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For over a century archaeologists have worked painstakingly 

to organize the archaeological material dating to the Roman 

period and the early phase of the Migration period discovered 

in northern and eastern Poland. This e�ort led them to identify 

a number of culture units, ones they separated on the evidence 

of funeral rite traits and selected elements of material culture, 

e.g., dress accessories and pottery vessel forms. At first, the 

names proposed for these cultures referred in a rather un-

fortunate manner to the territory allegedly occupied by these 

units (Weichselmündungskultur, East-Pomeranian-Mazovian 

culture), or to the ethnic attribution of societies with which they 

were understood to coincide, recognized either as Germanic 

or proto-Slavic (‘Gothic-Gepidic culture’ or the ‘Oksywie group 

of Venedian culture’ respectively) (Blume 1912; 1915; Schindler 

1940; Wołągiewicz 1981; Bierbrauer 1994; Mączyńska 2007; 

Kokowski 2010).

ADAM CIEŚLIŃSKI
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The first modern description of the archaeological situation 

in northern and eastern Poland in the first centuries AD was 

proposed not until the 1970s by Ryszard Wołągiewicz, an 

archaeologist based in Szczecin (cf. Wołągiewicz 1981). The 

name he proposed for the newly defined unit – ‘Wielbark 

culture’ – was intended to be neutral in character. Wielbark 

(German Willenberg) is the name of a village where a large 

cemetery is found outside the town of Malbork, fmr. Marien-

burg, best known as the medieval capital of the Teutonic 

Knights. The reason the cemetery at Wielbark was chosen 

as an eponym for the cultural phenomenon of interest was its 

extensive chronology, which spans all the phases of Wielbark 

culture as well as phases predating its emergence and thus 

dating to the earlier, pre-Roman period. 

This makes the site at Wielbark one of a just small group 

of cemeteries in central Europe which continued in use for 

approximately six centuries. Moreover, according to a legend 

long circulating among specialists, several thousand burials 

dating to the early centuries AD had been excavated there 

before World War II (i.e., when Malbork was part of Germa-

ny). The recently reclaimed archival documentation helped 

in trimming down these exaggerated figures to ‘only’ a few 

hundred burials. Even so, the archaeological excavations re-

sumed at Wielbark have confirmed the higher than average 

size of this cemetery and its exceeding value for research 

(Kokowski 2010: 111–112). 

With settlement sites investigated only to a limited 

extent, Wołągiewicz identified the diagnostic features of Wiel-

bark culture mostly as based upon evidence from the study 

of cemeteries. Thus, only a fragment of the historical reality 

is available to us, with limited insight into the key aspects of 

everyday life, economic issues, and social conditions. One of 

the principal features of Wielbark culture is the occurrence of 

biritual cemeteries from the 1st c., with evidence for the depo-

sition – side by side and in the same period – of inhumation 

Definition and origin

Fig. 1. Inhumation burial of a woman in the cemetery at 

Kowalewko in Wielkopolska. 

After Skorupka 2001, photo 1

Fig. 2. Urned cremation burial marked on the ground with five 

big stones. The cemetery at Nowy Łowicz in Pomorze. 

Photograph by A. Cieśliński
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burials (mostly in pits oriented N–S, with the head towards the 

north) (Fig. 1) and cremation burials of various forms: urned 

(Fig. 2) and pit burials, with and without pyre debris (Fig. 3) 

(Wołągiewicz 1981, 138, 151; Kokowski 2010: 120–124). 

One unique feature of male burials is that they contain 

no weapons; this is in stark contrast to the tradition followed by 

both the neighbouring Przeworsk population and, to a lesser 

extent, by societies from the Elbian culture complex and the 

West Baltic culture complex. Another category of object not 

observed in graves, unlike in other cultures in the central 

European Barbaricum, are specialized tools such as black-

smith’s tools and agricultural implements. Wielbark culture 

burial practices also feature what appears to be a reluctance 

toward the deposition of iron objects in graves. However, this 

tendency, albeit quite noticeable, shows considerable variation, 

as confirmed by di�ering frequencies of iron finds recorded in 

individual cemeteries. Due to the absence of military equip-

ment and tools, the quantity of objects discovered in male 

graves is much smaller in comparison to the neighbouring 

regions (Wołągiewicz 1981: 138, 151–152; Kaczanowski, Zab-

orowski 1988; Kontny 2008). 

Another aspect of the image of male graves is the 

simplified model of their burial garb, the remains of which 

mostly consist of a single brooch and some metal belt mounts. 

Fig. 3. Collective plan of biritual cemetery with eight barrows at Cecele in Podlasie. 

1. Inhumation graves; 2. Cremation pit graves; 3. Urned cremation graves. 

After Cieśliński 2015: fig. 14
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Against this backdrop one group of male burials stands out, 

as it contains spurs; the men buried in these graves appear 

to be warrior-horsemen (Skóra 2008) (Fig. 4). In contrast, 

women’s grave goods include a wide range of dress acces-

sories including local forms of personal ornaments made of 

non-ferrous metals, many of them in precious metal (Tempel-

mann-Mączyńska 1989: 65–77) (Fig. 5). 

The deposits of Wielbark culture exhibit another dis-

tinctive feature – namely, in hand-made pottery forms, which 

are remarkably uniform across a large territory (Fig. 6). Wheel-

made pottery is rare and (except for a brief period around AD 

200 in the region to the east of the lower Vistula) not of local 

manufacture (Wołągiewicz 1993). 

