.6. FUNERARY CUSTOMS
slowly gained popularity in much of the Slavic world, including
Poland. Despite Parczewski’s criticism of the theory, the tumuThe funerary customs of early-Slavic communities in Polish lus burials from Trzebiesławice in the west of Małopolska could
territory are known from a small number of burial findings in fact be connected with the twilight of the early-Slavic period
of varying informative value. Helena Zoll-Adamikowa dis- (Parczewski 1988b: 81; Zoll-Adamikowa 1993: 380;1997a: ryc. 1).
tinguishes two territorial zones (Zoll-Adamikowa 1979: 208,
The reasons for the small number of burial sites dating
220-221). The first, in which cremation burial sites are spo- from the early-Slavic period and their irregular distribution
radically found, encompasses the middle and upper Vistula remain unclear. The primary explanation is that Slavs might
basin. In the second zone, spanning over the Odra basin and have preferred a form of grave or burial which did not leave
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Fig. 23. A cremation burial from Podegrodzie.
(1), a reconstruction of an urn (2). Source: Poleski 2013.

any material traces for archaeologists to find. Such practices
could consist e.g., in scattering the charred remains around the
settlement or in specially designated places (Zoll-Adamikowa
1979: 234, Parczewski 1988b: 83). The already mentioned
findings of burnt human bones from the stronghold in Haćki
may prove relevant in this context.

this generalized view pertains only to Polish lands which –
as stated above – lay at the peripheries of the early-Slavic
world. There are, in fact, regions where such differences are
apparent; diverse findings come only from areas in the lower
Danube basin and around the borders of the forest-steppe
in Ukraine (Curta 2006b; Magureanu, Szmoniewski 2002;
Szmoniewski 2010).
4.7. SOCIAL DIVERSITY
Material indicators of social diversity and, consequently,
of the existence of elite strata, include treasure troves and
Findings from the territory of Poland yield little data regard- imported items or luxury goods discovered in settlements or
ing the social structure of early-Slavic communities. This is at burial sites. So far only one such hoard has been unearthed
mostly due to the Slavic cultural model, characterized by in Polish territory, in Nowa Huta-Mogiła. It comprised several
a flat economic structure and little interest in symbols of rather unimpressive bronze items (Dąbrowska 1984). This is
prestige. The egalitarian nature of social relations presum- a rather widespread phenomenon – in the vast habitation
ably imposed a similarity in the hierarchy of wealth, status, area of the early Slavs treasure troves are discovered only
and power, which is mirrored in archaeological findings. No sporadically. The only larger group of them was found in the
significant differences can be observed between the grave area of habitation of the Penkovka culture (Cf. Gavrituchin,
goods (scarce as they are), settlement buildings, furnishings, Oblomskij 1996; Szmoniewski 2008; Kazanskij 2013). Cluster
remains of comestibles, or relics associated with advanced findings are more frequent in the regions regularly infiltrated
and specialized production found in Polish territory. Naturally, by nomadic tribes. Only two sites in Polish territory – namely,
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Szeligi and Haćki – yielded items that may, within the framework of early-Slavic culture, be regarded as imported or luxury
goods. However, these relics are only partially reliable as
a source in any attempt at reconstructing the social diversity
of Slavs, mostly due to the atypical nature of the sites from
which they came.
In this case scholars must look to the meager written
sources for information. Texts, mostly Byzantine in origin, suggest that in the period between the 5th and the 7th centuries
Slavic communities had a clannish-tribal social structure at the
final stage of development – the “war democracy” (Szymański
1973; Kurnatowska 1977: 78). This conclusion is based on
a passage written by Procopius of Caesarea, who informs that
the Sclaveni and the Antes are not ruled by a single person
but had for a long time been governed by a collective (The
Gothic War… III: 22). All important decisions were allegedly
taken by the entire community during popular assemblies
which, as Pseudo-Maurice writes, were not always peaceful:
“when a difference of opinion prevails among them, either
they come to no agreement at all, or when some of them do
come to an agreement, the others quickly go against what
was decided. They are always at odds with each other and
nobody is willing to yield to another” (after Plezia 1952: 93).
Social organization was based on clans composed of
several families connected with ties of kinship. They lived together in small settlements, ruling over a definite area. Larger
communities and territorial structures could form in periods of
expansion and migration, or during war raids. Stronger social
bonds and consequently the concentration and emergence of
territorial groups forced people to become politically active,
as may be seen in the example of the Antes and the Sclaveni
in the lower Danube basin. However, as proved by numerous
examples found in the written sources, all such structures
were short-lived (Kurnatowska 1977: 78-81).
As mentioned above, in the Danube basin the shortage of provincial Byzantine goods might have been a factor
inducing rivalry and the emergence of leaders. According
to Florin Curta the underlying mechanism was simple: the
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wish to obtain rare goods of Byzantine origin was the driving
force of the market. A leader who could organize successful
raids yielding maximum profits was chosen, yet his power
was unstable and often depended on how the spoils were
distributed and how much luck his party had in war (Cf. Curta
1999; 2006b). The demand for such commodities as gold, silver,
horses, and weapons among the Slavs was discussed e.g., by
John of Ephesus, whereas Menander Protector noted that the
khagan of the Avars knew of large amounts of gold that Slavs
had acquired by pillaging lands to the south of the Danube.
Byzantine sources provide a good overview of the situation. One passage which may serve as an example comes
from Pseudo-Maurice: “Since there are many kings among
them, always at odds with one another, it is not difficult to win
some of them over by persuasion or by gifts, especially those
in areas closer to the border, and then to attack the others,
so that their common hostility will not make them united or
bring them together under one ruler”.
4.8. ‘LOCALS’ AND ‘ALIENS’
The role of individuals deriving from a local or from a foreign
community is related to social relations and the organization
of social space in early-Slavic cultures. Written sources and
archaeological material point to the presence of leaders,
proving that a hierarchized structure of authority started to
emerge, if perhaps occasionally, in the characteristic Slavic
‘democracy’. According to Przemysław Urbańczyk (1998),
“some apparent leaders” had a significant influence on the
organization and management of early-Slavic communities.
The passages from written sources quoted above seem to
confirm this hypothesis. The constant squabbling between
Slavs mentioned by Pseudo-Maurice may have prompted
communities to choose a leader from outside, a person new
to a given environment and not related to the local clans
or families. Such ‘alien’ leadership could also have other
advantages, e.g., the introduction of new models of military
organization (see: Urbańczyk 1998 with further literature).
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5. The model of early-Slavic culture

