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As far as Polish archaeology is concerned, the time 
has clearly come for preparing such a synthesis, 
since the previous work of this kind (Prahistoria 
ziem polskich I-V) was published over 25 years 
ago. The new discoveries, new interpretations, 
and new research approaches developed by the 
new generation of scholars studying the material 
remains of the past urgently require a proper 
synopsis. [...] 

The present volumes are the work of 60 
authors formally divided into five teams. In order 
to curb the “separatist” effects of the traditional 
systematization of prehistory and protohistory 
(into the Palaeolithic Era, the Mesolithic Era, the 
Neolithic Era, the Bronze Age, the Iron Age, and 
the Early Middle Ages), we employed a strictly 
chronological criterion: volume one encompasses 
the period between ca. 500,000 BC and 5,500 BC; 
volume two – between 5,500 BC and 2,000 BC; 
volume three – between 2,000 BC and 500 BC; 
volume four – between 500 BC and 500 AD; and 
volume five – between 500 AD and 1000 AD.  
Such an artificial division mitigates the sharpness 
of the traditional “pivotal moments” and at the 
same time emphasizes the accelerating nature of 
socio-cultural changes. [...]
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The last three centuries of the first millennium AD truly were 
a significant period in the history of Prussian lands. It was then 
that the foundations for a new culture were laid; a culture 
which visibly renounced the most prominent elements of the 
older tradition dating back almost one thousand years. The 
causes of the phenomenon remain unknown and the process 
itself is still rather elusive, yet its profound consequences 
are discernible throughout vast areas of the Prussian interior. 
These point to the universal acceptance of the changes which 
quickly transformed the local communities to fit the new model. 

The changes manifested themselves in waves of military 
expansion, the emergence of a new type of social organiza-
tion, an increase in the level of craft specialization, original 
religious practices, i.e. in the phenomena by which historical 
communities are defined. They did, however, also involve 
a feature the presence of which gives the early-mediaeval 
world of Prussia a very particular flavour. It concerns a char-
acteristic individualization of mindsets, shaped not only by 
the ‘rooted’ laws and customs, but also by the courage of 
daredevils setting new rules and by the set of circumstances 
which favoured unconventional solutions. These were very 
often motivated by the need for external demonstrations of 
prestige, which appears to have been one of the key values in 
social life. Because (or in spite) of this factor, the world which 
outsiders perceived as an unknown, uniform, and hostile force 
hidden amidst forests and swamps, managed to develop an 
interesting degree of diversity. 

Abstract

Tomasz Nowakiewicz
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The said diversity became more apparent when the 
growing power of Prussians triggered a reaction in the form 
of Teutonic conquest. Before this came to pass, Prussian com-
munities had developed a model that was culturally attractive, 
economically efficient, and stable. The fact that their lands 
were seized by the Teutonic Order does not testify to the 
inferiority of the Prussian culture – just as the consequences 
of the eruption of Vesuvius do not depreciate the value of 
Roman villas in Pompeii. Nevertheless, it perpetuated a false 
image of Prussians, who were collectively presented as strictly 

barbaric societies – in the meaning assigned to the term by 
ancient authors. 

While such a perspective seems justifiable to some de-
gree in the case of mediaeval chroniclers, who saw the entire 
pagan world as barbaric by definition, the reason why this 
image proved so lasting is much more difficult to understand. 
The present article is an attempt at rectifying the situation and 
portraying the unique culture of early-mediaeval Prussians 
and Yotvingians in all its complexity.
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1. Introduction

The last quarter of the first century AD was an exceptional 
period in the history of Prussian lands. It witnessed the emer-
gence of the foundations for a new spiritual and material 
culture which emphatically abandoned the most distinct ele-
ments of the older tradition dating back almost one-thousand 
years. Research on the period began fairly recently. For many 
decades, sites dating to ‘pagan times’ failed to captivate the 
interest of scholars, who instead devoted all their time and 
attention to the readily available sites from earlier epochs, 
rich in material findings. This means however, that any scholar 
deciding to conduct research on the period examined here 
engages in the exciting process of discovering a truly unknown 
phenomenon. However, involvement in such a new field has 
its price – one is forced to work with material that illustrates an 
incomplete or even preliminary identification of many issues. 
Such a fragmentary nature of the source material often results 
in conclusions, questions, or propositions which are based 

on purely hypothetical assumptions (a fact often emphasized 
in the present text). Such practices have their value, as they 
serve to illustrate the old adage that a well-posed question 
has more significance than a trivial answer. 

It must be added that the image of Prussian and Yot-
vingian culture in the fourth quarter of the first millennium is, 
to some extent, determined by the body of knowledge that 
may be inferred from their material culture dating from later 
stages of the early mediaeval period, of which we have more 
understanding. This, in turn, is related to the faster pace of 
development and the incomparably larger number of written 
sources. Thus, while automatic transposition of later models 
into the past ought to be avoided, it is nevertheless worthwhile 
to make use of such data in order to be able to present the 
Baltic world with all its unique appeal and all the complexity 
of the relevant research issues.
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It may be assumed that no person living in what is now 
north-eastern Poland around the year 700 celebrated that 
date as an obvious caesura, yet from the current perspective 
one can easily notice that the events occurring (or at least 
the decisions taken) at that time led to the most profound 
social changes imaginable. In this respect the beginning of 
the 8th century truly constitutes a turning point in the history 
of Prussian lands, a juncture whose consequences shaped 
the image of the region for another five hundred years. The 
import of these events may therefore be compared to the 
aftermath of the conquest of Prussia by the Teutonic Order, 
which occurred in the second half of the 13th century, radically 
altering the cultural landscape of this part of Europe.

We will never know whether the people who inhabited 
the region in the beginning of the 8th century felt the zeal of 
‘builders of a new world’ or rather the fears of defeatists. The 
world around them must have seemed more a realm of chaos 
than a universe guided by unchanging order. New, structured 
cultural models were still to be developed; they would become 
the new essence of the Prussian and Yotvingian culture which 
would continue to exist for half a millennium, before the terri-
tory and its people fell under the yoke of the Teutonic Knights. 
In other words, the history of the early-mediaeval Prussians 
began and ended with dramatic events which changed the 
cultural (in at least one case also the ethnic) character of 
these lands completely and irrevocably. The present chapter 
introduces the outset of these processes, even though it also 
refers to later events (i.e., 11th to 13th centuries) which offer 
a good illustration of the direction of the cultural processes 
that commenced in the first millennium. 

2.1. The abandonment of burial grounds

From the current perspective, the most profound effect of the 
changes introduced at the dawn of the early mediaeval period 
was the rapid abandonment of flat ‘traditional’ burial grounds. 
Such sites used to be located near the water and contain the 
cremated remains of deceased members of the community, 
placed in urn graves or pit graves. We may state with some 
confidence that traditional necropolises fell out of use in the 
course of one or, at most, two generations. The reasons for 
such a decision remain unknown; it is the mass scale of the 
phenomenon that captivates attention. The change is all the 
more striking given the fact that funerary tradition, being one 
of the most significant elements of cultural identity, is rarely 
susceptible to substantial changes. In this case the impact of 
the new customs was so strong that it was accepted almost 
with no exceptions. 

This is all that may be inferred from the facts, beyond 
which spreads the irksome realm of the unknown, only oc-
casionally lit by some faint sparkle of a clue... In other words, 
while we do observe the rapid abandonment of traditional 
burial grounds, we are unable to identify the alternative cus-
tom with which the old burial rituals were replaced. It had to 
assume a form that is not traceable in archaeological material. 
Within a broader context, it might be surmised that the most 
probable options involved scattering the ashes of the de-
ceased over land or water, without constructing any funerary 
monuments (nothing indicates that the custom of cremating 
bodies was also abandoned). Moreover, we cannot exclude 
the possibility that, mirroring Slavic practices, the inhabitants 
of the analyzed region started to place urns on some wooden 
structures or directly on the ground, which would explain 
why no traces of burial grounds have been found (Primary 
Chronicle…: 5). If this were true, the new solution could be 
regarded as a significant change, but not as total rejection 

2. The end of the world as they knew it: 
the post-Olsztyn-group horizon?
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of the traditional system. In such a case the remains of the 
dead would still be placed within a designated space (the 
question of its location remaining open), which would be in 
accordance with the customs typical for almost every com-
munity in Europe’s past. 

2.2. The construction of strongholds

The above-mentioned phenomena went hand in hand with 
another novum – namely, construction of strongholds, which 
started to appear en masse in the Prussian and Yotvingian 
cultural landscape. The reasons behind this process remain 
equally unclear. Naturally, it may be assumed that if some 
communities decided to raise such structures others would 
be forced to follow suit, yet such a scenario offers no expla-
nation as to the underlying causes of this phenomenon, its 
chronology, or regional diversity.

The reasons for the emergence of strongholds in Prus-
sian lands are usually associated with the arrival of Slavic 
communities, which took the place of the former inhabitants 
of Mazovia, Kujawy, and Pomorze. It should, however, be 
remembered that the threat from the presumably aggressive 
Slavic communities, initially migrant, in time more and more 
settled, was likely to influence only the borderlands of the 
Prussian world. In no way does the menace of Slavic invaders 
justify the sudden appearance of strongholds deep within 
the Prussian and Yotvingian interior. One cannot exclude the 
possibility that the peril was simply a catalyst that triggered 
an entire process of constructing fortified structures – which 
was accepted, because it reflected the newly emerging need 
to manifest power and prestige. However, this claim cannot 
be substantiated at the current state of research. 

That said, the consequences of the close proximity 
between Slavic and Prussian peoples must have been pro-
found. The threat mentioned may be an intuitive idea which 
is difficult to verify, yet the discontinuation of long-distance 
trade relations between Mazury and the Black Sea region, 
the Balkans, and the Elbe river basin is an observable fact. 
At the time, the phenomenon now apparent in archaeologi-
cal material as ‘the decline of the Olsztyn group’ must have 
been perceived by the inhabitants of Mazury as a breach 
separating them from the sources of valued material goods 
as well as ideas, knowledge, and perhaps inspiration or at 
least information. The Slavic people of Mazovia, which had an 
incomparably humbler array of material culture than the Balts, 
could not serve as competent intermediaries in long-distance 

exchanges – not to mention the fact that, being a group 
of newcomers to these lands, they had not developed the 
wherewithal to do that. The effective cessation of the relations 
which had for several generations linked the Prussian territory 
with the Black Sea and the Balkans in the south indicates that 
the spectrum of Slavic behaviour in this respect was within 
the relatively narrow space between passive disinterest and 
aggressive opposition. 

These circumstances could have been related to the 
tendency to raise strongholds on the Prussian side of the 
border – even though it would be difficult to ascertain when 
and where the earliest Prussian fortifications were built. The 
reason for our ignorance lies primarily in the state of research 
and the lack of accurate dating. The issue may, however, be 
approached through the prism of material from the other 
side of the Baltic/Slavic frontier. The stronghold in Szeligi (in 
the Płock region, Mazovia) proves significant in this context. 
Among numerous other artifacts, the site yielded a series of 
items of presumably Baltic provenance (Szymański 1962). All 
problems aside, the possibility of mutual inspiration should 
not be disregarded. 

In the background of these events there remains the 
fiercely disputed issue of hypothetical contacts between Prus-
sians and Slavs, allegedly corroborated by certain findings 
from Prussian territory, most notably ceramics resembling 
the stylistic features of Prague type pottery. Such items were 
recovered from the settlement in Wyszembork, in the north of 
Mazury (Nowakiewicz, Wróblewski 2010). The discrepancies 
in the proposed cultural classification of this material do not 
make it a convincing argument, yet it can nonetheless serve 
as a premise for discussion on the causes of the changes 
occurring in the workshop features of Olsztyn group pottery 
(Szymański 2013: 131ff). The influence of Slavic style is not 
impossible, even though it must be noted that the problem 
remains unresolved. 

All doubts aside, the emergence of strongholds in the 
world of early-mediaeval Prussians clearly belongs to one of 
the signs marking the beginning of a new epoch. It is very 
probable that their construction was determined by matters of 
prestige, as well as by factual needs to defend one’s territory. 
This claim, however, is impossible to prove. 
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2.3. A new network of settlements

The phenomena described above were a part of a broader 
process, which only becomes fully apparent when regarded 
at the level of settlement study focusing on entire regions 
and not on particular sites. The most valuable data in this 
respect comes from the many years of research conducted in 
the region of Lake Salęt (in the northern part of the Masurian 
Lakeland). It offers a good illustration of the new preferenc-
es for settlement location and construction adopted in this 
region of Mazury at the dawn of the early Middle Ages. The 
relatively small but well-examined territory contains several 
dozen registered sites with various functions dating from the 
period of Roman influence, the Migration Period, and the early 
Middle Ages. The spatial and temporal relations between them 
constitute a model-quality example of the changes concerned. 

At the very beginning of the early Middle Ages sites 
which had been inhabited for centuries were almost complete-
ly abandoned. This especially pertains to hamlets located on 
low ground near the waters of the lake, well-lit, devoid of any 
natural defences, and functioning in close proximity to burial 
grounds utilized for generations. Most likely the change was 
relatively fast; there are no traces of physical destruction or 
any environmental shifts which would justify the necessity to 
move to some other, not very distant location. The hamlets 
were substituted with settlements built in accordance with 
a completely different model: located further away from the 
lakes, on naturally defensible terrain (on hillocks, in the vicinity 
of deep ravines or marshlands) and surrounded with various 
types of fortifications. Their relation to burial grounds or the 
places which took this role is not discernible to modern ar-
chaeologists, yet irrespective of the unknown new form of 
burial rites the fact that older necropolises were abandoned 
en masse carries a strong symbolical meaning (Nowakiewicz 
2006; 2010). 

The image may not be clear, but the pace of the initiated 
transformations may trigger a dispute. While the disappear-
ance of old forms seems to have been a fast and homogenous 
process, the introduction of new solutions may not have been 
equally smooth. The end of the Olsztyn group settlements 
which occurred at the end of the 7th century or, as Paweł 
Szymański (2013: 164ff) postulates, the post-Olsztyn horizon 
which was in decline around the middle of the 8th century, 
and the emergence of early-mediaeval hamlets (in the Salęt 
region this happened around the middle of the 9th century 
at the earliest) were at least one hundred years apart. The 

intermediate period cannot be reconstructed on the basis of 
archaeological material. Thus, we do not know how much time 
it took for a new settlement model to be established in the 
region, even though it may be assumed that it functioned as 
a fully organized system after no more than four generations.

There exist other examples suggesting the choice of 
alternative solutions. These include the hill fort in Pasym, oc-
cupied in the early Iron Age period and again in the Migration 
Period. Moreover, the material acquired during excavation 
works implies that in the latter epoch the site was utilized with 
the most intensity and was only abandoned around the 10th 
century. Until then the stronghold in Pasym was used contin-
uously, sustaining a varying number of inhabitants. This case 
does not testify to any turning points in the development of 
settlements at the beginning of the early-mediaeval period 
(Szymański 2013, 152ff). However, Pasym is an exception, 
the interpretation of which is made even more difficult by 
the lack of knowledge on the settlement background and by 
the problems with the verification of older research results. 

The high level of generality of the above reconstruc-
tion may seem unsatisfactory, yet the lack of materials dating 
from the earliest stages of the mediaeval period in the south 
of Prussian territory hinders all attempts at making it more 
detailed. Unfortunately, the northern part of the Prussian 
realm does not offer a clearer image of the phenomenon in 
question, even though the available set of data pertaining to 
these lands (especially the Sambian Peninsula) is much larger. 
This means that our knowledge on the subject will always 
be limited with a barrier of doubts and reservations, at least 
until we obtain new information which would facilitate accu-
rate dating and identification of the oldest early-mediaeval 
material from Prussia. Having said that, it can be assumed 
that the pace of changes is secondary in comparison to their 
direction, aim, and mass acceptance. The transformation 
may undoubtedly be perceived as a manifestation of social 
organization resulting from profound changes in the material 
and spiritual world, changes that are likely to have progressed 
in the same rhythm in all parts of Prussian territory. 

2.4. Name and identity

All available data suggests that the last quarter of the first 
millennium also witnessed a shift in the external perception 
of the Baltic peoples inhabiting what is now north-eastern 
Poland. Throughout Antiquity, all written sources referred to 
the peoples of this land as the Haesti/Aesti (not counting the 
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exceptional situation in which Ptolemy mentions the names of 
the tribes, calling them Galindians and Sudovians). The name 
is also cited by Wulfstan of Hedeby, who visited the Prussian 
shores in the late 9th century, or rather by King Alfred, who 
used Wulfstan’s account in his version of Orosius’ Histories. 

At the same time, however, these people began to 
be called by a different name. The author now known as 
the Bavarian Geographer, writing in the first half of the 9th 
century, was the first to refer to the inhabitants of these ter-
ritories as Bruzi. A slightly modified form of the name (Burus) 
reappeared around the middle of the 960s in the work of 
Ibrâhîm ibn Ya`qûb. Later the people of this land were labelled 
‘Prussians’ by the anonymous author of the Pasio Sancti 
Adalperti martiris (11th century), Adam of Bremen (Prussi; the 
second half of the 11th century), and Nestor (the first quarter of 
the 12th century). The latter author also introduced the name 
Yotvingians (Jatviagi), which reappeared not until 13th-century 
documents from Poland and Rus’. The question of the reasons 
for such a change is intriguing. Why was the legacy of ancient 
chroniclers disregarded and the word ‘Aesti’ replaced with 
a new name? Furthermore, was it their own name, or one 
given to these people by their neighbours? And what did it 
mean, exactly? 

One might think that in this case the search for answers 
is a task for historians and linguists and that archaeology 
offers no help in issues related to the interpretation of tribal 
nomenclature. It should, however, be noted that the ethnonym 
‘Aesti’, mentioned in many sources, was replaced by ‘Prus-
sians’ precisely at the time when a new model of material and 
spiritual culture was being born – and that it is archaeological 
research which has confirmed this statement. The process no 
doubt went hand in hand with the emergence of new elites 
and the construction of a new identity, not only in opposition 
to the inhabitants of neighbouring territories, but also to the 
old, abandoned customs. 

Could the new name (new identification? auto-identifi-
cation perhaps?) have been an illustration or a manifestation 
of these changes? It is indeed very tempting to associate 
the people trying to implement a new cultural model with 

the ‘Prussians’ whom historians had just introduced into the 
historical stage. Consequently, this would mean that – to 
use Tolkien’s phraseology – the ‘time of the Aesti was past’ 
(the appearance of the name in King Alfred’s translation of 
Orosius’ Histories, an exception to the trend, could then be 
interpreted as a result of adapting ancient knowledge for 
modern purposes). However, the crux of the change does 
not pertain to the identification of the ‘departing’ Aesti (which 
does not constitute a problem), but the ‘arriving’ Prussians. 