Also unique is the model of influx, or rather, of accept-

ance within the local society of particular categories of Roman 

imports. On the one hand there is evidence for reception of the 

model observed within the societies of the central European 

Barbaricum (bronze and glass vessels, denarii) – and on the 

other, given the low frequency of finds of terra sigillata, there 

is a marked similarity with the situation typical for southern 

Scandinavia (Wołągiewicz 1981: 139; 1993: 32–35) (Fig. 7). 

The described attributes of spiritual and material culture 

are limited to a rather narrow area, which fact suggests that 

the culture units separated by archaeologists may correspond 

to settlement structures and communities which had a tribal 

character. At the time of its emergence in the first decades 

of the 1st century, Wielbark culture occupied the lands on 

the lower Vistula, a narrow strip of the Baltic coast as far as 

the Rega River to the west, and part of the Pomeranian lake 

district found deeper inland. From the territory occupied by 

the Przeworsk population in Wielkopolska and Mazowsze, 

the territory of Wielbark culture was separated by a tract of 

wasteland. Thus, the most intensive contacts between the 

two societies must have taken place between settlement 

centres separated by the Vistula River in its lower course – in 

Kujawy (Przeworsk culture) and in Chełmno Land (Wielbark 

culture) (Godłowski 1986: 126–127, map 1; Bierbrauer 1994, 

63, fig. 6). There was also a broad tract of empty ground on 

the border with the Balt population of Bogaczewo culture in 

Mazury, and with the territory of the final phase of the West 

Balt Barrow culture in Sambia (Cieśliński 2010: 148–150, map 

2). Similar uninhabited areas were a characteristic element 

Fig. 5. Pendants and biconical bead – golden and silver 

elements of a necklace from the graves at Czarnówko. 

After Schuster 2014: fig. 59b

Fig. 4. Heel-band spurs from men’s graves at Czarnówko. 

After Schuster 2014: fig. 35
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of settled spaces in the Barbaricum; their presence between 

territories occupied by di�erent ethnic groups is reflected 

in a reference found in Germania, where Tacitus explains 

that Germania is separated from its neighbours by ‘the fear 

which each feels for the other’ (mutuo metu) (Kolendo 1997: 

6; Cieśliński 2010: 174–175). 

Despite major change in the burial ritual and material 

culture around AD 1, something which led archaeologists to 

replace the term ‘Oksywie culture’ by ‘Wielbark culture’, there 

is convincing evidence from the analysis of settlement struc-

tures for a continuity of settlement by the same population. 

The territory inhabited by Wielbark societies early into the 1st

c. AD is the same as that occupied earlier by Oksywie culture. 

Neither is there any apparent disruption in the development of 

individual microregions and larger settlement concentrations. 

Continuity is manifested not only by the uninterrupted use of 

cemeteries (e.g., Pruszcz Gdański, site 7 and 10; Podwiesk, 

site 2; Nowy Targ on the lower Vistula River; and Wygoda 

and Warszkowo in central Pomerania), but most notably by 

settlements, too (e.g., Jastarnia on Hel Peninsula and Rogowo 

on the Parsęta river) (Przewoźna 1971: 193–197; Bierbrauer 

1994: 63, 76–77, Fig. 6). 

Changes recognizable in spiritual culture have an 

evolutionary character. We need to look for their origins in the 

final phase of Oksywie culture, evidently before the spread 

of the ‘strongly profiled’ style which is a feature diagnostic for 

the early Roman period. There is an evident reduction in the 

number of weapon graves already in the final decades BC. 

This is also the time of the appearance of a larger number of 

inhumation burials which at first vary to some extent in the 

orientation of the grave pit, something that will be typical 

also for the earliest of these features attributed to Wielbark 

culture and dated to the 1st c. AD. Consequently, the begin-

ning of our era may be understood as a period of transition 

when the culture change begun at the end of the earlier 

pre-Roman period became widespread, even if there was 

some lingering of previous traditions (e.g., individual graves 

containing weapons, still quite a large number of small tools 

and more iron objects than will be the norm in the later period) 

(Kaczanowski, Zaborowski 1988: 222–223; Margos 2000). 

The next example of the distinctiveness of the initial 

phase of Wielbark culture is the negligible number of urned 

burials, ones very popular in a later period (Wołągiewicz 1981: 

170; 1993: 37). It is interesting that this phenomenon also 

appears to have started back in the final decades BC. It is 

very hard to explain this significant change in eschatological 

views using only the evidence of archaeological sources. 

We can no more than guess that this is a reflection of a new 

religious current, some elements of which, like the spread of 

inhumation, had an interregional scope. 

During the first decades AD there is evidence in the 

north of Poland of influence from Roman culture – indirectly 

received – within the more general process of the culture-form-

ing role previously played by Celtic peoples being supplanted 

Fig. 6. Hand-made pottery from 

the cemetery at Gronowo. 

After Machajewski 2013: pl. LXXII:1
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by the Romans. Two key centres of redistribution of objects 

of Roman provenance were the proto-state organisms of 

the Marcomanni and the Quadi on the middle Danube. Ro-

man dress accessories and bronze vessels passed at first to 

the area on the lower Vistula via the Amber Trail by way of 

the territory occupied by the Przeworsk culture population 

(Wołągiewicz 1981: 165–166). 

The number of Roman objects discovered in the area 

of central Pomerania is much smaller, with evidence for the 

lingering of fashions inspired by the tradition of the earlier 

pre-Roman period. One example would be grave no. 280 in 

the cemetery at Lubowidz, with a date possibly as late as the 

second half of the 1st c. This grave included three brooches in 

the early Roman period style, found together with a tripartite 

belt buckle, this being a form modelled on pre-Roman period 

styles (Wołągiewicz 1995: 34, pl. XXXII). Reminiscences of the 

earlier pre-Roman period are also visible in the technology, 

morphology, and decoration of pottery, and this would be 

a key argument for recognizing the population of the early 

phase of Wielbark culture as direct successors of the Oksywie 

people (Wołągiewicz 1993: 37–38).