The term ‘early-Slavic culture’ used in reference to the initial
stages of the early Middle Ages was first introduced by Kazimierz Godłowski (1979; 2000) and specified further by Michał
Parczewski (1988a; 1988b; 2005a). On the most general level
it may be defined as the sum of the following elements:
1. Settlement type: open settlements composed of half-dugout
houses with a nearly square floor plan and a heating device
in one corner.
2. Model of economy: a significant position of agriculture, no
exploitation of inorganic resources, no advanced (specialized) craftsmanship, primitive, hand-built ceramics, scarcity
of locally made luxury items.
3. No developed contacts with the outside world apart from
one-sided influence observable in the Dniester and Danube
basins in the 7th century.
4. Funerary customs: flat cremation burials with the remains
placed in urns or in pits.
This model became the basis for the dispute between
the proponents of the allochthonous and the autochthonous
theory. The former group defined it as the ‘emblem’ of early-Slavic cultures and regarded its presence to the west of the
line of Bug and San rivers as proof of the territorial expansion
of Slavic peoples and their material culture. The latter faction
marginalized the model, juxtaposing it with ‘natural’ changes
that occurred in the 5th and the 6th centuries as a result of internal and external factors which lowered “the living standards
of Slavic communities and made them more aggressive” (Cf.
Żak 1984: 98; Leciejewicz 1998: 35; Machajewski 2001). The
debate surrounding the model of early-Slavic culture continues on with varying levels of intensity. It must, however, be
stated that it reflects primarily the local, Polish perspective (Cf.
Urbańczyk 2006).
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There is no doubt that some elements of the above-mentioned model are relevant for the entire Slavic world. Others
were presented in a somewhat simplified form. Three elements
deserve particular attention. As remarks on manufacturing
goods of non-ferrous metals were presented above in a previous section of this article, I shall therefore focus only on (1)
architecture, (2) the lack of exploitation of inorganic resources,
and (3) the lack of contacts with the outside world.
As regards architectural forms, the existence of surface
buildings in early-Slavic settlements should not be dismissed
as improbable. This is not the place to engage in discussions
on what kinds of traces could be left by surface structures (e.g.,
log-frame constructions). Rather, let it suffice to note that the
presence of such objects in the early-Slavic stage is documented, as evidenced by the interpretation of the above-mentioned
bath-shaped structures (Ciesielski 2008).
The claim regarding the lack of use of inorganic resources is open to similar criticism. Evidence of the exploitation of
bog iron deposits, in which the Slavic world was rich, does
exist – remains of processing utensils and slag have been
found (Cf. Mamzer 1988; Voznesens’ka, Nedopako, Pan’kov
1996: 24-32). It must also be recalled that casting tools have
been unearthed in areas where the processing of iron ores is
regarded as confirmed, e.g., in the settlements in Bernašivka
and Samčincy
Skibintsy in Ukraine. Ornaments were usually produced
by means of casting in bipartite and, to a lesser degree, in
monopartite moulds. More sophisticated decorative elements
could have been produced by itinerant craftsmen, using the
lost-wax method or templates. Chemical analysis of the alloys
suggests that local production was based on alloys of tin and
lead (in varying proportions) that were relatively ‘easy’ to make
due to their high fusibility. Alloys resembling tin bronzes and,
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to a lesser degree, brass are associated with Baltic/forest area products which bear stylistic resemblance to foreign wares.
tradition, while brass is connected with nomadic peoples.
The fact that treasure troves, often very spectacular in nature,
It is equally easy to contradict the claim regarding the were found in the Slavic world (the ‘antiquities of the Antes’ are
lack of external contacts before the 7th century. The presence but one example) may also be considered proof of numerous
of items made by various cultural circles – Merovingians, Av- contacts with the outside world. Lastly, one cannot disregard
ars, Baltic people, and the nomadic inhabitants of the middle written sources, which document e.g., the presence of Antes
Dnieper basin – is clear evidence of such relations, as are local and Sclaveni in the Byzantine armies (Teall 1965: 294-322).