None of the hitherto made attempts at explaining this 
phenomenon has been fully satisfactory. Scholars have point-
ed to the possibility of transferring the name of some group 
from the borderlands and extending it to include the entire 
multi-tribal ethnos. In this context the most probable hypoth-
esis would be to link the name ‘Prussia’ with the western pe-
ripheries of the entire habitation area, territorially associated 
with the region later occupied by the tribe of Pogesanians 
and perhaps also Pomesanians (Powierski 1970: 368ff). It has 
also been suggested that Prussians could in fact have been 
newcomers or invaders who managed to gain control over the 
locals at a turbulent time (Wróblewski 2015: 300ff). However, 
due to the state of research and the available source material 
such suppositions are theses to be verified rather than ready 
answers to the question. 

To add to the list of doubts in this respect – it should 
be noted that even the etymology of the name ‘Prussia’ is 
unclear. Jan Powierski, who compared the most probable 
hypotheses to explain the meaning of the name, mentioned 
four possible connections: with Lithuanian and Latvian words 
signifying ‘the mind’ (pràts, prõtas) and ‘to understand’ (prast, 
prásti); with the Lithuanian verb meaning ‘to clean’, ‘to wash’ 
(praũsti); with the Latvian word meaning ‘to become fatter, 
larger, stronger’ (praustiês), and finally with the Sanskrit term 
for ‘a man’ or ‘a person’ (pūru-sa-h; Powierski 1970: 368). The 
only conclusion that can be drawn from this list points to either 
a larger community or an expanding elite (which also formed 
a community) – an interesting verdict, yet one which appears 
to exhaust the possibilities offered by linguistics in this respect.
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3.1. Strongholds

The forms of residential settlements in the Prussian and Yotvin-
gian world varied considerably. The most noticeable element 
of the settlement network were the strongholds mentioned. 
The construction of burgwalls was not an entirely new idea in 
these regions, yet the last time they were actively used was 
in the Bronze Age and early Iron Age – approximately one 
thousand years prior to the Middle Ages. It may therefore 
be assumed that even if hill forts were identified as relics of 
ancient fortified settlements, medieval inhabitants of these 
lands did not necessarily identify such places with their own 
tradition (at least the part of it recorded in collective memory). 
This did not stop them from settling in some of them again. 

Location
The location of strongholds stemmed from a number of fac-
tors. The existence of a dense network of settlement was 
the primary condition, as it ensured the economic foundation 
for the investment. The requisite extent of the said network 
is difficult to ascertain, yet it must have been a community 
comprising at least several settlements. This requirement 
limited the possible stronghold locations to areas in the vicin-
ity of already existing settlement clusters. The constructors 
tried to choose naturally defensible places, therefore such 
structures were most often built on hilltops, sometimes not in 
the immediate vicinity of lakes, but near some other source 
of water (primarily rivers or brooks, sometimes also marsh-
lands). Peninsulas and hummocks were equally good for 
the purpose. Locating strongholds on islands was relatively 
rare (this became more common only in the later stages of 
the early Middle Ages), which was presumably due to the 
problems arising from constructing such a structure and its 
later maintenance. 

Characteristic features related to the location of strong-
holds include the fact that many of them were founded in close 
proximity to towering hills, whose historical function may still 
be discerned from their traditional name: Schloßberg (Nowak-
iewicz 2005: 141ff). The imprecise and legendary aspect of 
this relatively recent tradition aside, it should be noted that 
the same tendency is sometimes apparent in cases where 
the mentioned name does not correspond to similarly located 
structures. Such is the situation in the region of lake Salęt in 
Mazury, where all defensible settlements were constructed 
either below or on the slopes of larger hills (the main hill fort 
in this settlement cluster, Szestno, had a classic location, 
as the tallest knoll in the area had for many centuries been 
called Schloßberg).

Similar designs can be found primarily in Mazury, yet 
there are examples testifying that such structures functioned 
also in different regions which, interestingly, lay in the periph-
eries of the Prussian habitation area. One such case is the 
settlement complex in Truszki-Zalesie in the Kolno Upland (i.e., 
in the borderlands between Mazovia and Prussian territory; 
the site presumably had its ‘Prussian stage’). The large ring-
fort and the adjacent settlement lies in the shadow of a hill 
known as ‘Góra Wieżowa’ (Tower Mountain; Marczak 2003). 
Another example may be found in a passage from Pasio 
Sancti Adalperti martiris describing the moment of bishop 
Adalbert’s arrival in Prussia. What should be noted are the 
instructions given by the Prussian guard, who tells the bishop 
to let himself be seen “on a tall hill that lies across from the 
city”, which indubitably means that the said hill must have 
been located near the stronghold. The passage deserves to 
be cited in extenso:

“[Adalbert] made for the city named Cholinum. At the 
entrance to the gate there was a deep ditch of some length 
and so dark that the people within and without could not 
see one another, but only hear what the other was saying. 

3. Early-mediaeval settlements
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The venerable bishop came forth boldly and, knocking at 
the wings of the gate with his crosier as bishops do, cried: 
Open, doorkeeper! [...]. The city guard said in reply: It is not 
our custom to let just anyone in. Walk back and come up to 
the tall hill that lies across from the city, so that we can see 
who you are. Only then will the city authorities likely grant you 
entry. The wrestler of God heeded these words and stood on 
the hill to be seen” (Plezia (ed.) 1987: 34).

Thus, the described phenomenon was, at least in some 
cases, an element of a functioning settlement model. The only 
unknown is the scale, i.e., the possibilities for regional differ-
ences or dissimilarities related to the pace of development in 
specific networks of settlements. Regardless of such doubts, 
it may be assumed that the presence of light structures on 
‘tower hills’ in the vicinity of strongholds could have greatly 
facilitated communication between respective settlements, 
especially in cases of emergency (episodes from wars in the 
13th century illustrated that Prussian warriors were able to 
mobilize very quickly, if not instantly). 

The size and outline
Burgwalls varied in size, due not only to demographic, but 
also topographic factors. In particularly favourable conditions 
fortifications were built even if it meant limiting the size of 
the entire structure. Such was the case e.g., if there was 
a possibility of cutting the only convenient access route to 
the settlement with an earthen wall, creating an effect similar 
to a full enclosure at a fraction of the time and effort. An ex-
ample of such a solution may be found in Staświny, where an 
earthen wall was built across a part of an elevated peninsula 
separated from the land by a brook flowing through a ravine 
(Karczewski, Karczewska, Pluskowski 2015: 176). 

This was not the only method used to reduce the invest-
ment costs of building a stronghold and the time needed to 
complete it. Other means included doing what was in effect the 
opposite of raising earthen walls: a regularly-shaped concavity 
was dug out at the top of the hill. The space created in such 
a way became the centre of the fort, whereas the still-stand-
ing slopes towering over it took the role of ramparts. These 
would have to be reinforced to be fully functional, yet this work 
could be done in incomparably less time than that needed to 
raise earthen walls in the traditional manner. Such a solution 
was used in the hill fort in Węgielsztyn and presumably also 
in Rydwągi (Nowakiewicz 2005: 452ff). It may be surmised 
that such efforts were complemented by chiseling the slopes 
of the natural moraine hills to make them more forbidding to 

climb – an effect achieved with less effort and at a fraction 
of the cost of raising ramparts. 

Sometimes the topographic conditions were favoura-
ble enough to enable the construction of an entire system of 
neighbouring defensive structures which would support one 
another. The best example for such a solution is the Yotvingi-
an settlement complex in Szurpiły in the Suwałki region (Fig. 
1), which featured a main hill fort located on Castle Hill and 
a number of auxiliary sites in its vicinity (Engel, Okulicz-Ko-
zaryn, Sobczak 2009). This was a large and multi-element 
arrangement benefiting from its naturally defensible location. 
The main stronghold and the surrounding settlements were 
built on a stretch of land between four lakes. At the borders 
of the entire complex (including the islands on the lakes 
Jeglówek and Szurpiły) a series of mounds were raised, now 
interpreted as traces of watchtowers. The design also fea-
tured some hydraulic engineering: a dig connecting two lakes 
(Kluczysko and Czarne) as well as two causeways across lake 
Szurpiły. The key areas of the entire complex were protected 
by double ramparts – one made of stone, the other of earth 
and stone. The apparent design of the complex represents 
a scale and diversity that is unmatched in Polish territory, yet at 
the current state of research there is not enough information 
to present an accurate dating for all the known elements. It 
is therefore unclear whether the design was implemented 
simultaneously as a single project or in stages, the latter 
seeming much more probable. 

However, the vast majority of Prussian and Yotvingian 
burgwalls are discrete units showing a degree of similarity 
with regard to the partition of the interior. As opposed to 
Slavic strongholds, they do not feature e.g., heavily fortified 
boroughs beneath the burgwall itself, even though traces 
of settlements have sometimes been found on the plateaus 
below the forts. These may have been encircled by a palisade, 
but usually lacked more advanced defensive constructions. 
The area within the stronghold was sometimes divided into 
parts presumably dedicated to different functions (Stary Dzi-
erzgoń; Szczepański 2008: 16ff). Towers were sometimes 
raised within the encircled space or along the line of the 
earthen walls (Jegliniec, Podągi; Iwanowska 1991; Hoffmann, 
Mackiewicz 2004: 19), which improved the defensibility of the 
sites. In some cases this could have also been associated with 
the wish to manifest the location of a prestigious dwelling. 

The internal plan of the burgwalls is still unknown. 
Traces of residential structures which would allow scholars 
to hypothesize on the appearance of the actual buildings are 
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rare. In this respect, the stronghold in Szestno yielded only the 
stone foundations of an above-ground structure composed of 
several rooms and presumably covered with a common roof. 
Thus, the entire stronghold resembled a fortified mansion, 
probably inhabited only by the members of the local elite 

– no more than thirty individuals (Wróblewski, Nowakiewicz, 
Bogucki 2003: 159). 

Structures located at the sites which had been inhab-
ited in the early Iron Age constitute a separate category of 
early-mediaeval burgwall structures. In such cases the already 
existing structural basis was put to use and supplemented 
with missing elements. The additions could have been rather 
small, which creates the impression that the sites were used 
as places of refuge. This observation is corroborated by the 

Fig. 1. Castle Hill in Szurpiły

General view photographed by T. Nowakiewicz

The reconstruction of the strongholdAerial view. Source: Engel, Sobczak, Jończyk 2015
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relative scarcity of evidence of prolonged habitation, often 
contrasting with the ample traces of human settlements found 
in the close vicinity of the burgwall. Such a model was prac-
ticed at the largest hillforts in Prussian territory, e.g., Jeziorko, 
Nakomiady, Bałupiany, and others. 

Ramparts and rampart constructions
The construction of the earthen walls is a significant aspect of 
the study of Prussian strongholds. Unfortunately, the state of 
research is still unsatisfactory. The commonly used materials 
were, understandably, stone, clay, and wood. In some cases 
the material was specially selected, which required more 
complex logistic operations and increased the cost and time 
required to complete the operation. This did, however, ensure 
better qualities of the finished product. Traces of such prac-
tices have been found e.g., in Szestno, where the builders 
of the stronghold used oak logs of uniform size (the best of 
the available materials) to construct a frame which was then 
reinforced with clay and stone (Wróblewski, Nowakiewicz, 
Bogucki 2003: 159-160). The resulting walls were several 
metres tall with an earthen layerbuilt around stable structures 
of stone, clay, and wood resistant to natural erosion and 
deliberate destruction. 

Segments of earthwork ramparts were sometimes 
constructed to protect a given area (e.g., the foreground 
of strongholds in Szurpiły and Dybowo; Engel, Okulicz-Ko-
zaryn, Sobczak 2009: 520, Tabl. I; Kamiński 1956: 212) or to 
direct communication routes into places which were easier 
to control. The emergence of such structures was an indu-
bitable sign of the existence of competent authorities. The 
walls raised along the borders between the lands inhabited 
by different tribes within Prussia have a special significance 
in this context, as they testify not only to the technical and 
logistic skill of Prussians, but also to the existence of linear 
frontiers between distinctive realms (Crome 1937; Piotrowski, 
Bitner-Wróblewska 1990; Nowakiewicz 2002: 313-314; 2010: 
494-495; Szczepański 2014). Such structures are, however, 
difficult to date, a fact which leads to problems with interpre-
tation. This pertains even to complexes as large as the walls 
running along the border between Prussia and Mazovia; in 
their early-mediaeval phase these structures appear to have 
been an investment undertaken by the rulers of Mazovia, not 
by the Prussians (Kowalczyk-Heymann 2003; 2013). 

3.2. Towers

Tower structures were an important aspect of early-mediaeval 
architecture traditions in Prussian territory. They were erected 
on earthen mounds in naturally defensible places and in the 
vicinity of strongholds. The details of their construction are not 
well-identified, yet the notably similar area of existing relics 
suggests a certain level of standardization. The defensive 
properties of a wooden tower atop an often small earthen 
mound were rather unimpressive, yet such constructions 
decisively towered over the surrounding area and – at least 
in some cases – must have appeared more massive than 
they actually were. The best example is the tower in Boże 
in Mazury. It was placed on an earthen mound the slopes 
of which were layered in crushed stone placed in a manner 
that created the impression that the entire embankment was 
made of stone (Nowakiewicz 2004; 2010: 496; Nowakiewicz, 
Rzeszotarska-Nowakiewicz 2013: 43). 

Towers were accompanied by other structures consti-
tuting the immediate utilitarian and residential infrastructure 
required to keep the entire complex operational. The site could 
have been inhabited by a small group of people (most likely 
around a dozen) performing a special function within the local 
community. The construction of towers may be regarded as 
an ostentatious manifestation of prestige, which, in turn, is an 
important piece of evidence testifying to the social diversity 
among Prussian peoples at the time. It may also be added that 
this hypothesis is further corroborated by the findings of richly 
decorated high-quality ceramics recovered from the already 
mentioned tower in Boże (Nowakiewicz 2003; Nowakiewicz, 
Rzeszotarska-Nowakiewicz 2013: 43). 

The structure from Boże and its surrounding infrastruc-
ture functioned as an autonomous unit (at least to a certain 
degree) located at the frontier of some designated territory, 
yet the series of similar buildings belonging to the already 
mentioned settlement compound in Szurpiły exemplify a differ-
ent practice. The burgwall, which was the central point of the 
entire network, was surrounded by eight strategically located 
‘sentry mounds’ (plus two more sites which possibly also per-
formed that function) bearing traces of similar tower structures 
(Engel, Okulicz-Kozaryn, Sobczak 2009: 520, Tabl. I). Thus far, 
archaeological research has not managed to determine their 
exact chronology, yet there can be no doubt that the object 
selected for analysis acquired its ultimate form as a result of 
deliberate work. A similar structure, if smaller in scale, was 
found in Poganowo, in the borderlands between the tribal 
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realms of Galindia and Bartia. The site contains a mound of 
earthwork and stone, which probably functioned as the foun-
dation for a tower guarding the entrance to the stronghold 
(which was, incidentally, a part of a larger settlement cluster; 
Wyczółkowski, Szal, Kupryjanowicz, Smolska 2013: 65).

The hypotheses presented above are in accordance 
with information found in several mediaeval sources. Admit-
tedly, these were written at a later period, yet they provide 
the earliest known data on the subject. Gallus Anonymus, 
describing the military campaign against Prussia waged by 
Boleslaus the Wrymouth at the end of 1110 and at the beginning 
of 1111, clearly distinguishes between Prussian “castles and 
cities” (castella, civitates) and the ruined “buildings and vil-
lages” (edificial villasque) which mainly fell prey to Bolesław’s 
knights (Gallus: III.24). The mention of “buildings” is repeated 
and elaborated on in the works of Vincent Kadłubek, who 
writes expressis verbis that during the retaliation raid into 
Prussia led by prince Kazimierz the Just in 1192 Christian 
knights destroyed e.g., “tall residential buildings” “so as not 
to seem idle” (Kadłubek… IV.19). 

In the search for analogies to the phenomena here 
described one should not disregard sources which were 
written in an even later period, yet provide a good illustration 
of Prussian tradition functioning in the reality of the mediae-
val Teutonic State. It is known that in that period Prussian 
luminaries who fulfilled their feudal duties as subjects of the 
Teutonic Order lived in very similar defensible residential 
complexes. Their living conditions were similar to the ones 
from before the Teutonic conquest of Prussia– at least with 
regard to the size of the compounds. The best example is 
the stronghold in Zyndaki located on the lands given in the 
14th century to the Prussian knight Sanglobe and his sons (the 
name of one of them – Warpune – is still apparent in the name 
of the neighbouring village: Warpuny; Nowakiewicz 2004: 281; 
Nowakiewicz, Rzeszotarska-Nowakiewicz 2013: 51).

3.3. Open settlements

Open settlements were located near bodies of water, usually 
on slightly raised ground. Although not fortified, they some-
times lay in places having slightly limited access. Settlements 
comprised groups of houses and outbuildings with varying 
functions. The urban plan was rather dense, though it must 
be noted that it is not always possible to obtain exact archae-
ological data in this respect.

The houses themselves varied in size and construction. 
Some were small, partially sunken structures: this solution 
enabled people to build faster and use less wood. Known 
structures also include larger and more impressive ground-lev-
el buildings with a post structure of the walls and roof; eth-
nographic examples suggest that outbuildings with a post 
structure were also built. One should also mention buildings 
with a log frame structure of walls built on stone foundations 
(known from some burgwalls; Wróblewski, Nowakiewicz, 
Bogucki 2003: 160). Such edifices were standing slightly 
above ground level, which made the interior decisively less 
humid. Examples of such structures have not been found 
in open settlements, but the chances of identifying them 
outside burgwalls are slim. Their exact opposite (in terms of 
construction) were cellars, which were probably encountered 
by Wulfstan of Hedeby, since he wrote of the possibility of 
cooling beer or water in the summer as well as of bodies of 
the deceased being affected with “artificial cold” so that they 
would not decompose before burial (Labuda (ed.) 1961: 21, 23). 

Another element typical for the entire region of the 
east Baltic Sea basin, one which was probably to be seen in 
Prussian settlements, was that of households in which the res-
idential parts, the workshops, and the barns shared common 
walls and were covered by a single roof (the barns were often 
located on the northern side, to shield the household from 
the cold). At the excavation stage these diverse structures 
usually appear as barely traceable arrangements of holes 
in which posts once stood, stones which used to support 
log-frame constructions, or remains of clay that covered the 
wattle frames presumably used for internal walls in a dwelling. 