Fig. 7. Roman vessels made of copper alloy from the cemetery at Czarnówko. 

After Schuster 2014: fig. 48b
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It was during the last decades of the 1st c. AD that the first 

major changes took place in the territory occupied by the 

Wielbark culture population. From that time the Wielbark 

societies distinguish themselves by a dynamic expansion 

of their settlement and readiness to migrate. As a result of 

this, in the centuries that followed they spread to a region 

several-hundred kilometres away, changing the history of 

Europe forever. Indeed, the Wielbark settlers were the first 

to move into the area of the previously uninhabited parts of 

the lake district in Pomorze and in northern Wielkopolska. In 

the Kashubian lake district they established cemeteries of 

an entirely new type, with stone circles and burial mounds 

(Węsiory, Odry). In the Drawsko lake district the first cemetery 

with unique barrows with an earthen mound (Gronowo) was 

established. In the first half of the 2nd c. AD the settlement 

network in the newly occupied territory becomes visibly 

more concentrated, and the Wielbark settlers from the region 

on the lower Vistula occupy successive areas of the mutuo 

metu zone close to the border with the Balt territory (up to 

the line of the Pasłęka River) and with the Przeworsk territory 

(Dobrzyń Land) (Godłowski 1986: 127–128, map 2; Bierbrauer 

1994: 64–66, fig. 7–8; Mączyńska 2007: 4–5, fig. 3; Cieśliński 

2010: 150–152, map 3). 

During the same age there is evidence for the major 

influence of Wielbark culture on its neighbours as manifested 

by the adoption within those societies of Wielbark fashions in 

metal objects and pottery, along with elements of the funeral 

rite, too. Intensive contacts of the Wielbark population with 

the Przeworsk communities living to the east of the Vistula 

are the main reason for separating a local variant, the eastern 

zone of the Przeworsk culture. Unlike in the rest of its territory, 

in eastern Przeworsk the dominant metal is bronze, used in 

making dress accessories and personal ornaments. Many 

items are made of precious metals and there is a general 

adoption of Wielbark models. The result of this was the rise of 

a regional fashion which distinguishes the eastern Przeworsk 

‘tribes’ from their fellow tribespeople living in areas more to 

the west. The influence of the models of Wielbark culture was 

also responsible for the decline of the tradition of furnishing 

warrior burials with weapons, although this applies only to 

that part of the Przeworsk culture’s territory found closest 

to Wielbark culture communities – namely, on the northern 

periphery of Mazowsze (the Nidzica group) (Godłowski 1986: 

130; Andrzejowski 2005: 232–236). 

The impact of Wielbark culture is recognized also in 

the assemblages of the Gustow group occupying the region 

around the Szczecin Lagoon and on the Baltic Sea islands of 

Wolin, Usedom, and Rugen. At the beginning of our era the 

societies living there were under the influence of the Elbian 

culture complex but, starting from the 2nd c., their culture model 

becomes closer to the Wielbark package, which process is 

evinced by the introduction of biritual cemeteries, absence 

of weapons in graves, and the low frequency of iron grave 

goods, along with Wielbark-inspired styles in pottery, personal 

ornaments, and elements of dress (Schuster 2010: 207–214). 

The younger cemetery with ‘princely’ graves at Lubieszewo, 

site 3 (German Lübsow, site Tunnehult), attributed in the ear-

lier literature to the Gustow group, displays an unmistakably 

Wielbark model, although together with certain interregional 

features related to its exceptional elite character (cf. the elite 

graves of the Lubieszewo horizon). This is expressed by the 

grave furnishings (dress accessories, pottery) and the form 

of the tombs themselves (barrows with an earthen mound) 

(cf. Schuster 2010). 

The territory occupied by Wielbark culture also played 

a role in the culture changes observed in Sambia. Thanks to 

the role of go-between played by the Wielbark population, the 

societies of Dollkeim-Kovrovo culture adopted the Romanized 

culture model typical for the central European Barbaricum

and contributed to its spreading to the Baltic territories found 

Settlement changes
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farther to the east. Intensive contacts, mainly with the Wielbark 

settlement centre on the lower Vistula, are evidenced by the 

presence of the same forms of dress accessories in the in-

ventories of these cultures (e.g., eye brooches of the Prussian 

series very common throughout the eastern region of central 

Europe), imitations of typically Wielbark metal objects (e.g., 

specific variants of strongly profiled brooches, belt fittings, and 

bracelets), and pottery forms (goblets mounted on a stem). 

The catalyzing agent in such cooperation was presumably 

the mutually profitable trade in amber, which will cement the 

close relations of the populations inhabiting this part of the 

Baltic for more than three centuries to come (Andrzejowski, 

Cieśliński 2007: 281–304; Cieśliński 2010: 150–151). 

After the mid-2nd c. the size of the Wielbark culture 

population visibly increases; this is indicated by the larger 

number of burials in individual cemeteries and a major ex-

pansion of settlement. Parallel to the advancing ‘internal col-

onization’, new cemeteries were set up and, imaginably, also 

new settlements, but they are not well investigated and are 

harder to date with precision. This phenomenon is reflected 

best by the growing density of settlement structures in the 

newly occupied areas in Pomorze, Wielkopolska, and on the 

Pasłęka river. In the east the Wielbark population occupies the 

border zone in Warmia, thereby reducing to only a dozen-odd 

kilometres the width of the unpopulated zone dividing it from 

the Balt societies of the Dollkeim-Kovrovo culture in Natan-

gia and the Bogaczewo culture in Mazury. In the cemetery 

of the Dollkeim-Kovrovo culture at Równina Dolna we find 

an exceptional grave of a 35–40 year-old woman who was 

buried according to the Wielbark burial rite (inhumation) and 

furnished with typically Wielbark style spring-cover brooches 

and a pottery vessel. This confirms the presence in the Balt 

area not only of individuals (the buried woman), but presum-

ably also of small Wielbark communities (the individuals in 

charge of the funeral) (Cieśliński 2010: 154–156, fig. 44). 