THE PAST SOCIETIES 5: 500 AD – 1000 AD

59

CHAPTER 1

EARLY-SLAVIC CULTURE

6. Conclusion

Many archaeologists view early-Slavic culture as very primitive. One is often under the impression that this unfavourable
portrayal is deliberate and results from making unreflective
comparisons of the material traces left by early Slavs and items
from the preceding period, especially those from Przeworsk
culture. Such a juxtaposition is clearly disadvantageous to
Slavic culture. A look through the prism of “the rationality of
economy related to the modern understanding of progress”
(Ciesielska 2012: 104), may lead to the impression that early-Slavic culture was ‘irrational’. Many attempts have been
made to offer an explanation of this ‘primitivism’ emphasized
in relevant literature. Some scholars regard it as symbolic,
while others view it as indicative of a lowered standard of
living (Cf. Parczewski 1988b; Urbańczyk 2000: 136).
A fresh look on the relics of early-Slavic culture in Polish
territory, not tainted by comparisons with Przeworsk culture,
leads to new conclusions:
A. The members of early-Slavic culture had profound knowledge of their natural environment and tried to utilize its
resources to the maximum. This claim may be corroborated by the location of Slavic settlements: they chose to
live in the vicinity of rich geospheres, e.g., in the upper
Vistula basin, but also in other parts of the Slavic domain.
B. The often noted primitive nature of Slavic ceramics gains
a new significance in the light of new specialist analyses.
The use of temper, although seemingly trivial, stemmed in
fact from concerns regarding the production and use of
such vessels. The inclusions were beneficial for the firing
process and improved the durability of the finished goods.
C. The skill to build recessed structures complete with specialized heating devices proves that the Slavs had enough
knowledge to survive in the unfavourable climate that
prevailed in Polish territory in the early Middle Ages.
D. The Slavs had the skill to make objects of non-ferrous
metals, as evidenced by the findings of casting moulds,

60

ladles, and crucibles. The production of a casting mould
or of any other utensil or tool used in casting requires
a considerable level of specialist knowledge, as does the
preparation of alloys with specific properties.
The fact that they had such skill points to their ability to
observe the world that surrounded them. The number of sites
dating from this period is small, especially when compared
to other regions of eastern and south-eastern Europe, which
leads to the conclusion that all these findings are traces of
a tiny population. The local communities had decidedly fewer
members and were less organized than their counterparts
inhabiting the lower Danube basin, as the sites from the
latter territory include larger burial grounds and settlements
which yield more diverse findings. The ‘different’ approach
to luxury goods in Polish lands may have resulted from the
peripheral location of this region in relation to the centres of
the Slavic world. The considerable distance to the ‘attractive’
provinces of the Byzantine empire and to the homeland of
eastern-European nomads proved significant. The differences
become instantly apparent when the findings from the upper
and middle Vistula basin are compared with those from the
middle Dnieper or the lower Danube. Naturally, interregional
contacts did take place, as evidenced by the items made of
non-ferrous metals discovered in Haćki and Szeligi, yet they
were infrequent.
In this context, the stronghold in Haćki is very unusual, as it represent a Slavic settlement autochthonous in
nature. Thus, it constitutes an example of cultural continuity.
The unprecedented concentration of items that may, within
the framework of the early-Slavic period in Polish lands, be
considered ‘luxury goods’ is the result of an older tradition
of interregional contacts between the peoples inhabiting the
micro-region around Haćki; a custom that was not disturbed
by the arrival of ‘other’ Slavs from the south-east.

6. CONCLUSION

Different processes might have taken place in the
The phenomenon of early-Slavic culture will continue to
settlement enclaves described in Wielkopolska, on the bor- elicit emotions and interest in scholars specializing in different
derlands of Lower Śląsk, in Lubusz Land, and in Kujawy. It is fields, who will surely make new attempts at explaining the
possible that a small number of communities continued their reasons behind the phenomenon aptly described by Herwig
relations with the Merovingian cultural circle, despite the Wolfram (1997: 52): “A silent revolution took place from the end
increasing depopulation of the region which occurred in the of the fifth to the beginning of the seventh century in large
late Roman period. The fact that such contacts were gradually parts of eastern and central Europe between Baltic Sea and
discontinued and the influx of new ‘luxury goods’ dwindled the Aegean, and nobody can really say how half of Europe
ought to be associated with the arrival of early Slavs from the could become Slavic in such a short period of time”.
east and the assimilation of the remaining local communities
(Cf. Godłowski 1985: 153; Kara 2009: 77, ryc. 2).
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