Residential buildings stood in close proximity to utilitar-
ian structures (for producing and storing goods, etc.). These 
were covered pits dug near the houses or structures rising 
above ground level, resting on posts – the remains of which 
are the only trace of these buildings. 

One of the better-analyzed examples (Franknowo) 
features a space designated for utilitarian purposes – the 
remains of storage pits (‘granaries’) grouped together (Babič, 
Dąbrowska, Kozłowska 2000: 271). Another site (Muntowo) in-
cludes a structure which may be interpreted as the remains of 
a bathhouse built similarly to saunas or banyas used in eastern 
and northern Europe even today (Nowakiewicz 2005: 466). 

The available data indicates that the inhabitants of open 
settlements were not an economically underprivileged group. 
In other words, the level of their prosperity did not differ from 
the standard set for all Prussian settlements. Such sites yielded 
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axe-shaped pendants (Wyszembork),pendants in the shape 
of Thor’s hammer (Muntowo, Wyszembork), bracelets (Ruska 
Wieś), coins (Muntowo, Wyszembork), elements of military 
equipment (the spur from Franknowo),and numerous items 
of everyday use: spindle whorls, knives, etc. (Wróblewski, 
Nowakiewicz, Bogucki 2003: Tabl. IV: 4-5; Nowakiewicz 2006: 
166, fig. 5 b,c; Babič, Dąbrowska, Kozłowska 2000: 271).

3.4. Conclusions

The above attempt at reconstructing the diversity of early-Prus-
sian residential settlements is not limited to classifying the 
settlement structure present in the region or enumerating 
observable types of construction. Given the lack of material 
from burial sites dated to before the year 1000, the presented 
data – from the various early-mediaeval sites, written sources, 
and later mediaeval analogies – remain one of the few ar-
chaeologically verifiable determinants of the social diversity 
of the Prussian population at the time.



The Past Societies 5: 500 ad – 1000 ad 183

4. Everyday life

4.1. Crafts

Appearances aside, presenting a description of this topic is 
not an easy task, since the development of crafts is judged 
not by specific items (which may well be imported), but by 
remains of workshops or workers’ tools. Such findings are not 
common in the region in question. Thus, to present a complete 
image of the level of technological advancement in Prussian 
territory in the early Middle Ages it is necessary to turn to 
the less obvious examples, i.e., products of local workshops. 

The best way to start, however, is to discuss the most 
frequently found items – namely, ceramics. Prussian pottery 
workshops must have been a common sight in early-medi-
aeval settlements, yet more important than their number is 
the nature of the wares produced, which underwent striking, 
even revolutionary changes at the beginning of the early 
Middle Ages. Prussian ceramics made in that period bears 
a distinct mark of Slavic influence (Nowakiewicz, Wróblewski 
2010), which is a phenomenon typical not only of the region 
or the area inhabited by Baltic tribes, but for nearly the entire 
Baltic Sea basin. Such vessels (known as Baltic ware) super-
seded traditional local designs, becoming goods of widely 
recognized quality. Prussian and Yotvingian potters quickly 
learnt to make wheel-thrown S-shaped pots and to decorate 
them with horizontal girdles of straight lines and waves (Fig. 
2: 1). At the same time they did not abandon their old tech-
niques (Fig. 2: 2), yet the difference in quality resulting from 
the use of the new technology was large enough to make 
the old designs less and less popular. Consequently, potters 
chose to make vessels resembling Slavic ware, which are 
now difficult to date (Fig. 2: 3). Establishing the chronology of 
the local-style ceramics is equally problematic (Fig. 2: 4). This 
group comprises hand-built vessels (which are thicker and 
heavier than wheel-thrown ones) decorated with stamped 
ornaments, impressions of fingernails or pinched ornaments. 

The quality of the ceramic mass of which they were made 
was lower and sometimes the vessels themselves were not 
as nicely fired (although the latter is not a rule). 

Consequently, the set of shards recovered from almost 
every site contains material which is a true challenge for the 
researcher. In one and the same context one may find (though 
in varying amounts) fragments of vessels representing both 
stylistic traditions. Since the dynamic of these processes is not 
well known, the dating of the material is usually conditional 
and imprecise. There can be no doubt, however, that both 
types of early-mediaeval ceramics found in Prussian territory 
were produced by Prussian craftsmen. 

The level of specialization in the said production is, 
in turn, a matter of discussion. The numerous examples of 
high-quality products made locally indicate that specialized 
pottery workshops already existed in the region. This may be 
inferred from the skillfully prepared ceramic mass, the flaw-
less firing, and sometimes the amount of ornaments applied 
with pre-prepared tools. Yet remains of poorly made vessels 
below any standards of quality can also be found. It appears, 
therefore, that there were no regulations in this respect and 
ceramic vessels in early-mediaeval Prussia were produced not 
only by professional potters – though in time their wares did 
start to dominate the market. One trace of these processes 
is the appearance of items marked by their producers with 
signs placed on the underside of the pots. 

In the economic reality of the early-mediaeval world 
metallurgy workshops were a widespread or at least a com-
mon phenomenon. These included both smithies and work-
shops specializing in processing and working non-ferrous 
metals. Their presence is corroborated not only by the numer-
ous small findings, mostly of everyday items such as knives, 
rivets, hooks, small ornaments, and elements of attire, etc., but 
even more so by discoveries such as the set of blacksmith’s 
tools and iron billets (i.e., raw material) recovered from the 
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burgwall in Szestno (Wróblewski, Nowakiewicz, Bogucki 2003: 
161). Evidence of metalworking activity is also provided by 
remains of metal processing sites discovered at the edges 
of the settlement adjacent to the stronghold in Szurpiły (near 
a site called ‘Mosiężysko’ – ‘a brass place’), which yielded 
layers of slag and fragments of slag and cinder – a by-product 
of smelting iron from iron ore. A similar place, in which a larg-
er-scale production had been conducted, was found at another 
Yotvingian site in Szarek (Ełk county; Kamiński 1956: 253). 

The findings from the settlement adjacent to the stronghold 
in Szurpiły – the so-called ‘Targowisko’ (‘Marketplace’) – also 
provide evidence for large-scale bronze production. Under 
a thousand fragments of fine bronze rubble, coming mostly 
from damaged ornaments, were found at the site(Wróblewski, 
Jończyk, Troncik 2015: 69). A comprehensive interpretation 
will not be possible until the course of research is conclud-
ed, yet the function mentioned here appears to be the most 
probable hypothesis.

Fig. 2.4. Pottery from the settlement adjacent to the stronghold in Pasym.

Source: Szymański 2013

Fig. 2.3. Pottery found in the stronghold in Pasym during research 
conducted in the 19th century and in the 1960s. 

Source: Szymański 2013

Fig. 2.2. Pottery from the cemeteries in Stacze and Żytkiejmy. 

Source: Photographisches Album… 1880

Fig. 2.1. A pot in the Slavic style found in the settlement adjacent to 
the stronghold in Jeziorko. 

Source: Biegel, Jaskanis 1987
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There are no doubts as to the function of the casting 
mould discovered in the stronghold in Barczewko (Klimek 
2008: 17), even though in the context of analyzing Prussian 
craft this finding proves to be of limited value. This is because 
the ornaments produced with the said mould (lunulae) are 
counted among items typical for Slavic, not Prussian tradition. 
Lastly, indisputable traces of local production include weaving 
tools (mostly spindle whorls) and equipment for making and 
repairing garments (needles and awls). Such items constitute 
common and obvious findings in almost any settlement. 

A reconstruction based not only on the traces of work-
shops or tools, but on the findings of finished products, results 
in a more diverse image of Prussian crafts. The assortment 
of specialists is broadened to include jewellery makers, car-
penters, shipwrights, artisans working with horn, tanners, 
and makers of weapons and horse tack. The quality of their 
products varied and depended not only on the skill of the 
craftsman, but also on the availability of raw materials, the 
customer market, etc. 

As a side note, it need be mentioned that Prussians 
were able to perform tasks requiring extraordinary efficiency. 
These included constructing siege towers during their wars 
against the Teutonic Knights (as corroborated by source ma-
terial) and building a fortified bridge with two towers across 
river Pregel for the siege of Königsberg (Dusburg… III.103). 

Another issue is the exploitation of the natural envi-
ronment, i.e., the woods and waters, which required suitable 
preparation and resulted in progressive specialization. Rele-
vant information may be found in relatively scarce archaeo-
logical data and more numerous historical accounts testifying 
to the utilization of the economic potential of these lands. The 
traces of hunting, apparent in archaeozoological material 
recovered from almost every site, constitutes the primary 
piece of evidence. The said material includes remains of 
meals (the bones of game brought to the settlement) as well 
as items made of animal horns, fangs, and claws. These were 
accompanied by animal pelts, yet the identification of such 
items in archaeological material is nigh impossible. 

An equally significant source of nutrition came from 
fishing, at least in Mazury. The waters provided an ample and 
permanent supply, allowing local residents to accumulate 
substantial food reserves, which in turn could have turned 
fishing into one of the main occupations pursued not only to 
fulfill basic biological needs, but also to acquire commod-
ities for exchange. Fishing played a substantial role in an 
environment in which the agricultural conditions were not 

particularly favourable and hunting alone could not sustain 
a sedentary population. 

Another important aspect of forest exploitation was 
tree beekeeping. Laborious efforts in this respect must have 
brought substantial benefits, given that over the course of 
several centuries honey remained a valuable and desired 
commodity. Evidence of this may be found in Wulfstan’s ac-
count (the Anglo-Saxon traveller remarks on several occasions 
that “there is a great quantity of honey” and that mead is the 
drink of “the poor and the slaves”; Labuda (ed.) 1961: 20) as 
well as in the mediaeval practice of collecting taxes in the 
form of wax and honey from villages located within forests, 
which must have enforced beekeeping on the inhabitants. 

Crafts associated with the exploitation of forest resourc-
es also include the production of quicklime. A kiln used for 
such purposes was discovered in the settlement adjacent to 
the burgwall in Konikowo-Rostek (Engel 2002). 

4.2. Agriculture and animal husbandry

These branches of the economy provided the basic suste-
nance for Prussian communities. The scale of agricultural 
production is difficult to ascertain, as it probably depended on 
changeable climactic conditions. Mediaeval sources indicate 
that Prussians stored their grain (the destruction of granaries 
during Polish raids in Prussia is mentioned in the chronicle 
written by Vincent Kadłubek; Kadłubek… IV.19), while also 
emphasizing the threat of famine hanging over the entire 
community and the problems with feeding all its members 
(the Galindian legend; Dusburg… III.4). There can be no doubt 
that these phenomena are interconnected. 

Some data regarding the efficiency of early-mediaeval 
agriculture may be obtained from later mediaeval founding 
charters, which define the size of a field that produces a yield 
sufficient to ensure survival. One cannot assume that the same 
specifications applied in earlier periods, due to differences 
in crop efficiency, yet the information may provide a point of 
reference. For instance, the emolument of a parson priest 
specified in the Treaty of Christburg written in 1249 includes 
not only a tithe, but also eight lans (1 lan = ca. 18 hectares) 
of land, including four lans of arable fields and four lans of 
woodland, a pair of oxen, a horse, a cow, and other goods 
(PUB…: 218).

The amount of available data pertaining to animal hus-
bandry is larger, owing to archaeozoological analyses. The 
dominant type of domestic animals was cattle, which is not 
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surprising given the subsistence value of these animals (as 
beasts of burden and a source of milk, manure, hides, and 
sinew), all of which added to their basic worth as an ample 
source of meat. Apart from a few exceptions in the borderlands 
between Slavic and Prussian territory (in the Chełmno and 
Dobrzyń regions), the bones of domesticated cattle dominate 
in the related findings from every analyzed Prussian burgwall. 

An interesting fact concerns the proportion of other 
animal species– namely, pigs and sheep/goats, in the structure 
of consumption. The large percentage of pig bones testifies 
to the sedentary lifestyle of Prussians. These animals do not 
tolerate travelling and offer the most benefits to permanently 
settled communities (their fat, rich in caloric value, serves as 
an important part of the diet, especially during unfavourable 
seasons). The smaller proportion of pig remains in relation to 
that of goats or sheep usually suggests that the settlement 
system under analysis was not very stable or was relatively 
new – this is the only rational justification for the choice to for-
go the benefits of keeping pigs. However, we cannot exclude 
the possibility that in some cases the keeping of goats and 
sheep was an element of an older tradition (dating back to the 
period or Roman influence and the Migration Period), when 
these animals were commonly raised in Mazury. These con-
siderations aside, the subsistence value of goats and sheep 
must also be taken into account. These species provided wool 
and milk, as opposed to pigs, which were kept only for meat. 

4.3. Exchange

The most important centre of far-reaching commerce located 
in close vicinity to southern Prussian lands was the trading 
post of Truso. It lay on the shores of a sea bay near the 
present-day city of Elbląg (Jagodziński 2010). The presence 
of Prussian inhabitants and their contribution to the exist-
ence of this outpost was long neglected by researchers or 
inferred intuitively; only in recent works has the issue been 
outlined in more detail. Those works imply that even though 
the percentage of Prussian products among the numerous 
metal items found in the harbour district of the settlement is 
indeed very small, the analysis of pottery discovered in the 
peripheral areas paints a different image. The results point to 
a different standard of material culture, which illustrates that 
the economic supply base of Truso was to a significant degree 
shaped by the local population (Auch, Bogucki, Trzeciecki 
2012). The numbers of the Prussian inhabitants of the trading 
post are not known, yet the fact of their presence should no 
longer raise any doubt. 

The recently discovered sites (e.g., Jerzwałd, Olsz-
tyn-Las Miejski), the material from which has not yet been 
published, may point to a certain dissemination of the idea 
of permanent trading outposts in the Prussian interior. The 
state of analysis, however, is still insufficient. The sites are 
nonetheless territorially connected to the western outskirts 
of Prussian territory, which may indicate that such notions 
were slowly spreading from this direction. In the remaining 
areas of the southern reaches of Prussian territory no traces 
of organized commercial exchange have been found. The 
existence of such practices may be corroborated by certain 
findings, yet it must be noted that – again – these are not 
particularly numerous. Moreover, it is difficult to distinguish 
between items acquired by means of trade and those from 
war spoils or the various kinds of supplies brought to these 
lands by new members of the community (e.g., wives coming 
from faraway lands whose dowry differed from local stand-
ards). One example of the problems which researchers have 
to face concerns the troublesome interpretation of Arab 
dirham coins. They were a medium of exchange accepted 
throughout northern and eastern Europe, yet in lands lying 
so far away from established commercial centres, items such 
as these coins could have been treated not as currency, but 

Fig. 3. Halves of dirham coins from the mint of Madīnat as-Salām 
(Baghdad) discovered in the stronghold in Szestno

Source: Bogucki, Malarczyk 2003
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rather as a curiosum. Isolated findings of dirhams were noted 
e.g., in Barczewo and Sępopol (the context of the discovery 
is unknown), in Rudnia by lake Jeziorak, in strongholds in 
Silm and Szestno (half a coin),as well as in the settlement in 
Muntowo (half a coin). The coin recovered from Rudnia was 
minted in 796–797; the halves from Szestno and Muntowo 
(Fig. 3) have a similar dating (771–772 and 766/7 – 807/8 
respectively; Kiersnowski 1966).

More information may be inferred from the analysis of 
group findings of coins and other items (Kiersnowski 1966; 
Jeleńska (ed.) 2013). Such hoards differ in size, yet the chro-
nology of the groups containing dirham coins (which are 
easy to date) is surprisingly consistent – even though it indi-
cates the period when these coins arrived in Europe rather 
than the time when they were deposited in the earth. These 
reservations aside, the sets of silver pieces of standardized 
weight which arrived in the southern-Prussian world in the 
9th century, constitute an interesting phenomenon (Bogucki 
2010). At the current stage of research they are effectively 
the only trace of organized activity in the region which may 
be dated to the period.

The set from Ramsowo (Olsztyn county) belongs to 
the largest hoards containing dirhams and includes ca. one 
kilogram worth of coins (336 pieces) minted after 828. A de-
cidedly smaller, but still substantial deposit was discovered 
in Braniewo. The hoard consisted of 47 dirhams (over 140 
grams) minted after 816. Another interesting find, and one 
which offers much insight into the details of the circulation 
of Arab silver in Prussia, was recovered from Zalewo (Morąg 
county). It comprised a set of around forty halves of dirham 
coins, half of which matched one another. Such an arrange-
ment suggests that the cutting of coins was done locally and 
that the hoard was deposited in the earth not long before the 
planned distribution. The entire set, hidden in a pot, weighted 
ca. 60 grams and was composed of coins minted after the 
year 811. The original size of two more hoards is difficult to 
ascertain, because they were scattered after their discovery 
and are only known from fragmented accounts. The first of 
them came from Długobor and included three identified dirham 
coins minted after 813; the second hoard, found in Bartoszyce, 
included at least three or, according to other sources, two 
unidentified dirham coins (Kiersnowski 1966: 72-73, 75-76, 78). 

Fig. 4. A damaged cruciform reliquary with the image of Christ from the hoard found in Mózgowo

Source: Nowakiewicz 2013
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Against such a backdrop the hoard from Krasnołąka 
(Bartoszyce county) appears to be all the more interesting. All 
of the findings discussed above had a clear connection with 
settlements (they were recovered from within strongholds 
or their close vicinity) or had been hidden in the earth in 
a manner facilitating their recovery at a later time (the coins 
from Zalewo were found inside a pot; at least a part of the 
remaining deposits could have been hidden in a similar way, 
yet this was not noted by the individuals who found them). 
However, the case of the Krasnołąka hoard is different. The 
ten dirham coins (minted after the year 813) were found in 
a layer of turf (Kiersnowski 1966: 73), which means that they 
must have been deposited in a swamp or at least on a boggy 
meadow. The choice of such a place suggests that the owner 
of the coins did not intend to retrieve them, since it would be 
an almost impossible task. Thus, the context of the deposit 
opens new possibilities of interpreting the function of hoards 
– the supposition that they played a sacral and votive role 
appears to be the most probable. 

At the end of the first millennium AD the Prussian world 
started to develop into a more complex organization of tribes. 
Among the symptoms of this process was the emergence of 
a fixed territorial structure. At roughly the same time the inflow 
of dirhams into the Baltic Sea basin stopped, which does not 
signify that such coins vanished from circulation. On the other 
hand, new types from central and western Europe started to 
appear; their distribution throughout Prussian territory was 
a reflection of the previous ‘dirham phenomenon’. 