The degree of Wielbark culture’s influence, as – pre-

sumably – caused by the migration of its population, is obvious 

in the area around the Szczecin Lagoon (e.g., the cemetery 

at Żalęcino). Somewhat less pronounced e�ects are also 

visible in the areas of Vorpommern and Mecklenburg more to 

the west. An unequivocal expression of the migration of the 

Wielbark culture population is that of grave finds recorded on 

0 100 20050
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Fig. 8. Map of the settlement of Wielbark culture societies 

in the first half of 2nd c. (yellow) and from the half of 3rd–

half of 5th cc. (red lines). 

Elaborated by A. Cieśliński. Digital processing by M. Chwiej
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the middle Odra and in west Lusatia, in the Germanic environ-

ment of the Elbian culture complex. This migration also played 

a key role in the emergence of the heterogeneous material 

record of Luboszyce culture – in particular, the microregion 

at the confluence of the Lusatian Neisse and the Odra river 

(Machajewski 2003: 385–388; Schuster 2005). 

However, the most spectacular settlement activity came 

about in eastern Poland at the beginning of the second half 

of the 2nd c. Its origin is associated with the earlier process 

of the withdrawal from this territory of part of the population 

of the eastern Przeworsk zone. In due course those people 

occupied areas in western Slovakia, north-western Ukraine, 

and in the upper Tisa drainage. The considerable loosening 

of the Przeworsk settlement network may have encouraged 

the Wielbark culture population to migrate and to occupy 

areas in right-bank Mazowsze, Podlasie, the Lublin region, 

western Belarus, Volyn, and a little later, even more to the 

south-east, in the forest-steppe zone of Ukraine (Godłowski 

1986: 133–140, map 3, Bierbrauer 1994: 87–94, fig. 9, 15; An-

drzejowski 2005: 236–242). 

In the territory of Poland this migration is documented 

primarily by finds of numerous graves identical to those re-

corded in northern Poland. Burials often occur in cemeteries 

used earlier by the Przeworsk population (e.g., Niedanowo; 

Ziemlińska-Odojowa 1999) and in some of these sites there 

is evidence of joint use of that burial ground by the people 

of both cultures (e.g., Kołoząb). In a better investigated set-

tlement microregion at the confluence of the Liwiec and the 

Bug rivers, the brief coexistence of both populations is indi-

cated by the single-culture character of archaeological sites 

Fig. 9. Digital terrain model of extensive barrow cemetery at Nowy Łowicz in Pomorze. 

Elaborated by A. Cieśliński
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discovered there side by side. In the immediate vicinity of the 

Przeworsk culture cemeteries at Kamieńczyk and Nadkole 2, 

in use until the beginning of the second half of the 2nd centu-

ry, the Wielbark population established the burial ground at 

Nadkole 1 and a production settlement at Kamieńczyk-Błonie 

(Andrzejowski 2005: 239–242, fig. 9–10). 

Thus, the culture and settlement change across eastern 

Poland should not be interpreted as the result of a military 

expansion of the Wielbark population, although some local 

incidents cannot be ruled out altogether. The picture which 

emerges from analysis of the archaeological materials is rather 

one of the peaceful adoption of the Wielbark culture model by 

representatives of the Przeworsk communities remaining in 

the region. The process of the reception of outside elements 

of material and spiritual culture in this region may have been 

exceptionally smooth thanks to that fact that many decades of 

intensive contacts had already influenced the archaeological 

situation in the eastern Przeworsk culture zone (Andrzejowski 

2005: 239–242; other interpretation cf. Godłowski 1986: 131). 

In the second half of the 2nd c. local traditions associ-

ated with Przeworsk culture are still fairly recognizable. One 

good example is the warrior burial discovered at Drozdowo 

near Łomża, which was furnished according to the Prze-

worsk model – but deposited inside a pottery vessel typical 

for Wielbark culture. In the 3rd c. the Przeworsk heritage in 

the region to the east of the middle Vistula is recognizable 

only indirectly from the peculiar features of the local variant 

of Wielbark culture. These include a higher than elsewhere 

frequency of objects made of iron. Iron is used as the material 

of crossbow tendril brooches, which in other Wielbark areas 

were customarily made of bronze. 

The shift of Wielbark culture societies in a south-easter-

ly direction was not without impact on the settlement situation 

in the original territory in northern Poland. During the first half 

of the 3rd c. many cemeteries and settlements of Wielbark 

culture in the central and western parts of Pomorze, as well 

as in northern Wielkopolska, were abandoned (Fig. 8). The 

longest functioning settlement centres are those clustering 

around the great cemeteries (e.g., Nowy Łowicz, Odry), where 

we now find burials furnished with sets of grave goods which 

present only the new style typical of the late Roman period. 

The territory, most of which was abandoned around 250 AD, 

is now settled by arrivals from areas in north-eastern Germany 

who give rise to entirely new settlement structures, collectively 

referred to as the Dębczyno group. Nevertheless the legacy of 

Wielbark culture is reflected by individual elements of material 

culture (pottery) and spiritual culture (biritualism, absence of 

weapons in grave inventories), which suggests that some 

small Wielbark groups remained in the region (Godłowski 

1986: 140–142; Machajewski 2003: 388–389, table I). 