The hoard from Mózgowo provides a good example of 
this trend. The first discovery of early-mediaeval silver was 
made there in 1868. The finding consisted of a substantial 
amount of coins, both intact and sliced (Kiersnowscy 1959: 
72-73). The exact size of the hoard is unknown; the only 
verifiable information is that the part that found its way to 
a collector in Magdeburg contained ca. two thousand whole 
and sliced dinars, mainly from Germany. The remains of that 
collection (426 coins)were acquired by the Brunswick museum 
and could therefore be identified. It was established that the 

Fig. 5. The hoard from Brodzikowo (Marienhof)

Ornament details. Source: Kemke 1897 An archival photograph. Source: Kemke 1897
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hoard contained also rarer, less numerous coin types (Eng-
lish, Bohemian, western-Slavic, Danish etc.). Additional data 
was acquired in the course of field verification conducted in 
Mózgowo in 2009 and 2012, during which another 1,208 coins 
and fragments thereof were recovered (including 282 dirham 
pieces; Bogucki, Ilisch, Kulesza 2013; Malarczyk 2013a; Nowak-
iewicz 2013). The total number of recorded coins exceeds 
three-thousand which, given the fact that the collection had 
been scattered, allows us to estimate that the original hoard 
contained four- to five-thousand pieces of currency and their 
fragments, as well as non-monetary hacksilver (i.e., ornaments 
cut to pieces). This is the largest deposit found in Warmia and 
Mazury – if measured according to the purchasing power of 
currency defining the cost of products required to sustain one 
person for a single day (in the epoch under consideration this 
unit amounted to ca. 0.2 grams of silver), a single individual 
would be able to live off the hoard for thirty years (Bogucki, 
Ilisch, Kulesza 2013: 25)! 

This is not the only aspect which makes the finding from 
Mózgowo unique. The above pieces of hacksilver include 
a very unusual item which offers a possibility of interpretation 
differing from the standard numismatic considerations (Fig. 
4). It is a damaged yet finely crafted reliquary in the form of 
a cross (Nowakiewicz 2013: 172n). It was apparently treated 
as a high-value piece of currency and, as the damage of the 
surface suggests, was not regarded with the respect that 
would befit a sacred symbol of a new faith. This indicates 
that the owner of the hoard was Prussian. Considering the 
chronology of the hoard, which appears to have been buried 
after the year 1009, the Prussian ownership (not an obvious 
assumption given the composition of this large hoard of hack-
silver found in a borderland area) generates a new problem. 
It would be difficult to overlook the fact that the hoard was 
hidden not long after the death of bishop Adalbert and the 
fiasco of his missionary enterprise. One is tempted to ask 
whether the silver reliquary could have belonged to a member 
of the expedition that set out in the year 997? 

Fig. 6. The hoard from Kiwity (Kiwitten)

A note from the archives of H. Jankuhn An archival photograph. Source: Kemke 1931



Chapter 4 Baltic communities present in today’s Polish territory between 700 and 1000 AD

190

Another interesting find from the Iława Lakeland is 
the hoard from Olbrachtówek, which was deposited slightly 
later (Bogucki, Kulesza 2013; Malarczyk 2013b; Czonstke, 
Koperkiewicz 2013). Apart from 129 pieces (whole or sliced) of 
European denarii minted in the third quarter of the 11th century, 
the trove contained 28 halves of dirham coins from the early 
9th century. It also featured a large number of ornaments, in-
cluding complete specimens and rare types of jewellery. The 
items that deserve mention in this context include an armlet, 
two bracelets, five rings, a kaptorga box on a chain, three 
temple rings with animal heads, two latticework crucifixes 
and numerous beads made of glass, amber, carnelian and 
rock crystal, a penannular brooch, and fragments of silk fabric. 

Apart from the armlet, the above mentioned ornaments 
echo Slavic style; their presence in Prussian territory may 
therefore be associated with the mutual contacts between 
the elite classes inhabiting both sides of the Prussian-Slavic 
border. Given the dating of the specific items, the high quality 
of the most impressive ornaments and the fact that they were 
found intact, this part of the hoard may be regarded as the 
family heirloom of a Prussian noble (collected over a con-
siderably long period of time) rather than as bullion used for 
day-to-day transactions. Such an interpretation might also 
explain why the hoard contained silk fabric, most probably 
of Byzantine provenance.

The third and last early-mediaeval hoard found in the 
region is different in nature. Deposited in the second quarter 
of the 12th century in what is now Łążyn, the trove comprised 
a great number of European (mostly German) denarii along 
with four silver ingots, three sturdy bracelets and some frag-
ments of necklaces and dirham coins (Kiersnowski 1966: 74). 
The total weight of the hoard amounted to ca. 2.4 kilograms, 
which must have constituted a substantial fortune at the time. 

The form of the deposit – i.e. unsliced European coins – is very 
typical of that period. Thus, the hoard from Łążyn reflects the 
rhythm of supra-regional changes in the circulation of silver 
that were taking place at that time, exemplifying the ‘Prussian 
episode’ of this phenomenon. 

This being said, the hoard from Łążyn differs from other 
Prussian deposits, which tended to be composed of selected 
types of ornaments (armlets and bracelets) and ingots. Such 
hoards were found in Brodzikowo in Mazury (ca. 1050; 6 
armlets of twisted wire and 2 bracelets; Fig. 5), in Kiwity in 
Warmia (12th century; 5 complete bracelets and 3 fragments; 
Fig. 6) and in two deposits in Olszewo in the borderlands 
between Mazury, the Suwałki region and the region of Mazury 
Garbate (Cf. Kiersnowski 1966; Bogucki 2003; 2009). These 
hoards are dated to a period exceeding the time frame set in 
the present chapter, yet constitute a good illustration of the 
changing nature of Prussian silver deposits – from hoards of 
dirham coins from the 9th century to standardized deposits 
of ornaments dating from the 12th and 13th century. 

This evolution should be regarded in the context of 
the passage written by Adam of Bremen in the geographical 
section of his Deeds of the Bishops of Hamburg. He noted 
the low value of silver and gold among the Prussians: “Aurum 
et argentum pro minimo ducunt” (Gesta… IV.18). In light of the 
examples presented here, the meaning of these words (which 
were for a long time treated as a faithful representation of 
the reality known to the 11th-century chronicler) may finally 
be revised. The distance towards bullion trade manifested 
by Prussians is well evident, yet there can be no doubt that 
they also considered silver to be an instrument of displaying 
wealth and prestige. This process becomes more apparent 
only in the later stages of the early Middle Ages, yet the be-
ginnings may be observed at the end of the first millennium.
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5. Traces of cults: burial customs 
and other rites

Some aspects of the Prussian faith may be reconstructed 
solely on the basis of mediaeval sources. The most signifi-
cant of these is the Chronicon Terrae Prussiae written in the 
14th century by Peter of Dusburg. Despite the lateness of the 
source and the problems with the interpretation of the data it 
contains, it is worthwhile to cite the most important passages, 
as they may form the background for conclusions stemming 
from archaeological analysis. 

“Since they knew not God, they erred in worshipping 
each and every creation as god, the Sun, the Moon, and the 
stars, the birds and the beasts, and even toads. They held 
woods, fields and waters so sacred that they dared not cut 
trees or plow land, or catch fish. In the heartland of these 
perverse peoples– namely, in Nadrowia, there was a certain 
place called Romowe, which took its name from Rome; there 
lived a man named Kriwe whom they venerated as if he 
were Pope, for just as Pope rules over the entire Church of 
the faithful, so did this man have a mandate to rule not only 
the said tribes, but also the Lethowini and other nations in 
Livonian lands. He was held in such esteem that the kings 
and the nobles paid him honours, as did the common folk, 
every time he crossed the borders of the said infidels. This 
was done not only for him, but also for any member of his 
family, or even any envoy bearing his staff or some other 
predetermined symbol. The man also kept an eternal fire, as 
in the Old Testament” (Dusburg… III.5). 

According to the mediaeval chronicler the sacrum was 
located in sacred groves, in which no trees were felled (“pagan 
centres in the woods” are also mentioned in the Treaty of 
Christburg, discussed in a further section of the present text), 
in sacred waters in which no fish were caught, and in sacred 
fields which were never worked. The sacred was therefore 
associated with space, presumably marked in some visible 
manner understandable for everyone. What the Teutonic 
chronicler did not note is the presence of any buildings which 

functioned as temples in away recognizable for members of 
Latin culture. Even the reference to the supra-regional cult 
centre of “Romowe” is not accompanied by any information 
regarding its appearance. No mention of temples may be 
found in the descriptions of the Prussian military victories 
celebrated by offerings made to the gods. 

However, the account presented by the Teutonic chron-
icler pertains to the Prussian world of the 13th century. It is not 
certain whether his description could also apply to the situa-
tion in these lands at the end of the first millennium. It would 
be difficult to provide an accurate answer, yet at least some 
references appear to be common for both these epochs. They 
justify the attempt to use Dusburg’s account as an illustration 
of long-term processes that had been shaped long before its 
fragmented image was registered by the Latin conquerors of 
Prussia. The details of this image may be reconstructed on 
the basis of existing archaeological traces, which – although 
ambiguous and difficult to identify – constitute grounds for 
the hypotheses that slowly bring the realm of the Prussian 
sacrum into light. 

5.1. Burial customs 

Burial customs belong to the aspects of culture having material 
traces which provide a profusion of data on ancient beliefs, 
rituals, and habits. Very often such material is the only source 
of information regarding some non-material aspects of life 
in past epochs. For this reason, in archaeological studies, 
findings from burial grounds are regarded as particularly 
valuable and the lack of such discoveries is considered highly 
unfortunate. The early-mediaeval period in Prussian territory 
is an example of the latter situation. 

The deep cultural transformations which occurred in 
Prussia at the dawn of the early Middle Ages resulted in 
many changes, including the disappearance of burial cus-
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toms which had been practiced for generations. These were 
superseded with new rituals whose form, range, and diversity 
are now difficult to identify and remain essentially unknown. 
Fortunately, this does not mean that no information on burials 
in early-mediaeval Prussia has been retrieved. The available 
data is, however, rather diffuse, at least with regard to the 
territory of present-day Poland. As a result the conclusions 
drawn on the basis of such information only allow scholars to 
outline a very general image of the observable phenomena. 

The scarce early-mediaeval burial sites found in various 
regions of Prussian and Yotvingian territory may be regarded 
as complimentary phenomena. It must, however, be remem-
bered that their ‘chronological sensitivity’ is incomparably 
weaker than in the case of the compact burial complexes from 
preceding epochs. This means that the apparent diversity 
may stem not only from regional characteristics (tribal tradi-
tions?) but also from differences in chronology which are not 
noticeable to modern researchers (e.g., the scope of one or 
two generations), as well as from social and economic factors 
and all extraordinary or unique events.

Contemporaneous sources – the account by Wulfstan of 
Hedeby and the lives of Saint Adalbert
The majority of data from written sources pertains to the west-
ern peripheries of Prussian territory. The famous account of 
the journey to Truso by Wulfstan of Hedeby was used as an 
opportunity to record numerous observations on the Prussian 
world (Labuda (ed.) 1961: 19-23). Interestingly, Truso itself was 
not described in much detail – Wulfstan mentions the name 
only twice – which may suggest that for the author (or perhaps 
for King Alfred) the trading post was a familiar phenomenon 
and, as such, did not merit much commentary. The Prussian 
realms stretching just beyond Truso were a different thing 
altogether – this world was described fully and meticulously: 

“This country called Aestland is very extensive, and 
there are in it many towns, and in every town is a king. There 
is a great quantity of honey and fish; and even the king and 
the richest men drink mare’s milk, whilst the poor and the 
slaves drink mead. There is a vast deal of war and contention 
amongst the different tribes of this nation. There is no ale 
brewed amongst the Aesti, but they have mead in profusion.

There is also this custom with the Aesti, that when any-
one dies the corpse continues unburnt with the relations and 
friends for at least a month, sometimes two; and the bodies 
of kings and illustrious men, according to their respective 
wealth, lie sometimes even for half a year before the corpse 

is burned, and the body continues above ground in the house, 
during which time drinking and sports are prolonged till the 
day on which the body is consumed. Then, when it is carried 
to the funeral pile, the substance of the deceased, which 
remains after these drinking festivities and sports, is divided 
into five or six heaps; sometimes into more, according to the 
proportion of what he happens to be worth. These heaps are 
so disposed that the largest heap shall be about one mile 
from the town; and so gradually the smaller at lesser intervals, 
till all the wealth is divided, so that the least heap shall be 
nearest the town where the corpse lies.

Then all those are to be summoned together who have 
the fleetest horses in the land, for a wager of skill, within the 
distance of five or six miles from these heaps; and they all ride 
a race toward the substance of the deceased. Then comes the 
man that has the winning horse toward the first and largest 
heap, and so each after other, till the whole is seized upon. 
He procures, however, the least heap who takes that which 
is nearest the town; and then everyone rides away with his 
share, and keeps the whole of it. On account of this custom 
fleet horses in that country are wonderfully dear. When the 
wealth of the deceased has been thus exhausted, then they 
carry out his corpse from the house and burn it, together with 
his weapons and clothes; and generally they spend his whole 
substance by the long continuance of the body within the 
house, together with what they lay in heaps along the road, 
which the strangers run for, and take away.

It is also an established custom with the Aesti that the 
dead bodies of every tribe or family shall be burned, and if 
any man findeth a single bone unconsumed, they shall be 
fined to a considerable amount. These Aesti also have the 
power of producing artificial cold; and it is thus the dead body 
continues so long above ground without putrefying, on which 
they produce this artificial cold; and, though a man should 
set two vessels full of ale or of water, they contrive that either 
shall be completely frozen over; and this equally the same in 
the summer as in the winter.”

It is this account that provides information on the spe-
cial significance of horses during burial ceremonies for mem-
bers of the Prussian elite. The races connected with these 
rites were not only organized to redistribute the goods of 
the deceased; it may be assumed that they also functioned 
as a type of games held in their honour. What is not certain, 
however, is whether the participation in the races was limited 
to the members of the family or if the right extended to all 
warriors (or at least those among them that could afford their 
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own horse). This issue would reflect the social or even the 
‘political’ system, since depending on the accepted norm the 
wealth of the deceased would remain in the family or – to 
take Wulfstan’s words literally – would be exhausted, i.e., ap-
portioned to members of a wider community not connected 
with family ties. The latter model would indicate that Prussian 
society at the threshold of the Middle Ages indeed had no 
hereditary elite class, since the wealth accumulated by every 
successive generation could only serve them as long as they 
lived, but was not automatically inherited by their descendants. 

Wulfstan claims that the final stage of the funeral cere-
mony involved the cremation of the body. Curiously, he does 
not mention cemeteries or any other form of burial. This lack 
of information on the conclusion of the rites contrasts with 
the detailed description of the successive elements of the 
funerary ceremony (the “continuance of the body within the 
house”, the feasts and drinking organized during this period, 
the “artificial cold”). Any inferences drawn (practically ex nihilo) 
from this curious absence may be rather risky, yet one cannot 
overlook the fact that the unmentioned Prussian cemeteries 
are nowhere to be found in archaeological material (perhaps 
with a few exceptions). Although early-mediaeval necropolises 
have been found in the vicinity of Truso, all of them display 
typically Scandinavian features (which is not a new phenom-
enon in the region). Thus, they should be associated with the 
graves of Viking residents and not the burial grounds used by 
local Prussian communities. The closest necropolis fulfilling 
that condition lies more than thirty kilometres to the south 
from Truso in the village of Dobrzyki; it yielded very few find-
ings (Kobylińska, Kobyliński, Wach 2000). Without engaging 
in unnecessary discussions, we may therefore assume that 
the ashes of the Prussian “king” were dealt with in a manner 
that prevented Wulfstan (who nota bene travelled with the 
purpose of gathering information) from observing the ritual. 
The lack of archaeological traces of such a rite indicates, in 
turn, that neither the nature nor the location of the burial 
were permanent. 

The next set of sources regarding the western reaches 
of Prussian territory is younger and rather special in character. 
This is a pair of the oldest hagiographic texts describing the life 
and death of Saint Adalbert: Passio Sancti Adalperti martiris 
written in the 11th century and a 12th-century work referred to as 
Tempore illo, from the first lines of the text (Plezia (ed.) 1987: 
31ff). The account of Adalbert’s mission in Prussia presented 
in these two documents contains a number of details which 
may prove relevant for the issues under analysis. Firstly, the 

works inform that the head of the bishop was cut off from 
the body and mounted on a stake placed by one of the main 
roads. The body itself was sunk in a river. The Tempore illo 
presents the matter of the severed head slightly different-
ly – it was allegedly hung from a tree, whereas the body as 
cut to pieces that were then scattered and, after some time, 
collected again to be guarded and finally given to envoys of 
prince Bolesław in exchange for a substantial ransom.

Irrespective of these differences, which have been 
meticulously analyzed by historians, one can easily notice 
that neither of the accounts mentions treatments of the body 
which would leave traces discernible during archaeological 
research. Naturally, it must be remembered that Prussians 
must have regarded bishop Adalbert as a strange (and pre-
sumably dangerous or fearsome) person and that, as such, 
he would not have been considered worthy of a funeral in 
the local custom. However, if one rejects the conventional 
view that a stranger must always be treated abnormally (i.e., 
not in accordance with one’s own traditions), we may arrive 
at an image echoing the local common practices. In other 
words, one cannot exclude the possibility that the body of 
the deceased was treated if not exactly according to Prussian 
custom, then at least in a manner that was not too different 
from it. Naturally, such remarks should not be regarded as 
proof, yet it would be equally wrong to reject them as a prem-
ise for reconstructing the unknown burial rituals. 

The burial ground in Cerkiewnik
As regards territories in the Prussian interior, lying several 
dozen kilometres to the east of the above described border-
lands, the situation is radically different. These lands were not 
described in any written source, yet in this case archaeological 
material proves more helpful. Flat burial grounds with cinerary 
graves (Cerkiewnik, Dobrzyki) point to the existence of a local 
tradition which displays some similarity to earlier customs yet 
does not appear to have any direct chronological connection 
with them (Ziemlińska-Odoj 1992; Kobylińska, Kobyliński, 
Wach 2000; Dębowska 2001). The burials placed in these 
necropolises can be dated to the 10th and the 11th centuries. 
They include very few grave goods, primarily the simplest 
items of everyday use. One exception to this rule is the un-
usually furnished grave from Cerkiewnik, which contained 
e.g., elements of a belt and a small fragment of an exquisite 
spur decorated with the motif of stylized horses (or deer?; 
Ziemlińska-Odoj 1992, 122-131, Tab. III). 
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Burials of the Czarny Las type 
New research has thrown light on the practices followed in 
the stronghold of Szestno-Czarny Las in Mazury (Wróblewski 
2000). The well-identified contexts allowed scholars to recon-
struct original rituals which may – at least partially – explain 
the lack of discernible early-mediaeval burial grounds in many 
regions of Prussian territory. The proposed reconstruction 
revolves around cobblestones discovered beneath the level 
of the floor of residential buildings. Between the stones clus-
ters, charred human bones have been found (belonging to at 
least 21 individuals) accompanied by animal bones, fragments 
of pottery and items (sometimes valuable) interpreted as 
grave goods (Wróblewski 2000: 276). Significantly, at least 
in some cases only a portion of human remains could have 
been selected for burial between the stones, as the availa-
ble osteological material contains a disproportionately large 
number of skull bones. The remains bore traces of partial 
charring, which was not as intense as in the case of typical 
cremation burial on a pyre. The degree to which the bones 
were charred points to the practice of controlled burning 
rather than to full cremation. This, in turn, indicates that the 

aim of the procedure was simply to remove soft tissue from 
the skull of the deceased. In light of these data the material 
from Szestno may be regarded as evidence of the custom of 
preparing skulls and placing them in a close, literally domestic 
context (Wróblewski 2000; Sabaciński 2005). The presence 
of grave goods suggests that the deceased were treated with 
a degree of respect, and therefore could have been the an-
cestors and family members of the burgwall inhabitants (Fig. 7). 

The findings from Szestno corroborate the results of 
older research during which similar phenomena were noted, 
but not interpreted as remains of burial rites. Interesting-
ly, such findings appear primarily in Masurian sites located 
within the tribal territory of Galindia. In the burgwall in Pasym 
human bones were found in layers and in the fills inside pits. 
Unfortunately, this was not considered sufficient impulse to 
conduct any kind of anthropological research. The excavations 
in Jeziorko yielded similar results, but in this case the material 
was found within a settlement located nearby a large hill fort 
dating from the early Iron Age, which in the early Middle Ages 
was used to a limited degree (Wróblewski 2000: 277). The 
site in Dudka, known mainly as a source of findings from the 

Fig. 7. An artist’s rendering of the capture of the stronghold in Szestno. Partial burials beneath the floor 
of the house depicted in the foreground.

By H. Czajkowski
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Stone Age, also included a small number of early-mediaeval 
pits and hearths, one of which contained fragments of an 
unburnt human skull (or skulls). 

Similar examples have also been found at Yotvingian 
sites and in at least one place located in western Pomesania, 
which may mean that the custom was known outside the 
territory of Galindia and constituted a form that was more 
widely accepted in the Prussian interior. The most detailed 
data come from Jegliniec in the Suwałki region, where frag-
ments of human skulls, presumably belonging to more than 
one individual, were found in the northern area of the strong-
hold courtyard (Iwanowska 1991: 688). This discovery seems 
to correspond with the findings from within strongholds in 
Szurpiły and Dybowo, yet research results from these sites 
have not yet been compiled (Kamiński 1956: 212, 254). The 
Pomesanian burgwall in Silm in the Iława Lakeland yielded 

“a hearth of stones and within a clay vessel containing the 
skull of a child” (Kiersnowski 1966: 77). Items recovered from 
nearby included ceramics, animal bones, tips of arrows, and 
one half of a dirham coin, which makes the context of the 
finding similar to that observed in Szestno. However, the re-
search results cannot be verified, as the site was excavated 
at the beginning of the 20th century.

The above presented data invite the question of the 
connection between these materials. The answer is not 
straightforward, since the majority of the findings mentioned 
come from works conducted long ago and are not accompa-
nied by appropriate documentation. It is, however, certain that 
the recurring motif of skulls kept within Prussian residential 
settlements (overrepresented in the known set of bones and 
placed both together with and separated or rather isolated 
from other parts of the skeleton) should not be dismissed as 
a coincidence. The above observation generates new issues 
to be verified by research. Firstly, it is uncertain whether the 
custom was only applied to a selected group of the deceased, 
or practiced at random, and whether it was done in some 
unique circumstances. We also have no knowledge as to 
what was done with the headless bodies of the dead. The 
issue raises many similar questions – especially given the 
fact that there is ample evidence for an unusual approach 
to the heads of both compatriots and enemies. One of the 
former may be found in the mediaeval Cronicon Lyvoniae, 
which mentions warriors trying to retrieve the heads of their 
fallen comrades away from the battlefield whenever it was 
not possible to recover the entire bodies. The latter practice 
is reflected in the Finnish Kalevala, which directly points to 

the tradition of fitting the heads of enemies on stakes (curi-
ously, such stakes could be placed even in the courtyard of 
a residential household). Such a context may influence the 
interpretation of the treatment of the severed head of bishop 
Adalbert, already discussed above. 

Irrespective of the details of interpretation, it may be 
assumed that (provided the image is not distorted by the poor 
state or research) a similar custom probably existed in the 
southern reaches of the Prussian territory and was not related 
to tribal divisions. It seems to have been an exceptional ritual, 
perhaps befitting only the elite. 

These are, naturally, merely hypotheses which cannot 
stand for evidence, yet are sufficient to serve as the basis for 
research postulates. Most significantly, the apparent lack of 
early-mediaeval burial grounds in southern Prussia could be 
justified with the possibly erroneous assumption as to their 
location outside of residential settlements. The final resting 
places (apart from a few known exceptions) could have been 
located elsewhere. By taking this possibility into account in 
future research or in reinterpreting old materials, scholars 
may be able to discover the proper scale of this phenomenon 
and contribute to the identification of the basic form of burial 
customs in this part of Prussian territory.

Aschenplätze
The rituals mentioned here coexisted with a phenomenon 
which could have provided the impulse for the emergence 
of elite forms of Prussian burial customs. Its traces are rarely 
found in Polish territory, but common in the Sambian Penin-
sula, where the local Prussian tribes learnt to live alongside 
newcomers from Scandinavia in an elaborate form of ‘sym-
biosis’. Evidence for this cohabitation may be found in the 
numerous burial grounds containing graves representative 
of two different traditions, but dated to the same period. The 
respective areas for each type of burial were adjacent to 
one another, which suggests that the differences were not 
a source of hostility. 

The Scandinavian burials from Samland were traditional 
in form and did not differ from examples known from other 
regions of northern Europe. They were easily identifiable in 
the topographic features of the land, owing to the tumulus-like 
mounds with which they were often covered. Such graves 
were located near fields in which Prussians laid their dead 
to rest. The Prussian necropolises – relatively easy to find 
when the burial ground was still in use – after a time became 
practically unidentifiable from the lie of the land. This was due 
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to the practice of scattering the remains of the funerary pyre 
(along with the grave goods accompanying the body) directly 
on the ground. Practiced for years and generations, in time 
the custom led to the formation of ash fields (Aschenplätze;) 
which were not apparent in the topography and, as such, 
often remained hidden from archaeologists for a long time 
(Wróblewski 2006; Shiroukhov 2012: 235ff). Interestingly, if 
a field like that was found during excavation works, it was 
not always (or not immediately) recognized as associated 
with Prussian burial customs. The material was sometimes 
regarded as a variation of the ‘valid’ ritual model or a collec-
tion of loose findings. Examples of such sites may be found 
in Sambian necropolises, studied both before 1945 and in 
recent years, too. The group also includes the burial ground 
located in former Zophen, by the confluence of Łyna and 
Pregel, at the border of several tribal territories (Wróblewski 
2006: 223, Fig. 1; Shiroukhov 2012: 247, Fig. 13). 

An accurate portrayal of the phenomenon was only 
attained after many years, owing to meticulously collected 
archival information. The unique nature of such burial grounds 
was mostly apparent in their ‘social’ aspect, since such fields 
were meant to be the final resting place of warriors – as ev-
idenced by the typically male grave furnishings containing 
a large number of pieces of weaponry, often considered 
elite. Findings from amidst the ashes of warriors included 
spearheads, axes, spurs, stirrups, bits, and sometimes also 
balance scales, weights, and bronze basins. The number of 
findings recovered from such sites is best exemplified by the 
burial ground in Schulstein, where the artifacts were packed 
in more than 40 boxes! Interestingly, the layer below the 
ashes contained skeletal burials of horses meant to carry the 
shadows of the Prussian warriors into the afterworld. 

In at least one case (Aleika, maybe also Kholmy?) the 
horse burials beneath the layer of ash and charred remains 
were arranged in a regular pattern (Shiroukhov 2012: 248ff, Fig. 
14.3) which significantly decreases the probability that some 
of them were secondary burials placed in an already existing 
ash field. This means that in this case a larger number of fall-
en warriors could have been buried at the same time. Such 
situations were not unheard of, as evidenced by a number of 
unusual burial grounds dating from the same period – e.g., 
the grave of at least 35 armed warriors placed together in 
two boats in Salme on the Estonian island of Saaremaa (Peets, 
Allmäe, Maldre 2011), or the site of Weymouth in Dorset County, 
England, where more than 40 men were beheaded and buried 
in a mass grave (Williams 2013: 95, Fig. 30). In both cases the 

deceased were Viking invaders; the difference consists in the 
fact that in Saaremaa they were buried by their companions 
with respect and due ceremonial, whereas in England the 
Vikings were executed and buried in a manner that would 
be dishonourable for a warrior. 

In contrast with the burial ground in Aleika, the re-
maining Aschenplätze bear no such traces, or the poor state 
of documentation from research conducted long ago does 
not provide any data for reconstructing such details. The 
model, however, is always the same: skeletal horse burials 
are covered with a layer of ash from the pyre, which contains 
elements of weaponry, sometimes with additional items. Such 
a definition of burial site features facilitated the identification 
of Aschenplätze in material from outside Sambia. The custom, 
manifestly emphasizing the separate role of warriors within 
Prussian community, transcended the borders of Sambian ter-
ritory and appeared also in Curonian, Skalvian, and Lithuanian 
lands, as well as deeper within the Prussian interior – some 

Fig. 8. Grave goods from the burial of an equestrian from the 
necropolis in Degucie.

Source: Engel, Iwanicki, Rzeszotarska-Nowakiewicz 2006
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references to it may be found in the already mentioned site 
in Szestno (Wróblewski 2006: 222ff, Fig.1; Shiroukhov 2012: 
247, Fig. 13). This means that the inhabitants of these regions 
could have accepted some cultural trends and were not free of 
the influence from their much wealthier Sambian neighbours. 
With the exception of Curonia, the custom does not appear 
to have been widespread, which indicates some resistance 
against mass adoption or even broader popularization. 

The region of Mazury Garbate and its vicinity
A distinct, if not too large cluster of burial grounds is apparent 
in the region of Mazury Garbate, between the upper course of 
Gołdapa and Szeskie Hills. It comprises flat cremation necrop-
olises in Babki, Degucie, Żytkiejmy and Stacze, excavated at 
the end of the 19th and at the beginning of the 20th centuries 
(Engel, Iwanicki, Rzeszotarska-Nowakiewicz 2006: 201, Fig. 
XIII.1-2). Regrettably, the results of the research were never 
published and most of the documentation was destroyed 

(presumably along with the relevant artifacts), therefore the 
features of the sites are reconstructed only on the basis of 
fragmentary descriptions and secondary accounts. The image 
acquired by such means is, however, relatively cohesive and 
makes it possible to regard the data as a reliable manifestation 
of local burial customs practiced among several settlement 
communities. Also apparent are its far-reaching connections 
to the Aschenplätze, in spite of the geographical distance 
between this cluster and the area when ash fields were most 
common. 

All the sites mentioned contained cremation graves (in 
the case of Żytkiejmy, two pit graves are known to have been 
found among urn burials) furnished with numerous smilitaria, 
elements of horse tack, and special types of ornaments. In 
Degucie these comprised: a stirrup, a spur, a broken bit, 
a buckle, a spearhead or a javelin head, and a bronze neck-
lace of twisted wire (Fig. 8). In Stacze: a large dent spearhead 
(55 cm), a double-edged sword, a bronze pommel, and the 

Fig. 9. An ornamental spearhead (1) and a schematic drawing of a sword of damascened steel (2) 
from the burial ground in Stacze (Statzen)

From the archives of H. Jankuhn
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cross-guard of another sword, iron spurs, and an unidentified 
element of horse tack, small knives, iron penannular fibulae, 
necklaces, and a bronze armlet with zoomorphic tips (Fig. 
9). The site in Żytkiejmy yielded: iron bits, buckles and spurs 
(one of them silver-gilt), small knives, awls, small spearheads 
or javelin heads, as well as “large necklaces twisted from nu-
merous pieces of wire”, bracelets with zoomorphic tips, and 
penannular pendants, some of which also had zoomorphic 
motifs on the tips (Fig. 10). The data regarding grave goods 
in the burial ground in Babki is the least complete, yet in this 
case the existing sources mention partial horse burials. 

The sites in Stacze and Żytkiejmy also yielded pottery 
described as belonging to the “burgwall type” – i.e., sharp-con-
toured vessels decorated with incised lines (undulating or 
straight) and stamped motifs arranged in elaborate patterns 
(see: Fig. 2: 1). This description corresponds to the features 
of items made using Slavic technology in accordance with 
Slavic style, but decorated with traditional Prussian motifs. 
Such vessels were used as urns, even though the set of re-
covered items probably included pots serving as containers 
for grave goods.

Yotvingia – The Suwałki region
Similarly consistent data regarding the form of burials is found 
in the Suwałki region. It must be noted at the very beginning, 

however, that the detected traces are not homogenous with 
regard to the degree of archaeological identification. The basic 
features include cremation and a form of burial that makes it 
impossible to distinguish individual burials. In this respect the 
burial grounds resemble Aschenplätze, but possess a number 
of unique characteristics. The necropolises are composed of 
cremated remains scattered directly on the ground. The ashes 
and bones were mixed with grave offerings, very often found 
in fragmented form. It is not clear whether these fragments 
come from intentionally destroyed items, even though there 
are numerous examples pointing to such practices, often 
implemented with surprising zeal. The necropolises in Bur-
dyniszki, Niemcowizna, and Szurpiły are among such sites 
(Jończyk 2015). The latter is the best-identified early-medi-
aeval Yotvingian burial ground in Polish territory, providing 
the best-documented data pertaining to the burial customs. 

The necropolis in Szurpiły was located in a very special 
place: an insular area densely covered in stones (a geological 
phenomenon typical for the region) in the vicinity of a small 
boggy meadow which was occasionally filled with water. 
Moreover, the burial ground lay on the verges of a settlement 
located beneath a large hill fort. In such a spot archaeologists 
discovered several thousand small fragments of charred bones 
of people of both sexes and all ages (Jończyk 2015: 238). 
A small proportion of the remains bears traces of prolonged 

Fig. 10. Items from the burial ground in Żytkiejmy 
(Szittkehmen).

Source: Engel, Iwanicki,  
Rzeszotarska-Nowakiewicz 2006
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exposure to water, which – assuming it is not coincidental – 
may testify to some deliberate procedures, i.e., intentionally 
placing some of the bodies in the marshland. The topography 
of the burial ground in Szurpiły allows for the possibility of 
such a scenario, even though statistics seem to suggest that 
the scattering of ashes around water was not a widespread 
custom. These hypotheses aside, we may imagine that the 
body of the deceased was placed within a space that was 
constantly being shaped by all elements: the fire of the fu-
neral pyres, earth, stone, and water (which remained in close 
proximity even if it did not affect the body directly), excluding 
the realm of the profanum, the borders of which were close 
by, where the burial ground ended and the settlement began.

The site also yielded a profusion of grave goods in the 
form of heavily battered ornaments. The most common cate-
gory of findings are fragments of Totenkrone type necklaces 
of many coils (Fig. 11), which had been unwound and cut to 
pieces usually measuring two to three centimetres in length. 
It is no longer possible to group the items into individual sets 
of grave goods; it is only apparent that their distribution is 
relatively even across the entire area of the necropolis. Al-
though the number of identified artifacts is very large (more 
than three thousand items), it must be significantly smaller 
than in the period when the necropolis was still used. This 
may be surmised from the name of the location – Mosiężysko 

(‘brass place’) – which suggests that bronze (i.e., brass) items 
had been found there before.

It would be difficult to judge whether the necropolis 
in Mosiężysko catered for the entire settlement complex in 
Szurpiły, which was very extensive. The findings of weaponry 
are scarce, in stark contrast with the typical furnishings re-
covered from Ascheplätze. Osteological data clearly indicate 
that the human remains found at the site cover the entire 
anthropological spectrum (Jończyk 2015: 239). This points 
either to the very egalitarian form of Yotvingian burial customs 
or to an incomplete representation – this time social – of the 
inhabitants of early-mediaeval Szurpiły. 

Matters become even less clear in light of the surpris-
ing finding from the same settlement complex – this time 
the burgwall itself. It consists of a cremation burial of a male 
located in the lower part of the earthen wall, beneath a stone 
slab (Bitner-Wróblewska, Engel, Sobczak, 2015: 23-24). The 
charred bones of the man were divided and placed in four 
separate pits covered with a common layer of burnt matter, 
which contained items such as a quadrilateral appliqué for 
a helmet, rare in Baltic territory (it may be assumed that the 
ornament was meant as a symbolic representation of the entire 
helmet). The object was surrounded by small pits, some of 
which did not hold any discernible furnishings. Other ones, 
however, contained items that may be interpreted as grave 

Full view. From the collection of the Museum of Warmia and 
Mazury in Olsztyn

Detail

Fig. 11. A Totenkrone-type necklace found in the burial ground in Równina Dolna
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goods or items placed near the burial for votive purposes 
(one of them was a spearhead). The military character of the 
furnishings recovered from the entire complex is indisputable 
– and this corresponds to the tendencies observable in other 
regions as well, yet the fragmented form of the burial is a new 
phenomenon. The chronology of the findings is difficult to 
estimate and may slightly exceed the temporal framework of 
the present publication (11th century), but it nonetheless testifies 
to the emergence of new tendencies in the development of 
funerary practices in Yotvingian lands. 

The final elements to complete and complement the 
image of a diverse tradition are the above-mentioned findings 
of human bones in the courtyards of Yotvingian burgwalls 
(even though only the stronghold in Jegliniec has an accu-
rate chronology), as well as by examples of dissimilar burial 
customs practiced in the eastern reaches of Yotvingian ter-
ritory, i.e.,in the upper and middle Niemen basin (presently 
in north-western Belarus). The graves from the region, often 
bedecked with stone constructions labelled as tumuli, are very 
different from the examples described above. The necropolis 
in Jasudowo near Grodno with its ‘family graves’ excavated 
more than a century ago (1908) remains one of the best ex-
amples of such sites (Krukowski 1911). The observed diversity 
may, however, be not only territorial, but also chronological in 
nature; a feature which is now difficult to ascertain.