The migration of the Wielbark population to the south-

east significantly altered the archaeological situation in central 

and eastern Europe. To account for the di�erences in the 

geographic range of its zones of settlement in the period 

1st–2nd c. and 3rd–mid-5th c., Ryszard Wołągiewicz separated 

two phases of Wielbark culture. The Lubowidz phase (from 

the cemetery at Lubowidz in Pomorze; cf. Wołągiewicz 1995) 

takes in the original geographic range of Wielbark culture in 

northern Poland, whereas the Cecele phase (from the cem-

etery at Cecele in Podlasie; cf. Jaskanis 1996) (Fig. 3) refers 

to its later range extending from the lower Vistula as far as 

Volyn (Wołągiewicz 1986: 70–71, fig. 13–14). 

In the first half of the 3rd c. the population representing 

the Wielbark culture model spread to even more distant areas 

in Ukraine and Moldavia. Its arrival precipitated the emergence 

of a multi-ethnic tribal alliance defined by archaeologists as 

Cherniakhiv culture (from the eponymous cemetery near 

Kyiv), which also included the nomad Sarmatians and the 

late Scythians. In the late 3rd c. the Cherniakhiv population, 

linked genetically with Wielbark culture, spread to the area of 

present-day Romania, moving at first to the outer rim of the 

Carpathians and the left bank of the lower Danube. Emerging 

as a result of this migration was the Sântana de Mureş culture 

(named after the eponymous cemetery in Transylvania), which 

owed its distinct character to the mingling of the newcomers’ 

culture with the culture of ethnic groups previously established 

in the region – namely, Sarmatians, but most importantly, the 

‘Free Dacians’ and the Carpi. 

Cherniakhiv culture and Sântana de Mureş culture 

represent an entirely new culture model for south-eastern 

Europe, one having a clearly identifiable northern origin (birit-

ualism, absence of weapons in graves, a selection of dress 

accessories di�erent from the local one, pottery made by 

hand according to the Wielbark culture model during the 

early phase of the Cherniakhiv culture). It also incorporated 

local elements that manifest themselves in a varying degree. 

This co-existence of ‘immigrant’ and ‘local’ traits is occasion-

ally hard to interpret, given that grave finds may reflect both 

a process of acculturation on the part of the arrivals – or the 

reverse: a process of acculturation on the part of the native 

population. One controversial issue in the ongoing scholarly 

discussion of this problem is the presence in the Cherniakhiv 
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culture of inhumation burials which are furnished according 

to the Wielbark culture model. These burials are oriented 

on a north-south axis, with the head pointing northward, 

consistently with the tradition derived from northern Poland. 

However the grave pits represent forms typical for nomad 

societies – namely, the niche, catacomb, or characteristically 

recessed area for the corpse, covered with wood or stone 

slabs. In the case of Sântana de Mureş culture the recovery 

by archaeological method of traces of the local Dacian and 

Carpi peoples is further hindered by the almost complete 

adoption of the burial traditions introduced by the newcomers. 

The presence of the local population’s substrate is indicated 

nevertheless by the cultivation of the local pottery tradition, its 

products being very much in evidence over the entire duration 

of this culture unit (cf. Bierbrauer 1994: 98–134). 

Thus, as a result of the migration of Wielbark culture 

societies, an extensive contact zone between the Baltic and 

the Black Sea took form, one also referred to as the Black 

Sea route. Groups of people moved along this route in both 

directions, thereby conveying impulses between the north 

and the south. In the contact zone between Wielbark culture 

and the Cherniakhiv culture settlement, a small culture unit 

came into being known as the Masłomęcz group (from the 

name of the largest and best investigated cemetery in the 

region). Due to its position at the intersection of a river route 

(the Bug river) with an overland trail (running from Mazowsze 

to Volyn), this group presumably played an important part in 

the organization of the Black Sea road. 

At first the Masłomęcz group presents a fully Wielbark 

culture model. But starting from around 250 AD it exhibits clear 

ties to Cherniakhiv culture and Sântana de Mureş culture. These 

are expressed e.g., by the large quantity of wheel-made pottery 

and the presence of southern-style dress accessories, including 

unique amulets deriving from the Sarmatian environment, with 

even some evidence for the presence of Sarmatian women 

in the region. The most remarkable feature of the Masłomęcz 

group is its unique burial ritual as observed in biritual cemeter-

ies which have yielded evidence for the reopening of graves, 

dictated by ritual, the dismembering of the corpse, and the 

deposition of animals in human burials (Kokowski 1998).

The question worth asking is, what induced the popula-

tion of Wielbark culture to leave its original territory in northern 

Poland? The answer is complex and presumably combines 

circumstances of an ecological, social, and political nature, 

the impact of individual factors being hard to specify. Demo-

graphic studies made of the cemeteries and the changes in 

the settlement network of the 2nd c. indicate a major popula-

tion increase which locally may have exceeded the capacity 

of the ecosystem and exhausted its resources. At first this 

problem was solved by occupying the formerly unoccupied 

areas found close by (internal colonization). However, in the 

postglacial setting of northern Poland primitive methods of 

agriculture could not feed larger groups of people, and this 

induced a part of the Wielbark culture population to migrate 

south-east, to a region more attractive from the point of view 

of subsistence. The choice of migration as a solution to the 

problem may have been championed by warrior groups play-

ing a key role in the Germanic societies for whom plundering 

raids and warfare were the principal method of acquiring and 

maintaining their status. Written sources confirm the activity 

of Germanic warrior units many hundreds of kilometres away 

from their native land (cf. the example of the Catualda’s band 

– Kolendo, Płóciennik 2015: 116; Kontny, in this volume). The 

activity of these war bands may have been a prelude to the 

well-organized migrations by smaller and larger groups which 

presumably proceeded in stages. 