Conclusion – the power of tradition 
To conclude the analysis of burial customs, it must be stated 
that the phenomenon is not easy to investigate for at least 
several reasons. Firstly, there is a distinct contrast between the 
northern and the southern part of Prussian territory. It shows in 
the noticeable disproportion in the number of burial grounds, 
which indicates the existence of dissimilar funerary traditions. 
At the end of the first millennium necropolises containing 
detectable forms of burial started to appear in Sambia, yet in 
Warmia, Mazury, and the neighbouring regions such sites are 
very rare. This discrepancy stems from the changes occurring 
in the north of Prussian lands at the time. The beginnings of 
the period discussed in the present chapter (i.e., the 8th and 
the 9th centuries) are equally mysterious in the entire Prussian 
habitation area, with uniformly untraceable burial customs. 

Another significant disproportion is apparent in the 
number of male- and female-gendered graves. It should be 
noted that although the items recovered from burial grounds of 
the Ascheplätze type allows us to identify them as the resting 
place of warriors, we do not know of any forms of burials that 

would be typical for women only. The burgwall in Szestno did 
yield charred bones of both men and women, yet in this case 
the same ritual was applied to the members of the local elite. 
A substantial amount of remains of persons of both sexes 
and all ages was also found in Szurpiły and will probably be 
recognized in the material from other necropolises in the 
region as well. But this example points to a model common 
for a large proportion of local inhabitants – and not the only 
type of burial that was practiced, as evidenced by the finding 
of the unusual grave of a warrior placed within the earthen 
wall of the stronghold. Thus, in all the cases mentioned the 
form of burial was chosen according to social criteria and was 
not related to the gender of the deceased. It may therefore 
be surmised that the available data point to the existence 
of a nonstandard factor regulating the issue of burial forms 
in Prussian lands: a separate type of burial (and the related 
ceremonies) was reserved only for warriors. 

In spite of all the apparent differences, Prussian burial 
customs display a common foundation– namely, the cremation 
of bodies. The search for chronological and territorial differ-
ences in the ritual is still a significant and relevant subject of 
research. Even the sites which provided new, often revolution-
ary data have defined the direction of future research rather 
than offered the desired answer to already existing issues. 

This aspect of the analysis may be summed up with 
the description of ancient burial rites included in the iconic 
document dating from the beginnings of Teutonic rule in 
Prussia. The Treaty of Christburg, signed on February 7th, 
1249 and regulating the relations between the Order and the 
Prussian inhabitants of the country, mentions the commitment 
to adhere to Christian forms of burial: “They understood this 
and vowed to desist the practice of burning bodies to ash, 
forbidden by the Church, and pagan funerals, which is bury-
ing horses or living men in full armour along with the bodies, 
or even placing valuables in the graves. They promised to 
bury their dead as Christians do, and only on designated 
cemeteries” (PUB…: 218).

Old funerary customs, even though vaguely discernible 
at the scale of the entire region, carried enough weight of 
tradition and Prussian identity that they were not forgotten. 
This is apparent from the evidence for the continuation of 
some pagan elements within the theoretically Christian rituals 
in mediaeval Prussia under Teutonic rule. 
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5.2. Horses

Typically Prussian customs include the practice of using horses 
as sacrifices. The phenomenon appeared commonly in the an-
cient world, as indicated by data gathered during excavations 
in many burial grounds from the period of Roman influence 
and Migration period. Material dating from the early Middle 
Ages, however, suggests changes in the degree of preva-
lence and (partially) the form of the custom. The differences 
are apparent not only in archaeological findings, but also in 
written sources, although the image presented in the latter 
cannot be used uncritically. The account of Peter of Dusburg 
specifically mentions a crusader of Magdeburg by the name 
of Hirtzhals, whom the Prussians burned at the stake along 
with his horse, and a Sambian vogt Gerhard called Rüde, 
who was sacrificed in the same manner by Lithuanians, yet 
his chronicle pertains to a later period. On the other hand, 
the fact that this phenomenon appeared in various regions 
of Baltic territory might suggest an established custom which 
had emerged long before it was recorded in writing. 

“After the slaughter, the Nathangi wished to make an 
offering to their gods, and so they threw lots for the Teuto-
nians they had taken captive, and two times the lot pointed 
to a certain noble and wealthy burgher from Magdeburg, 
by the name of Hirtzhals, who having found himself in this 
predicament begged of Henry Monte to recall the favours he 
had paid him in Magdeburg and to deliver him from danger. 
Upon hearing this, Henry took pity on him and spared him 
twice. But when the lot pointed to him for the third time, he 
did not wish to be released, but in a true act of faith offered 
himself freely as a sacrifice to god, and was tied to his horse 
and burned. Note well, that the same Henry and many others 
later testified under oath that when this burgher was burned 
they saw a snow-white dove fly out from his mouth”.

Chronology is not a problem in the case of the al-
ready cited account by Wulfstan of Hedeby, yet his text raises 
doubts related to other issues. Firstly, it makes no mention 
of sacrifices, even though the horse race is presented as 
a significant element of the burial rites. The race serves not 
only as a means to redistribute the goods of the deceased, 
but also as a kind of game in honour of the departed member 
of the community. It should be noted that some data from the 
Migration Period indicate that some of the horses found in 
burial grounds dating from that time had been buried alive – 
the animals had most probably been driven to exhaustion so 
that their instinctive resistance could be broken. Perhaps the 

race mentioned was an element of a similar practice. Given 
the lack of archaeological sources, the matter of its probability 
would be hard to resolve, yet the exhaustion of horses does 
seem to be the common (i.e., traditional) element linking the 
burial customs from the Migration Period to those practiced 
in the early Middle Ages. In the case of the former it led to 
a lethal finale; in the latter the issue remains unclear, yet the 
very fact that horse had a role to play in funerary rituals con-
stitutes a unique example of the continuation of certain ideas 
in what seems to have been a completely different reality. 

This connection is strongly corroborated by information 
on customs practiced by mediaeval Lithuanians: “An even 
now do the Lithuanians and other infidels in these lands 
burn the said offering in a certain sacred place, according 
to their custom; and before they burn the horses they tire 
them so much that they are barely able to stand on their own” 
(Dusburg… III.5). The nature of the offerings described in this 
passage is not known, nor do we know of any connection 
between such practices and funerary rites, yet the common 
modus operandi is clearly apparent. It is also referred to in 
the above cited accounts of the death of crusaders who, in 
a sense, also left this world on horseback... The circumstantial 
evidence seems to point to a traditional ritual performed for 
many generations irrespectively of tribal affiliation. 

Turning away from interpretation of written sources to 
the analysis of archaeological material from the early-medi-
aeval period, one must note that there is evidence suggest-
ing the existence of a certain custom having consequences 
which included the above-mentioned cruel rites abounding 
in symbolic significance. Such practices are also indicated by 
findings from the burgwall in Szestno-Czarny Las, where the 
percentage of horse bones discovered among the stones 
marking burials was larger than in other inhabited parts of the 
site (Iwaszczuk 2012: 57). This means that horse bones were 
clearly overrepresented in grave offerings (as the material 
found in close proximity with the human remains is interpreted). 
The only explanation is that horses played a major role in the 
world of Prussian imagery. 

The phenomenon identified in the findings from Szestno 
finds poignant corroboration at the unique site of Poganowo, 
located less than twenty kilometres to the north. The place 
yielded a large quantity of horse bones (almost 90% of the 
almost five thousand analyzed fragments!) discovered in an 
arrangement which suggests the mass (?) practice of animal 
sacrifice (Fig. 12). The vast plateau partially occupied by the 
settlement and delimited by brooks lay in the shadow of 
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a massive hill fort (erected and inhabited in the early Iron Age, 
but utilized to some extent in the early mediaeval period). 
The site was used to deposit the remains of horses, or rather 
specific fragments thereof – the skins along with the skulls 
and lower parts of the limbs. The bones found there belonged 
to at least forty specimens; the majority of the animals had 
lived to be 10 to 14 years of age, but remains of colts and 
horses over twenty were also present. However, no traces of 
slaughter or of portioning horse meat have been discovered 
(Wyczółkowski, Makowiecki 2009: 298ff). 

Thus, the site in Poganowo appears to be a unique 
sacrificial ground, testifying to the existence of practices 
never recorded in Prussian territory. However, all attempts 
at formulating an interpretation which would go beyond the 
technical aspects of the performed rituals are thwarted by the 
chronology of the findings. The cult site is dated to between 
the end of the 10th and the beginning of the 12th centuries. As-
suming that this framework encompasses a period of ca. 150 
years and that the already discovered bones belong to a mere 
¼ of all the horses killed at that time, statistically speaking this 
would mean only one horse sacrifice per year. Such practice 
could hardly be labelled as particularly intensive (hence the 

uncertainty as to their frequency, marked above), yet a differ-
ent dynamic of the phenomenon cannot be excluded. First of 
all, the basis for the dating (ceramics) may prove misleading. 
Given the lack of any typical traces of prolonged habitation 
extending over the course of several generations, it may yet 
come to light that the sacrificial ground in Poganowo was used 
for a period much shorter than previously estimated and that 
the rituals practiced there were much more intensive in scale. 

Such details aside, the site in Poganowo remains the 
only one on which the rituals involving bloody animal sacri-
fice would be so apparent. It is not clear whether this should 
be regarded as a fortuitously preserved example of a wider 
phenomenon or, in a more moderate approach, as a unique 
place on the map of Prussian tradition. Although it is diffi-
cult to resolve this issue at the current stage of research, it 
should be noted that the material from Poganowo provides 
information on certain aspects of the Prussian environment, 
e.g., the genetic characteristics of locally bred horses and 
the individual features of specimens. Archaeological data 
suggest that the animals were rather short, with the majority 
reaching between 130 and 134.9 centimetres in wither height. 
Some specimens were even shorter: 120–124,9 cm; cases of 

Fig. 12. A fragment of a destroyed layer 
of horse bones on a glade near the 
stronghold in Poganowo.

Source: Wyczółkowski 2009



Fig. 13. The sword from Drulity (Draulitten)

Source: Nowakiewicz 2011

5. Traces of cults: burial customs and other rites

The Past Societies 5: 500 ad – 1000 ad 203

taller horses measuring145–149.9 centimetres or 150–154.9 
centimetres were rare (Wyczółkowski, Makowiecki 2009: 
300, Fig. 6).

An equally interesting question which, regrettably, 
cannot be answered, pertains to the ownership of the herds 
of horses that must have constituted a considerable asset. 
There is little hope that information in this respect will ever 
be found. For this reason, a number of social issues might 
remain unresolved; e.g., were the sacrificial horses prestigious 
gifts offered by wealthy citizens (the costly obligations of the 
elite?), or were they owned by the community? And were the 
rituals public or private in character? 

The gaps in our knowledge aside, it is easy to perceive 
the custom whose traces have been found in Poganowo as 
an echo of the passage from Wulfstan’s account categorical-
ly stating that “fleet horses in that country are wonderfully 
dear” (Labuda (ed.) 1961: 22). It also casts some light on the 
remark that “even the king and the richest men drink mare’s 
milk, whilst the poor and the slaves drink mead” (Labuda 
(ed.) 1961: 21). Mare’s milk, most likely fermented, would be 
deemed the drink for the elite for the same reasons as those 
that associated horses with the sphere of the sacrum. This 
is all the more interesting given the fact that the production 
of mead – the drink for the poor and the slaves – is 
indubitably more time-consuming than the preparation 
of mare’s milk. This differentiation may therefore lead 
to the following line of argument: the consumption of 
mare’s milk was a form of manifesting prestige, which 
would indicate that herds of horses were the exclusive 
property of the wealthy and the “king”. This, in turn, sug-
gests that animal sacrifices were an element in practices 
aiming at enhancing the prestige of a leader (or 
a leader and the wealthy). Such reasoning leads 
to the conclusion that local Prussian communities 
in the early Middle Age were hierarchical in structure. 

There is one more issue worth noting as an 
aside to the analysis of the findings in Poganowo. 
The site is located in Bartia – a tribal territory which 
started to be mentioned in historical sources not un-
til the beginning of the 13th century. In the period of 
Teutonic conquest, the inhabitants of the region were 
regarded as differing from all other Prussian tribes. The 
Chronicon Terrae Prussiae written by Peter of Dusburg 
mentions them only in a military context. There is also 
some information that indicates the extraordinary 
mobility of Bartian troops (pursuits, the quick arrival 

of relief forces), which would require Bartians not only to be 
in possession of quality horses, but probably also to have 
developed a certain military specialization stemming from 
their local tradition. Can materials from Poganowo correspond 
to the early stages of this tradition, not recorded in written 
sources? It is hard to judge, yet the hypothesis does seem 
rather probable. 

5.3. Deposits in water

The spiritual life of Prussians in the early Middle Ages fea-
tured one more significant aspect– namely, ‘water rituals’ 
performed by the banks of rivers, lakes, and marshes. The 
scale of this phenomenon is difficult to establish due to the 
inaccessible terrain in which traces of such practices could 
be found. Incidentally, most such sites were discovered by 
accident, during various types of land amelioration works. 
Nevertheless, the task of identifying their character seems 
feasible and worthy of the effort. 

In a sense, the nature of such cults is rather obvious. 
The symbolic meaning of water is widely understandable, as 
is the strategic importance of inland bodies of water (for the 
economy, the environment, local communication, etc.). Bogs, 

on the other hand, have always been perceived as 
a space between the elements of land and water, 
a sphere subject to constant changes and metamor-

phoses, effectively impossible to comprehend. 
This ‘realm of passage’ was naturally ‘inhuman’; 
a place of no return, which gave back neither lost 

items nor bodies of the dead; a domain impossible 
to cultivate and governed by unknown laws; land 

set apart from ‘ordinary’ terrain by mist and dead 
trees, and often strangely quiet, never livened 
up by the sound of running water or the rustle of 

leaves...It was a veritable entrance to the afterworld, 
to the seat of chthonic deities, the realm of ancient 
forces coiled deep within the earth and revitalized 
by the water that flows from it. This is probably how 
marshes were perceived – as a dangerous envi-
ronment worthy of deference. As a side note it may 
be added that this could explain why the array of 
animals worshipped by the Prussians included toads 
(Dusburg… III.5). For they are a creature living on the 
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cusp of two worlds, able to produce hallucinogenic toxins 
and to hibernate – i.e., ‘die’ and ‘come back to life’. Such 
a being was a perfect illustration of the menacing space that 
was marshland and the unknown element it represented. The 
clear waters of brooks and lakes illustrated other phenomena 
and evoked other types of imagery, yet were doubtless also 
included in the sphere of the sacrum. 

Incidentally, the tradition of placing offerings in water 
is very long and can be traced at least to the Bronze Age. It 
had been evolving over centuries, and in the early Middle 
Ages there emerged a custom which may be regarded as 
a reflection of the significant changes in the social structure 
of Prussian communities. While during the period of Roman 
influence large deposits of weaponry were a noticeable, albeit 
not particularly common phenomenon, in the early Middle 
Ages such mass offerings were substituted with selected 
individual items of symbolic significance. 

This phenomenon is exemplified by the finding of two 
swords placed beneath stones in two small rivers running 
between larger lakes. The discovery was made in the 1840s 
in Drulity (alternatively the name of the neighbouring village 

of Awajki is also mentioned; Fig. 13) and in 1908 in Łukajno 
(Fig. 14). In both cases the recovered items may be described 
as elite: the sword from Drulity had the word ULFBERTH 
inscribed on the pommel, which places it in the category of 
the most recognizable and most valued items, while the hilt 
of the sword from Łukajno was decorated with a geometric 
ornament in silver and gold (or silver and copper), which was 
certainly not made in local workshops. Both items had been 
placed in relatively shallow waters, beneath a single stone 
(in Łukajno) or a group of stones (Drulity), presumably without 
any scabbards (v. zur Mühlen 1975: 165, 169, Fig. 10.2, 12.2; 
Bitner-Wróblewska, Rzeszotarska-Nowakiewicz, Nowakiewicz 
2011: 157-158, 308). 

Despite the territorial distance, the striking similarity in 
the context of the two findings excludes the possibility that 
the swords found their way to the water by accident. It also 
suggests that the offerings were performed in accordance with 
a similar scenario. Curiously, similar practices do not seem to 
have disappeared after Prussia was conquered by Teutonic 
Knights, as evidenced e.g., by the finding of a gold-encrusted 
mediaeval sword in Tina near Elbląg (Chodyński 2003: 28).

Fig. 14. The sword 
from Łukajno: notes 
from the archives of 
F. Jakobson

Source: 
Nowakiewicz (ed.) 
2011
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The interpretation of these data may lead to the formulation 
of a theory which may be difficult to verify, but nevertheless 
seems plausible: that the mass deposits from the period of 
Roman influence were associated with the active ritual par-
ticipation of a large group of warriors, whereas in the early 
Middle Ages significant roles in such practices started to be 
given to chosen representatives of this group, who offered 
singular pieces of valuable weaponry as sacrifice, presumably 
in the name of the entire community. If this line of argument is 
correct, it would testify to the elite character of the ritual which 
superseded the more egalitarian practices known in the past. 

One more issue that deserves mention in this context 
is the above-mentioned finding of dirham coins deposited in 
a swamp (and recovered from a turf meadow) in Krasnołąka, 
Bartoszyce county (Kiersnowski 1966: 73-74). In light of the 
long tradition of water and bog deposits in Prussia, the sacral 
context of the items becomes more apparent. Corroboration 
for such practices may easily be found in mediaeval material 
(e.g., the reliquary cross from Rus’ discovered inside a well in 
Sporwiny, Bartoszyce county; Iwanowska 1997: 38) and in the 
numerous traditions noted in ethnological sources. 

This issue is tightly related to another– namely, that 
of the sacred space in historical Prussia, i.e., primarily the 
methods of separating or marking it and the ‘infrastructure’ 
of cults still apparent in some areas. 

5.4. Sacred space: stone idols, sacrificial stones, the 
old sacrum

The issue of defining the spheres of the Prussian sacrum is 
a task so challenging that it often renders archaeological 
methods ineffective. Due to the nature of Prussian cults de-
lineated by Peter of Dusburg and the apparent lack of any 
temple buildings, anyone willing to identify the places which 
used to be seen as sacred would have to find the relevant 

“groves in which no tree was cut and waters in which no fish 
was caught”. Such attempts are unlikely to ever be successful. 

Archaeology does provide some information on these 
issues (the above-mentioned deposits in water are but one 
example), yet it comes from special cases – findings made by 
accident rather than as a result of planned exploration. The 
consequences of environmental transformations (changes 

The baba from Barciany. Source: Klimek 2010Source: Łapo 2007

Fig. 15. Early-mediaeval anthropomorphic statues of stone, the so-called ‘Prussian babas’
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in hydrography and in forest landscape) have obscured the 
original divisions, though it should be noted that the elements 
of the natural backdrop associated with the old sacrum could 
have remained intact in one case – the stones. 

Prussian stone “baba” idols
The anthropomorphic stone statues made with varying de-
grees of attention to detail (Fig. 15) have long attracted the 
interest of scholars. They also remain an inspiring element of 
local tradition, yet there is no agreement as to their scientific 
value. This is mostly due to the lack of information regarding 
their original location; almost all such items had been moved 
and were acknowledged as artifacts only in their new context.

The set of known statues is composed of less than 
twenty “babas”, although even this piece of data may not be 
accurate (Łapo 2007; Hoffmann 2007). Some of the items 
have been lost (at least two are known to have been sunk in 
nearby rivers after being found); consequently, all information 
comes from secondary accounts, sometimes reliable, but 
occasionally presented in the form of stories and memories, 
which are difficult to verify. In several cases the stone is pro-
cessed in a manner which suggests that the statues were 
made in the modern period, sometimes with all the features 
of deliberate stylization.

All dubious findings and unverifiable information not-
withstanding, the existing group of statues defines the stylistic 
and technical standard for such items. It may be assumed 
that the images represent male figures with various pieces 
of equipment, most often a horn (depicted on the majority of 
existing statues) or, slightly less frequently, a horn and a sword. 
The presence of other details is sometimes open to discussion 
–they were sometimes interpreted as helmets, belts, clubs 
or maces, shields or drums. The most meticulously crafted 
part of the figure is usually the head, clearly distinguished 
and visible even on highly stylized statues. The size of the 
figures oscillates between less than a metre and more than 
two metres, yet the majority of them measure 1-1.5 metres.

Some of the more remarkable objects carry elaborate 
iconographic content and therefore deserve special attention. 
One such figure is the ‘baba’ found in Mózgowo, which has 
discernible facial features and was depicted with a necklace, 
a horn, a sword, a club or a mace, and perhaps also a shield. 
Another significant factor is the secondary context in which the 
‘idol’ from Prątnica was placed. The statue was laid horizontally 
in the stone foundation of the gothic church in the vicinity, 
which must have been perceived as a manifest example of the 
triumph of Christianity over the ‘crushed’ powers of the old 
pagan religion (which, incidentally, testifies to the connection 

Fig. 16. The ‘Prussian baba’ from 
Poganowo – in situ (1) as an exhibit 
in the museum (2). 

Source: Wyczółkowski 2009.
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between the stone ‘babas’ and the realm of the Prussian sa-
crum). The ‘idol’ from Dzierzgoń (Christburg) was presumably 
used for similar purposes – it was found incorporated into 
the wall of a monastery, built of stone taken from the castle 
ruins (according to the 19th century narrative it came from 

“the castle church”), even though in this case the use is not 
secondary, but tertiary (Szczepański 2004; Łapo 2007: 10-12, 
14). The significance of the ‘babas’, their dating and their place 
within the inhabited space is now difficult to ascertain due 
to the already described lack of data regarding the original 
context of their location. Some principles may, however, be 
identified on the basis of the approximate location of the 
artifacts. First of all, it is clearly apparent that the appearance 
of such statues is only limited to the southern tribal territories 
in Prussia. Unquestionably authentic items have been found 
in Lubavia, Sasna, Pomesania, Bartia, and Natangia. At the 
same time, there seems to be no connection between the 
location of the statues and the territorial organization of the 
lands introduced under Teutonic rule (the ‘idols’ were found in 
places belonging to various administrative units and differing 
with regard to the ethnic composition of the local population). 
In light of these facts the possibility of a late-mediaeval dating 
for these statues may be excluded. The location of the ‘babas’ 
seems to be connected with the borders of tribal territory, 
both external (i.e., ethnic) and internal (i.e., between regions). 
This points to the pre-Teutonic pagan period – a supposition 
corresponding to the conclusions stemming from the icono-
graphic analysis of the sculpted details (mainly the horns and 
the weaponry) – but reveals no information as to the function 
of the figures. They have, however, always been associated 
with some unspecified religious significance and regarded as 
the images of deities or a kind of grave stele and sometimes 
also as boundary markers (Białuński 2007; Klimek 2007).

The state of our knowledge in this respect diametrically 
changed in 2005 when the first stone ‘baba’ was discovered 
in an unaltered archaeological context (Wyczółkowski 2009). 
The finding comes from that rich site in Poganowo, known for 
its traces of animal sacrifice (Fig. 16). The statue, recorded in 
situ, stood in close proximity to several hearths and clusters 
of bones and stones. Petrographic analysis has confirmed 
that the stone bears traces of processing; it was carved to 
form the shape of a stylized human figure with a discernible 
head and a face with the outlines of a nose, eyes, mouth, and 
a beard. The arms of the figure were depicted schematically 
as diagonal lines running down from beneath the head, along 
with a belt or the hem of a robe (a horizontal line). The torso of 

the statue also features a shape identified as a drinking horn. 
Despite the fact that the quality of the Poganowo ‘baba’ 

is decidedly inferior to that of the most impressive statues 
of this type, the context of the discovery makes it a crucial 
finding. It verifies the connection between the statue and 
ancient religious practices from Prussia. Naturally, the dis-
covery has influenced the interpretation of the remaining 
‘babas’ and offers additional insight into the contents of the 
Teutonic document which refers to the ‘idol’ from Gałdowo 
(Jędrychowo) as a “sacred stone” (Białuński 2007: 126, 130). 

The ceremonial and sacral aspect aside, it should be 
noted that stone ‘babas’ are the only known human depictions 
created by Prussians. This means that –with some reserva-
tions stemming from their function, artistic quality, and the 
state of preservation– such statues may serve as the basis 
for reconstructing the appearance and equipment of a me-
diaeval Prussian warrior. 

‘Sacred’ stones 
The image of sacred relics from Prussian territory would not 
be complete without a mention of the so-called sacred stones. 
These are large, characteristic boulders with unusual forms, 
which indubitably constituted a very noticeable element of 
the natural environment. Such objects often bear the traces 
of additional shaping, e.g., bowl-like concavities cut into the 
outer surface (hence the term ‘sacrificial stones’ often applied 
in reference to such artifacts). Many of them appear in local 
tales, which sometimes expressly point to the trace of a divine 
or demonic presence associated with these places. The roots 
of such a perception may derive from early-mediaeval tradition, 
and in a few isolated cases the connection is corroborated in 
historical material (Klimek 2010; Szczepański 2010). 

Presumably, the stones themselves were not cult ob-
jects, but served as the sites for making offerings (Fig. 17). 
It should be noted that they were sometimes mentioned in 
the context of “sacred woods”, which points to the existence 
of multi-element sacral spheres in the space inhabited by 
mediaeval Prussians. This observation corresponds to the 
interpretation of the events which led to the death of Saint 
Adalbert. It was the violation of such a ‘sacred grove’ that 
provoked the violent reaction, not the presence of the bish-
op (his stay in the stronghold of Cholinum had no negative 
consequences). This observation may justify the fact that the 
person to speak against Adalbert was not some local “king”, 
but a priest named Sicco (as noted in Vita Prior).
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These events illustrate another interesting feature of 
the tribal geopolitics in early-mediaeval Prussia. The “sacred 
grove” guarded by Sicco lay at the border between Prussia 
and Pomorze – such a location does not seem coincidental 
and corresponds to trends that may be observed in a wider 
context. Examples known from Teutonic sources indicate that 
such sacred woods were invariably located in the borderlands. 
The tendency is even more apparent in the case of ‘sacred 
stones’: the least questionable specimens of ‘Prussian babas’ 
were evidently placed at the borders dividing larger tribal ter-
ritories or smaller units of regional organization. Examples of 
the former type may be found among items from Lubavia (on 
the north-western peripheries of Prussian territory) and from 
the borderlands between Natangia and Bartia in the Prussian 
interior. Known statues found on the internal borders within 
tribal territories come mostly from Pomesania – examples 
include the already mentioned ‘idol’ from Gałdowo, which 
was discovered on the frontier between the old Pomesanian 
regions of Rudenz and Prezlai and continued to function 
as a boundary marker inthe new reality of the mediaeval 
Teutonic State. The same interpretation may probably apply 
to the location of the ‘babas’ discovered in territories lying 
to the south of these lands and described in fewer sources. 

Similar tendencies are apparent in the location of some 
of the remaining ‘sacred stones’. Such items have been found 
between different habitation areas and physiographic re-
gions, i.e., on borderlands (e.g., the boulder from Użranki from 
Jakunówek).The stones located near waters – surrounded by 

marshlands (Żywki) or by at banks of lakes (Dybowo by Śniard-
wy, Gierłoż by Mój) – seem particularly consistent with the 
image presented by Peter of Dusburg, who wrote of Prussian 
rituals as being performed in the open. Similar areas were 
the natural context for the stones found in Wysoki Ostrów 
(WyspaKormoranów) upon Dobskie Lake and in the Vistula 
Lagoon near Tolkmicko. It evokes the image of the natural 
scenery connecting various elements (land, water, wetland), 
which is also a reference to boundaries, though understood in 
a different dimension than territorial divisions of tribal realms. 

Waters also have a role to play in the image of sacred 
space in early-mediaeval Prussia, though this aspect may 
prove the most problematic to verify. As an aside to the 
remarks above regarding the archaeological traces of rites 
performed near the water (also closely associated with stones, 
as exemplified by the findings from Drulity and Łuknajno), it 
should be noted that ‘sacred lakes’ located in various parts 
of Prussian territory are still mentioned in Teutonic sources 
(Szczepański 2010). 

These observations beg the question of the spatial func-
tion of at least some of the ‘sacred places’ in early-mediaeval 
Prussia. The fact that they were located at the boundaries of 
habitation areas indicates that in those days the sacrum not 
only delineated the borders of a given territory, but in a sense 
protected the inhabitants from external harm. Such a function 
of ‘sacred places’ is understandable and still apparent in our 
own environment, which makes the world of ancient Prussians 
less abstract and inaccessible to modern observers. 

Fig. 17. Sacrificial stones

Żywki. Source: http://ro.com.pl/
tajemnicze-glazy/0137083 (access: 
2016.04.05).

Żywki. Source: http://ro.com.pl/
tajemnicze-glazy/0137083 (access: 
2016.04.05).

Jakunówek. Source: http://ro.com.pl/
tajemnicze-glazy/0137083 (access: 
2016.04.05).

Dybowo. Source: http://
ro.com.pl/tajemnicze-
glazy/0137083 (access: 
2016.04.05).
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The older sacrum
As an aside to the issues analyzed above, it may be interesting 
to consider whether relics of the older sacrum could have 
played a role in defining the sacred space in early-mediaeval 
Prussia. The greatest significance in this context should be 
given to former burial grounds, especially the easily identifiable 
mounds dating from the early Iron Age. It may also be assumed 
that the location of at least some of the flat burial grounds 
from the period of Roman influence and the Migration Period 
was not unknown, as indicated by analogies from the neigh-
bouring Slavic lands, where old burial grounds were often 
identified in the landscape and marked in collective memory. 

Any attempt at answering this question would be incom-
plete without reference to immaterial factors, yet it appears 
that such places were – rather understandably – protected 
by some sort of taboo. This does not mean that they bear 
no traces of human activity dating from the early-mediaeval 
period; evidence of such activity is scarce and ambiguous, 
but all the more interesting given its nature. 

One interesting finding that should be noted in this con-
text is the small stack of coins from Niewodnica near Kętrzyn 
(comprising seven European coins: some from Germany, one 
from Bohemia, one presumably from England and several 
unidentified denars with the symbol of the cross). The hoard 
was hidden in the vicinity of one of the tumuli located on the 
early Iron Age burial ground on the hill (Kiersnowski 1966: 74-
75). The hoard is dated to the first half of the 11th century (after 
1034) and constitutes an unusual finding in Prussian territory; 
a fact which invites non-standard interpretations. Assuming it 
was not placed there by some insolent individual heedlessly 
breaking the taboo and disturbing the space of the ancient 
burial ground for the sake of short-term gain, the deposit 
may be associated with an echo of momentous events which 
played out far away from the tumuli in Niewodnica. The burial 
ground in which the hoard was hidden lies not only by the 
shores of the river Dajna, used in those days as a route for 
communication and trade, but also (a fact which could prove 
relevant) near Święta Lipka. The latter is a centre of the Marian 
cult which emerged in the 14th century, superseding an older, 
pagan sanctuary located – again! – on the border between the 
old tribal regions of Galindia and Bartia. Archaeological data 
suggests that the route along the river Dajna was also used 
by Bartian troops who brought death and destruction to their 
Galindian neighbours in the middle of the 11th century; an even 
that was presumably an echo of the war then taking place in 
Slavic Mazovia (Nowakiewicz, Wróblewski 2003). When these 

images are connected into a hypothetical chain of events, the 
hoard from Niewodnica may be interpreted as a part of the 
loot acquired at the time by Bartian warriors and placed as 
an offering on the borders of their tribal lands, among graves 
of their ancestors with deference to their honourable spirits. 

Such hypothetical interpretations aside, the situation in 
southern Prussian lands is truly unique and may be regarded 
as the exception that proves the existence of the rule – in 
this case the rule that tumuli were protected by a taboo. The 
identified flat burial grounds were probably treated with the 
same deference, although in this case there is a series of 
known findings indicating some infringements to this principle. 
More and more findings with early-mediaeval chronology are 
recorded at these sites; they comprise individual, but neverthe-
less very interesting items. The belt fitting bearing a heraldic 
motif with a nomadic provenance found in the burial ground in 
Robawy (Mellin-Wyczółkowska, Gołębiowska-Tobiasz 2009) or 
the fragment of a pin retrieved from the necropolis in Wymysły 
are but two examples (both these burial grounds are located 
in the north of Mazury and are dated to the period of Roman 
influence and the Migration Period). The necropolis in Nowy 
Targ in Pomesania yielded a similar finding – a fragment of 
a mediaeval buckle. In all the cases the findings are dated to 
a much later period than the assumed time in which the site 
functioned as a burial ground, which excludes the possibility 
that these items were among the grave goods of the most 
recent burials. If the identified findings are not coincidental, 
they might indicate some forms of veneration of old burial 
grounds practiced by the early-mediaeval inhabitants of the 
area, conscious of the site’s function. At the present state 
of research this remains an unverified hypothesis. It should, 
however, be noted that this phenomenon constitutes one of 
the factors that distinguish the southern regions of Prussia 
(and other Baltic territories) from the northern ones, where 
the practice of placing new graves within the boundaries of 
old necropolises was not uncommon. 

5.5. Priests

The role of priests in Prussian society – their significance and 
prerogatives – is a separate issue. The matter is not easy 
to analyze, although the available data make it possible to 
present at least an outline of the phenomenon. The most 
notable of these are accounts of specific deeds of Prussian 
priests described in documents, such as the attack on bishop 
Adalbert carried out by Sicco near the stronghold of Cholinum, 
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presumably in a sacred grove. The presence of a class of 
priests in Prussian society is directly indicated in the Treaty 
of Christburg, signed in 1249. It states the following: “they will 
forbear their annual offerings of fruits of the earth sacrificed 
to the deity which they call Kurche or any other idols, for 
these are not the creators of Heaven and Earth. The Prus-
sians have promised to keep their obedience to the Catholic 
Church. They have also vowed to abstain from hearing the 
prophecies of diviners called tulissones and ligossones, for 
these are deceivers and liars. They name evil as good, for at 
funerals they praise the dead for their sinful deeds such as 
assault and murder. These diviners lift up their torches and cry 
that they see the dead on a horse in the sky, clad in a shining 
armour, surrounded by a host of other knights. These are the 
delusions they feed to people. The Prussians have promised 
to wipe such augurs out from their midst” (PUB…: 218). 

This passage offers unique insight into the Prussian 
images of the afterworld, providing further evidence to the spe-
cial significance of horses in local eschatology. By introducing 
the name of the deity (Kurche, Kurko, Kurku), the document 
points to cults of fertility and abundance, regularly celebrated 
during annual feasts, presumably organized after the harvest 
(Powierski 2004). The rituals were probably communal (per-
haps in contrast with some warrior rites), as suggested by 
sources which refer to a later period, but seem rather reliable 
in this context – even 17th-century Jesuit accounts from Polish 
Livonia contain information on offerings of various dishes, beer, 
crops and black-coated animals, made by ‘silly folk’ inside the 
forest. Interestingly, according to some opinions traces of the 
ancient cult of Kurko may be found in the development of the 
Marian cult in Teutonic Prussia, which manifested itself in the 
sanctioning of miracle-working figures and revelations. Such 
places were visibly connected with branchy linden trees and 
water, and never appeared in any cities, which invites the 
hypothesis that their location was closely related to ancient 
objects of the cult in Prussia. 

The sources provide absolutely no data on the person-
ages leading such rites or performing any special functions 
in the proceedings. In this context only Peter of Dusburg, 
in describing the lost world of Prussian independence, de-
scribes the characteristics and the prerogatives of a person 
presented as the high priest not only of Prussian territory, but 
also of Lithuanian and Livonian lands (by comparing him to 
the Pope and naming his seat after Rome – Romowe). The 
easily noticeable exaggeration and simplification aside, some 
details of this narration may prove significant. 

Peter’s account suggests e.g., that on some occasions 
when crossing intra-tribal borders a “staff or some other 
predetermined symbol” was used. Such items were easy 
to identify and induced “the kings and the nobles” and the 

“common folk” to show deference. Historical research and 
ethnographic observations presented by S. Szczepański 
(2013) indicate that there is more to this passage than simply 
Dusburg’s licentia poetica. Until the modern period in Prus-
sian villages there was a custom of carrying the summons to 
a meeting by passing on a so-called kriwula – which usually 
had the form of an unusually bent long tree branch. Both the 
form of the signal and its name are interesting and directly 
related to the widely recognized tradition of marking authority 
(the group of such markers includes bishops’ crosiers which 
feature a curve – in Polish krzywaśń). 

Interestingly, a depiction of such a kriwula appears 
on the Gniezno Doors, in the scene showing the teaching of 
Prussians. It should be noted that the individual standing at 
the lead of a large group is not distinguished by any sign of 
authority other than the kriwula (Fig. 18). Another interesting 
detail, this time referring to strictly religious practices is the 

“eternal fire” supposedly kept by the priest. Finding some ar-
chaeological evidence for such a custom in Prussian territory 
would be difficult or downright impossible, yet some illustra-
tion may be found in the Curonian complex in Połąga, where 
traces of large hearths were found near remains associated 
with a priestly abode.