The wish behind the choice of the main direction of the 

population shift may have been to settle closer to the bor-

ders of the Roman Empire. This proximity would allow active 

involvement in the complex politics between the empire and 

the barbarians. To individuals it o�ered career opportunities, 

at times quite dazzling, and in either option – both pro- and 

anti-Roman. Another factor encouraging migration would be 

the ‘mirage of the South’ fostered by the influx of attractive 

Roman objects to the territory of the Barbaricum – weaponry 

(mostly swords, although due to the specific nature of the 

funeral rite they are not recorded in the Wielbark culture’s 

burials), metal and glass vessels, beads, wine, etc. In areas 

at some distance from the limes, access to these objects 

was presumably limited to only short-lived, more intensive 

contacts. The influx of imports itself to the closer and more 

remote corners of the Barbaricum varied widely. However, 

the principal mechanisms of the outflow of Roman goods 

beyond the borders of the empire that we can name are trade, 

diplomacy, the making of tribute payments, plunder, and the 

ransoming of hostages (Kolendo 1997: 9–14).
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The recognition that the shift in the territory of Wielbark culture 

corresponds to the migration of its population through central 

and eastern Europe, the establishment of the chronology of 

this phenomenon, and the nature of its associated culture 

change – this is regarded as a major success of Polish pro-

tohistorical archaeology of the last half century. The research 

in this field greatly assisted the progress of studies combining 

archaeological with historical sources. In attempting to identify 

the names of peoples and concrete historical events that may 

be related to the societies of Wielbark culture, we may rely 

on two groups of written sources: 1) contemporary accounts 

of Roman historians and geographers and 2) the tribal tradi-

tion of the Goths recorded in Historia Gothica (approximately 

526–533) of Cassiodorus, a high o�cial at the court of the 

Ostrogothic king Theodoric the Great (Wolfram 1990: 15–16). 

Originally in twelve volumes, the Gothic History is 

now lost to us, and is known only from an abridged version 

written by Jordanes in 551 (De origine actibusque Getarum,

or the Getica). The Getica is ascribed with a special signif-

icance because in recording the early history of the Goths 

Cassiodorus/Jordanes presumably drew on prisca carmina,

traditional songs transmitted verbally down the generations. 

They tell of the cradle of the Goths, and of their fellow tribe 

the Gepids, on the island Scandia, identified with the Scan-

dinavian Peninsula, from which area they sailed under the 

leadership of their king Berig over the sea to the land of 

Gothiskandza, found somewhere on the southern coast of 

the Baltic. In the reign of Filimer, the fifth generation after 

Berig, the Goths departed from Gothiskandza and made for 

the land of Oium, presumably lying on the northern Black Sea 

coast (Wolfram 1990: 47–53; Bierbrauer 1994: 75–76; 94–95; 

Kolendo 2006: 24). 

Despite many research problems associated with the 

specific nature of oral tradition, which lacks a firm anchoring 

in time and uses rather vague geographic terms, the image 

of Gothic tribes on the move agrees quite well with settle-

ment and culture changes associated with the migration 

of the Wielbark culture population and the emergence of 

the Cherniakhiv culture. The confrontation of the somewhat 

legendary tale recorded by Cassiodorus with Roman written 

sources dating from the 1st–2nd c. helps to confirm the original 

location of the Goths in northern Poland, and even with some 

confidence in a part of the territory occupied by Wielbark 

culture. The appearance of the Wielbark culture model on 

the Black Sea has been correlated with attacks recorded by 

Roman historians of Gothic tribes in the Balkan provinces (the 

first to be pillaged was the city of Histria in 238), followed in 

a later period by pirate raids in Asia Minor (Wolfram 1990: 54). 

Possibly the earliest written reference to Goths residing 

on the southern coast of the Baltic is Strabo’s Geography (VII, 

1, 3) dating to the 20s (1st c. AD), where the Butones (Boutonoi)

are said to a tribe subservient to Maroboduus, the ruler of 

the Marcomanni. Ever since the 16th c. the name Boutonoi has 

been understood to mean Goutonoi. In his Annales (II, 62) 

Tacitus gives a detailed account of the fall of king Maroboduus 

in approx. 18 AD, in which the principal causative role was 

played by a strong force formed earlier in the tribal territory 

of the Gotones by ‘a youth of noble birth, Catualda by name’. 

In the Natural History of Pliny the Elder, published in 77–79 

AD (IV, 99) the Gutones appear only as one of the tribes of 

the Vandili (Vandals) and analysis of the relevant passage 

indicates that they inhabited the north-eastern region of the 

territory inhabited by Germanic tribes (Kolendo 2006: 20–21; 

Kolendo, Płóciennik 2015: 82, 92–93, 113, 115–116, 131, 163). 

Further details about the Goths are found in the Germa-

nia of Tacitus dating to 98 AD (De orgine et situ Germanorum,

44). According to this source the Gothones were living to the 

north (‘beyond’) the Ligii, who are located by archaeologists 

in the territory of Przeworsk culture, next to the Rugii and the 

Lemovii that are not known from other literary sources. This 

Historical interpretations
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listing of peoples probably refers to tribes established in the 

region of the northernmost stage of the Amber Route: the 

Goths would reside on the lower Vistula, the Rugii and the 

Lemovii in an unspecified region of present-day Pomorze, to 

the west of the Vistula (Kolendo 2006: 21–22, 28–29; Kolendo, 

Płóciennik 2015: 208, 217–220). 