Let us conclude by discussing one extraordinary event 
which took place in the early 16th century, during the war fought 
between Poland and the Teutonic State, at the very end of 
the latter’s existence. The event in question is a ceremony in 
which a Prussian citizen known by name performed an essen-
tially pagan ceremony in a country which had nominally been 
Christian for more than 250 years. This is the account given by 
Aleksander Brückner: “It is said that a sacrifice of a black bull 
was offered as late as in 1520, which may be explained with the 
dire situation the Order was in. The act was done in Sambia, in 
public view, with the permission of the authorities, by a certain 
Waltin Suplit, in order to drive the arriving ships from Gdansk 
off Prussian shores. The ships did indeed sail away (the crews 
having seen some terrifying wraiths), but with them went the 
fish, and when none could be caught Suplit admitted that in 
casting everything away from the Prussian coast he forgot to 
make an exception for the fish. Thus a new, smaller offering 
(a black pig) had to be made to inform the gods of the mistake 
and remedy it” (Brückner 1984: 46-47; Kitkowski 2015).



5. Traces of cults: burial customs and other rites

The Past Societies 5: 500 ad – 1000 ad 211

This example proves not only that the custom had 
survived and could be performed in public, but also that the 
entire act had a military context. It echoes the earlier episode 
of sacrificing a Magdeburgian burgher named Hirzhals, who 
was twice saved from this fate by a Natangian chieftain (and 
an anointed knight) Hercus (Henry) Monte – presumably 
using his authority to influence the decision of a larger as-
sembly. The story provides a relatively reliable illustration of 
the interrelations between the Prussian nobles with respect 
to sacrificial rituals. This may mean that, at least sometimes, 
the differentiation between religious and administrative and 
military authority did not stem from dogmatic principles and 
the scope of competence could be negotiable. If there was 
need for that at all – since the episode recounted in Chron-
icon Dubnicense indicates that in wartime Baltic leaders 
sometimes made their offerings themselves, without turning 
to priests for assistance: “On the day of the Assumption of the 
Virgin Mary, Kęstutis came to the tent of the King of Hungary 
and acknowledged the above treaty before all with an oath 
sworn in the Lithuanian fashion; he demanded a red-ox be 

brought and tied to two poles, and taking a Lithuanian knife he 
threw it and struck the main artery. At once its blood poured 
freely while Kęstutis and all the Lithuanians present washed 
their hands and faces in it, calling in Lithuanian: rogachina, 
roznenachy, gospanany. And having said that he cut off the 
head of the ox and separated it from the body so that both 
he himself and all the Lithuanians could walk through the 
opening three times over” (Chronicon…: 161).

To conclude the discussion on this topic, it should be 
noted that none of the above presented examples is sufficient 
to present an accurate reconstruction of the prerogatives of 
Prussian priests, the scope of their authority, or the manner 
in which they passed it on. Moreover, there is no data that 
would allow us to identify the role of priests in the structure 
and organization of Prussian tribes. It is even difficult to judge 
whether the function of the ‘diviner’ was a separate profession, 
or if it was simply performed by individuals who felt qualified 
in this respect. We may, however, ask the question whether in 
wartime situations the leader could assume the role tradition-
ally ascribed to priests, at least with regard to certain rituals.

Fig. 18. The Gniezno Doors, 
the scene of the teaching of 
Prussians. A Prussian holding 
a kriwula depicted in the 
foreground

Source: Dobrzeniecki 1953
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6. Wars, warlords, warriors

6.1. Structure

Wulfstan’s account indicates that already in the 9th century 
Prussian society (or, to be more specific, that of the western 
peripheries of Prussian territory) was organized in a hierar-
chical manner which would be apparent to an outsider. In 
mentioning kings (“in every town”), the richest men, the poor 
and the slaves, the Anglo-Saxon sailor was indubitably refer-
ring to concepts well-known to his audience, but presumably 
not entirely corresponding to the Prussian reality. Naturally, 
none of the so-called kings was a crowned monarch and none 
of the towns was more than a stronghold (presumably with 
an adjacent settlement or settlements). However, the value 
of this account does not lie in the image of royal thrones in 
Prussian forests or municipal charters for settlements founded 
amidst swamps. What counts is that it points to the existence 
of an already established and functioning social structure that 
regulated political matters in the western peripheries of the 
territory inhabited by Prussian tribes. This is a valuable piece 
of information, even though it must be noted that the criteria 
for social division are unknown, as is the degree to which 
one’s social standing could be changed: was upward mobil-
ity possible?; could an individual lose their freedom for only 
a finite period of time?; was the status of nobility dependent 
only on wealth – or were there some other immaterial criteria 
and warranties, etc.? The analysis of barbarian common law 
recently presented by Karol Modzelewski is enough to illus-
trate the extent of the spectrum of possibilities in this respect 
(Modzelewski 2006). 

The numerous “kings” and frequent wars mentioned by 
Wulfstan are clearly indicative of yet another phenomenon: the 
lack of supreme authority whose presence would guarantee 
peace over a larger territory. Instead we are shown an image 
of small independent communities interconnected with (pre-
sumably) common interests and animosities (which is expressly 

stated). The better-substantiated source material from the late 
phases of the early Middle Ages and the Teutonic conquest 
does nothing to disprove this image. The decisions taken 
at that time by the chieftains of specific tribal lands clearly 
reveal their independence. It manifested itself in the different 
reactions to the arrival of the Teutonic Knights in Prussian and 
Yotvingian territory: from full co-operation and loyalty (e.g., in 
the case of Pomesanians who after the Treaty of Christburg 
fought only in defence of the Order), to implacable hostility 
(some of Yotvingian lands), through a profusion of solutions 
lying somewhere in between the two extremes (such attitude 
was displayed by most of the other tribal and clan groups). 
This means that when the period of Prussian independence 
was coming to a close, i.e., at a time when state structures 
had long solidified throughout Christianitas, Prussian lands 
still had no local authority placed above all tribal divisions. 

The centres of local power should be identified with 
sites suitable for such a role – in Prussian and Yotvingian reality 
these would mean burgwalls. However, even the largest of the 
strongholds functioned within autonomous local communities 
with an internal hierarchical structure. Even in the wars fought 
in the 13th century, Teutonic Knights were attacking specific 
estates, not having the possibility to strike at any ‘capital’. 
The only centre which could have played a similar role was 
presumably only religious in character – and it would be the 
Romowe mentioned by Peter of Dusburg. This is, however, 
a late source and no confirmation of the account may be found 
in archaeological material or even in historical documents 
other than the said chronicle. 

6.2. Warriors

The greatest evidence for the military capabilities of Prus-
sian warriors comes from later periods, primarily the epoch 
preceding the Teutonic conquest of these lands, i.e., the first 
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quarter of the 13th century. In those times Prussians pressed 
hard against the borders of Piast states in Mazovia and Ku-
jawy. Following a number of military defeats, it was decided 
that the task of defending these lands should be given to 
a disciplined and motivated force, and the Teutonic Knights 
were perceived as such. Very soon the contingents of the 
Order proved their worth. Their efficiency, coupled with con-
sequent political action, opened a new chapter in the history 
of the Baltic region of Europe. These events may be a lasting 
outcome of the time period discussed in the present chapter, 
yet they also constitute a good illustration of the level reached 
by Prussian military power, which had been increasing since 
the end of the first millennium. 

Wulfstan’s account, mentioned so many times in this 
analysis, tells us that “there is a vast deal of war” between the 

“kings” of respective “towns”. This brief passage indicates that 
Prussian burgwall centres, lacking a supreme authority, were 
in a permanent state of military rivalry. The situation did not 
change during the following century. Peter of Dusburg noted 
e.g., that “when an unexpected occurrence leads to a violent 
argument, they usually slaughter each other” (Dusburg… III.5). 

Although not much is known about the Prussian art of 
war at the end of the first millennium, it may be assumed that 
it was riders who constituted the military and social elite. The 
above-mentioned role of horses in Prussian rituals, dating back 
to the obscure beginnings of the first millennium, did not stem 
from some abstract visions, but from the actual significance 
of these animals, i.e., their high value and genuine utility. In 
the centuries to come, Baltic riders won battles with heavy 
knight cavalry, drove into enemy forces in wedge formation, 
and set off on ‘strenuous rides’ to surprise their enemies. 
These examples (irrespective of their 13th-century chronology) 
testify mostly to the skill with which Prussians were able to 
adapt their local military tradition to confront Teutonic armies 
organized in accordance with the western European model. 
The situation at the end of the first millennium presumably did 
not provide Prussian warriors with the opportunity to exercise 
such manoeuvres; they did, however, have other methods 
at their disposal. Traces thereof may be found in a series 
of archaeological findings that allow us to reconstruct not 
so much the customs, as the image of the early-mediaeval 
Prussian rider. 

The most eminent warriors used imported horse tack 
and riding equipment. Striking examples of such findings come 
from Sambian burial grounds, which yielded a number of richly 
decorated stirrups and spurs accompanied by plain bits (more 

common). This group of findings also includes smaller parts 
of horse tack, such as: the cross-shaped connecting element 
for bridle straps from Szestno, the so-called heraldic fitting 
from Robawy, as well as the characteristically nomadic fitting 
for a nagaika-whip, shaped like a bird’s head, recovered from 
the burial ground in Klincovka (Wróblewski 2006: 227ff, Fig. 5; 
Bitner-Wróblewska, Rzeszotarska-Nowakiewicz, Nowakiewicz 
2011: 529-431; Shiroukhov 2012: 231, Fig. 7).

There is little information regarding the appearance of 
bridles used in Prussia, yet the most impressive specimens 
could have been very elaborate (see: chapter 3). The lack 
of complete findings of the type recovered from Prussian 
and Yotvingian territory necessitates caution, but the level 
of probability seems rather high. Early-mediaeval Prussian 
saddles had low pommels, most probably often decorated 
with painted ornaments – a hypothesis substantiated by the 
unique finding of a saddle with painted depictions of horses, 
discovered in the burial ground in Alejka. The small size of 
the saddles was appropriate for the local breed of horses 
and differed from the later saddles with a high pommel, made 
specifically for the warhorses of mediaeval knights. Prussian 
steeds, though not of massive built, were hardy and strong. 
Thus, a Prussian rider may have sat on a much less impressive 
horse than his knighted counterpart, but could rely on the 
animal’s resilience and stamina. This claim is substantiated by 
displays of considerable mobility of entire groups of warriors, 
which often surprised their Christian opponents. 

The weaponry undoubtedly varied, not only depending 
on individual differences in wealth (the Treaty of Christburg 
states e.g., that Prussians who accepted the new reality “will 
participate in military campaigns of the Order together, suffi-
ciently equipped according to their means”; PUB…: 218) but 
also on the availability of military gear. The most favourable 
circumstances in this respect were observable in the northern 
parts of Prussian territory, most of all in Sambia, where the 
access to such goods was very easy due to the presence 
of Scandinavian neighbours (this being said, Scandinavian 
art was not the only source of stylistic inspiration for local 
craftsmen, as evidenced e.g., by an interesting finding from 
Ljublino: an axe head decorated on both sides with an image 
of a horned bull and presumably a horse; Kulakov, Skvortzov 
2000). The findings from burial grounds of the Aschenplätze 
type and the discoveries from water deposits provide the 
best examples for the array of possible weapon types. They 
indicate not only the quantity and variety of weapons, but 
also the quality of the specimens considered elite. 
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On the basis of these data, it may be assumed that at 
least some regions of Prussia had access to weapons whose 
quality matched that of the best products of the workshops at 
the time. Recent research suggests that the western periph-
eries of Prussian territory, near the lower Vistula basin, had 
a larger role to play in the distribution of such goods than 
previously assumed. Significant places include not only the 
trading post in Truso, which must have had much potential 
in this respect (though any claims would be difficult to verify), 
but also the vicinity of the present-day village of Ciepłe on the 
western bank of Vistula, near the former boundary of the river 
delta. The village is known as the location of a burial ground 
featuring very richly furnished graves of warriors (Ratajczyk 
2013). It lay beyond the Prussian area of habitation (at least 
in terms of organized settlements), but well within the range 
for easily maintained contacts. Such relations could have 
resulted in the distributions of items such as the weaponry 
set from Dąbrowa, unique in southern Prussia and comprising 
a sword, two spearheads, a bridle bit, a spur, and stirrups (v. 
zur Mühlen 1975: 189, Fig. 22.1). 

Bows were also used, as evidenced by the numerous 
arrowheads recovered from various sites. Common findings in-
clude characteristic spear-shaped arrowheads, many of which 
were discovered in northern Europe, primarily in the Viking 
area of habitation. The heads of combat maces found – un-
surprisingly – in Sambia are in turn associated with Ruthenian 
lands (Shiroukhov 2012: 229ff, Fig. 5). Particularly significant 
pieces of protective gear include helmets belonging to the 
type known from Ruthenia and Wielkopolska, represented by 
specimens from Sambian sites in former Gross Friedrichsberg 
and Ekritten, as well as the already mentioned helmet fitting 
from Szurpiły and slightly later specimens in local style, such 

as the helmets from Dollkeim and Kleinheide in Sambia (Shi-
roukhov 2012: 231ff, Fig. 6; Skvortzov 2014). Not much can 
be said of the locally used shields, although some data may 
be inferred from the images of Prussian warriors depicted on 
the famous column capital from Malbork and from the seals 
of Masovian princes. All these images show small, profiled 
shields resembling pavises, which points to the popularity 
of this Ruthenian and Lithuanian design. However, this type 
became common later in the Middle Ages; it may be assumed 
that at the end of the first millennium Prussians were likely to 
use a design more typical for the period, i.e., a round shield 
with an umbo in the centre. 

Exceptional cases aside, we know of no grave complex-
es from southern Prussia which would provide basis for the 
reconstruction of military equipment. This lack may, however, 
be compensated for by a source that is unusual, but by no 
means unreliable: „Prussian babas”. The statues depict armed 
warriors and the details of their equipment must have been 
modelled after existing items. 

It may therefore be surmised that the most lavishly 
outfitted warriors, apart from the standard spears and shields, 
also kept swords, helmets, and combat maces. The equipment 
befitting a member of the elite also included a drinking horn. 
So armed, the warriors rode horses, making use of decorated 
spurs and stirrups (a fact known from elsewhere) and saddles 
painted in zoomorphic patters (the same motif appeared on 
weapons, as evidenced e.g., by the already mentioned axe 
from former Wargen). Other elements of attire that certainly 
drew attention were pendants of symbolic significance in 
the shape of miniature axes, and awe-inspiring items made 
of bear claws and teeth.
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7. Conclusion

The traces left by Prussian and Yotvingian inhabitants of what is 
now north-eastern Poland portray a society forming in accord-
ance with its own rules, ones which are not entirely clear from 
our perspective. We may hypothesize as to its hierarchized 
nature, even though the analysis of archaeological material 
indicates that the theory is corroborated only by circumstantial 
evidence, not solid data. The assumed stratification went hand 
in hand with customs that were rather egalitarian, at least in 
their material aspect. This contrasts with the information found 
in written sources, spawning a discrepancy that is one of the 
characteristic features of studies on the early mediaeval period 
in this region. On the one hand, we read of ‘kings’ and ‘slaves’ 
in chronicles; on the other, we are unable to identify any royal 
seat which would differ significantly from other settlements 
or abodes. We also know that ‘kings’ were given extravagant 
funerals combined with the redistribution of property, yet the 
form of the ‘royal’ burials remains unidentified. This is also the 
case with tribal divisions, which are much less discernible in 
archaeological material than in written sources. 

Still, even with all the hindrances specified above, the 
known pieces of data fit together like a puzzle, revealing 
a more coherent image. Thus, Prussian territories appear as 
a land inhabited by small communities connected with a net-
work of imprecisely defined relations. Traces of trade testify 
to some forms of co-operation, while evidence of destruction 
indicates conflicts resolved with methods typical for the epoch. 
Archaeological material usually suggests the destruction of 
individual settlements only, but in one case we may speak of 
the ruin of an entire demesne (Salęt; see: Fig. 7) or even a crisis 
of the settlement process throughout an entire tribal territory 
(Galindia). These examples testify not as much to the ferocity 
of the attackers, but rather to their potential and mobilization 
capacity. This would indicate that the usually small communi-
ties were able to coordinate their actions, provided that those 
were focused on immediate and not long-term goals. Certain 

episodes from later mediaeval history of Prussia, related to the 
wars against the Teutonic Order, suggest that in the course 
of several generations not much had changed. The land had 
not witnessed the emergence of any powers or centres which 
would aim at the consolidation of local demesnes as in the 
neighbouring states and, consequently, at introducing some 
working model of a proto-state structure. 

What we do observe is a limited readiness to adopt 
some elements of the presumably elitist military traditions of 
the neighbouring lands. This tendency is visible in some cult 
practices and burial customs (Aschenplätze), although it must 
be stated that in present-day Polish territory such examples 
are rare and it would be difficult to judge whether they are 
the result of ‘the importing of ideas’ or rather a trace of the 
presence of outlanders. 

Another observable trend, which can hardly be con-
sidered surprising, pertains to treating the arts and crafts of 
close neighbours as a source of inspiration. A good example 
of the phenomenon is found in the material culture of Yotv-
ingian lands, featuring discernible references to eastern (i.e., 
Ruthenian) tradition, as well as in the adoption of customs 
typical for the Slavic economy, observable in the western 
peripheries of the Prussian domain (e.g., hacksilver hoards 
found in Pomesania). The “law of the Polish neighbours” is 
even referred to expressis verbis in the Treaty of Christburg. 

To conclude, it should be noted that early-mediaeval 
Prussian lands presented an extremely colourful mixture of 
different traditions and, as a phenomenon, seem both exotic 
and emblematic for the functioning of tribal communities in 
the rapidly changing world of the early Middle Ages (Fig. 19). 
The image contains all the elements known to contemporary 
societies: revolutionary changes, the ‘long life’ of certain 
cultural models, co-operation, conflicts, new solutions in the 
economy, etc. Nevertheless, finding the causal chain which 
would allow us to define the direction and pace of the cultural 
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development of Prussia at the end of the first millennium 
remains a difficult task, as does the search for defining the 
features of each Prussian community existing at that time. 

The introduction to the first Polish-language work 
pertaining to these lands – Kronika Mistrzów Pruskich (the 
Chronicle of the Grand Masters of Prussia) written in the 16th 

century by Marcin Murinius, contains the following message: 
“Read with grace, let this be said: with much blood was Prus-
sia paid” (Kronika Mistrzów…: 2). It would not be much of an 
exaggeration to state that today an equally strenuous effort 
will be needed to understand this realm which in the Middle 
Ages was paid for so dearly.

Fig. 19. Tribal Prussia depicted on Caspar 
Henneberger’s map (from the 1697 edition by 
Christoph Hartknoch) drawn on the basis of 
mediaeval data (1) and a modern reconstruction of 
tribal diversity in Baltic territory in the early Middle 
Ages (2)

Source: Bitner-Wróblewska, Engel, Sobczak. 2015
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