Accounts relating to the route of the Amber Trail and 

the location of tribes living in its region came from the few 

Romans who had ventured into the remote corners of the 

north. According to Pliny, a member of the equestrian order 

made an expedition to obtain the Baltic amber needed to add 

splendour to gladiatorial games organized by Emperor Nero 

(Naturalis Historia, XXXVII, 3[11], 45). Thanks to the interest in 

amber, the regions where it was sourced on the lower Vistula 

and in Sambia inhabited by the Aestii/Venedae were better 

known to the Romans than some of the lands found closer 

to the borders of the Empire (Kolendo, Płóciennik 2015: 138, 

175–182). 

The homeland of the Gythones on the lower Vistula 

(to be precise, on its east bank, thus in the territory of ‘Eu-

ropean Sarmatia’) is confirmed also by Claudius Ptolemy 

(Geographikehyphegesis, III,5, 7–9), whose information we 

can date to the early 2nd c. At least since the time of Agrip-

pa’s map, in the tradition of classical geography the Vistula 

was regarded as a boundary: no wonder, therefore, that in 

Ptolemy work it also schematically divides ‘Germania Magna’ 

from ‘European Sarmatia’. However, analysis of the cultural 

situation and of settlement structures in the region on the 

lower Vistula indicates that in its lower reaches the great river 

connected, rather than divided the societies living there. Thus 

the information, about the location of the Goths on only one 

of its banks need not correspond to reality: rather, it repeats 

the stereotypes of ancient geography. In the description of 

Germania Magna in his Geography (II, 13,7–8), there is a ref-

erence to the nation of the Rutiklioi said to be living between 

the Odra (or possibly another river in western Pomorze) and 

the Vistula. It may be safe to link the Rutiklioi with the Rugii of 

Tacitus and locate them in the area of Pomorze occupied by 

Wielbark culture (Kolendo 2006: 22–24; Kolendo, Płóciennik 

2015: 247, 238, 261–263). 

The Gepids, who later played a prominent role dur-

ing the Migration period in central Europe, during an earlier 

period of their history are placed in a region on the Baltic 

Sea, indeed, in the territory of Wielbark culture. Di�erently 

than the Goths and the Rugii, the Gepids are not mentioned 

in the early Roman historical-geographic treatises and only 

make their appearance on the pages of the much later Getica.

The tradition recorded by Cassiodorus/Jordanes ascribed 

a Scandinavian origin to the Gepids. Similarly as in the case 

of the Goths, this has yet to be confirmed by archaeological 

sources. A view common in historical research is that most 

likely we are dealing here with another literary topos, similar 

to the case of the Longobards. 

According to the ethnogenetic legend, the Longobards 

originated in Scandinavia (Paul the Deacon, Historia Lan-

gobardorum I,1), but archaeological-historical studies show 

convincingly that they come into their own only in the region 

on the lower Elbe. Moreover in the Getica (95) there is a rela-

tively accurate description of the location of the homeland of 

the Gepids on the southern coast of the Baltic. Unfortunately, 

the information from the Getica can be arranged on a timeline 

only in a very general manner. The Gepids were said to be 

living ‘on an island surrounded by the shallow waters of the 

Vistula. This island they called in the speech of their fathers, 

Gepedoios’. According to the most reliable hypothesis, this 

island may be identified as the Elbląg Heights, with an ele-

vation of almost 200 m. During Antiquity it was washed on 

the west and the north by the waters of the Vistula Lagoon 

and its bay, which survives today as Lake Drużno (Bierbrauer 

1994: 96–98; 1998). 

The Roman and the Greek sources relating to the ter-

ritory found far from the limes have a capital significance for 

historical research but we cannot lose sight of the fact that 

there are far from comprehensive. A closer analysis of the 

written sources leads to the conclusion that the area occu-

pied by Wielbark societies was home to a rather complex 

ethnic mosaic in which the Goths were an important, but not 

the only piece of the puzzle. Next to the Rugii, the Lemovii,

and the Gepids the territory of Wielbark culture presumably 

had other inhabitants whose names were never recorded by 

ancient authors. It is likely that these peoples also joined the 

migrations making for south-eastern Europe. 

Moreover, there can be no doubt that the Goths record-

ed on the Baltic made up an entirely di�erent society than the 

Goths described in the region of the Black Sea. The reason for 

this change would be the migration which caused individual 

groups (war bands, kinship groups, territorial communities 

large and small) to fall apart or join to form new groupings. On 

the other hand, the survival of the ethnic name indicates care 

taken by (presumably) the elite for certain elements of tradi-

tion (described in historical disciplines as ‘the great tradition’). 

Thus, a new people, the Goths, took form and appear in the 
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3rd c. as a multi-ethnic amalgam unified around an attractive 

political programme. Its main point, at least at the outset, was 

to make plundering expeditions on the territory of the empire. 

Classical written sources dealing with the territory 

occupied by Wielbark culture only exceptionally include an 

attempted description of its inhabitants. This information 

varies in its cognitive value as it may be distorted to comply 

by the propaganda of the day, or by stereotypical views on 

barbarians repeated in classical literature. And so, in the 

rather interesting claim made by Tacitus (Germania, 44) that 

‘beyond the Ligii (Lugios) are the Gothones, who are ruled by 

kings, a little more strictly than the other Germanic tribes’, we 

have an echo of the belief that the farther north, the stronger 

the power of the kings (similarly, among the Suiones and the 

Sitones) (cf. Kolendo, Płóciennik 2015: 218). The passage in 

Getica (96) in which the Gepids are represented as ‘slow and 

stolid […], lethargic in character and body movements’ is likely 

to reflect the dislike, known from other sources, that the Goths 

had for their former ally, which antipathy presumably dated 

from the time of a war between the two tribes of the late 3rd c. 

(cf. Bierbrauer 1998). Thus, to learn more about the societies 

living in the lands of northern and eastern Poland during the 

first centuries AD; about their customs, social structure, and 

the mainstay of their economy, we had better turn once again 

to archaeological sources.



Fig. 10. Barrow at Teolin in Podlasie. 

Photograph by A. Cieśliński

Fig. 11. Stone stele on the top of the barrow at Leśno in Pomorze. 

Photograph by A. Cieśliński
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The archaeological study of the cemetery sites of Wielbark 

culture is much more advanced than the study of settlement 

sites. The finds from the former type of site continue to be our 

main source of information when we attempt to reconstruct 

the world of the living. Nevertheless, in this ‘world of the dead’ 

we can glimpse the reflection of real social structures, even 

if this vision is seriously distorted by burial practices, beliefs, 

and eschatological views. Understanding them, based only 

upon material sources is hard – and from many aspects, 

utterly unfeasible. 

Studies of the diversity of burial patterns might be 

expected to furnish for one, a key to the recognition of local 

groups in the territory of Wielbark culture possibly correspond-

ing to communities on the level of a tribe known to us from 

the written sources. However, analyses of this sort have yet 

to bring more explicit results and the observed regularities 

need to be confirmed by future research. Often major di�er-

ences in the burial tradition are seen in nearby cemeteries 

The funeral rite and ritual behavior



Fig. 12. One of the stone circles in the 

cemetery at Grzybnica in Pomorze. 
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and unexpected similarities are observed in cemeteries that 

are found quite a distance apart. Such a heterogeneous burial 

pattern suggests that di�erent traditions were followed by 

family and kinship groups using a particular burial ground. On 

the other hand at a higher level of social organization these 

kinship groups formed territorial communities – neighbour 

communities and small tribes – referred to in Latin as pagus

and civitas (cf. Cieśliński 2010: 175–176). 

An important issue in the study of the variation in the 

funeral rite of the societies of Wielbark culture is the matter 

of the presence, or absence, of grave markers and other 

elements of above-ground funeral ‘architecture’. In a typical 

Wielbark culture cemetery no above-ground structures have 

been recorded. At the same time it is rare for a younger burial 

to cut into an older grave, even in cemeteries which continued 

in use over several centuries, which fact implies some form of 

markings that were visible on the ground. Perhaps they had the 

form of small mounds or a structures made of organic material. 

Only in a relatively small group of Wielbark culture cemeteries 

are there any imposing above-ground markers: tumuli with an 

earthen or a stone-and-earth mound (Fig. 10), stele (Fig. 11), 

pavements, and stone circles (Cieśliński 2013: 49–50). 

The burial mounds in Pomerania are often accompanied 

by circles of stones which are more likely to be assembly sites 

used by the local community rather than, as was formerly 

thought, the remains of monumental tombs (Fig. 12). Ritual 

practices held at these sites would have included human 

sacrifices. Although they make up only a small percentage 

of mortuary sites of Wielbark culture, cemeteries with burial 

mounds and stone circles continue to fascinate researchers 

due to their marked similarity to certain sepulchral sites known 

from Scandinavia. Because of this they are readily brought 

into the discussion on the Scandinavian origins of Wielbark 

culture as an argument confirming the authenticity of the ac-

count given by Cassiodorus/Jordanes about the arrival of the 

Goths from the island of Scandia (Wołągiewicz 1986: 65–67, 

fig. 1–5; Hahuła, Wołągiewicz 2001: 51–52; Mączyńska 2002). 

The mainland roots of Wielbark culture no longer raise 

any doubt today, especially as the funeral rite and the fur-

nishing of graves deposited in sites with stone circles and 

burial mounds do not diverge from the local burial customs 

known from cemeteries with flat graves. At the same time, the 

relatively sudden appearance of complex stone structures in 

the Wielbark culture environment as an already fully formed 

and, at the same time, diverse phenomenon that may actually 

confirm the migration of small human groups from Scandinavia 

which, however, probably quite soon adopted the spiritual and 

material culture of the local people (Bierbrauer 1994: 85–87, 

fig. 14). But were these Goths, who brought the name of the 

tribe and its tradition from the Scandinavian Peninsula? 
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Apparently not, since the references to the Goths on 

the southern coast of the Baltic found in the written sources 

are almost half a century earlier (second decade of the 1st c.) 

than the emergence of the cemeteries with burial mounds 

and stone circles in Pomerania. Although the information re-

corded by Cassiodorus/Jordanes about the northern European 

origin of the whole Gothic nation seems to be a literary topos,

perhaps it does concern a smaller group of people which 

sometime later entered into a tribal alliance with the Goths 

and their oral tradition of this people as well. At the present 

level of research this problem cannot be resolved conclusively. 

Advances in archaeological research, including progress in 

analysis of ancient DNA and the study of strontium isotope 

content, do give hope that the question of the possible pres-

ence of ‘Scandinavians’, and at the same time, the role they 

might have played within Wielbark culture societies, may be 

understood better in the years to come. 

The main expression of the variation in the funeral 

rite practiced by the Wielbark culture population is the di-

versity of grave forms; an obvious reflection of this is the 

presence in most cemeteries of di�erent types of cremation 

and inhumation burials, all of which date to the same period 

(Wołągiewicz 1981: 151; Gałęzowska 2007: 166–172; Kokowski 

2010: 120–121; Schuster 2014: 59–65, fig. 40–47). Despite the 

evident domination of biritual burial grounds, which may be 

said to be a ‘trademark’ of the ‘Gothic’ culture package be-

tween the Baltic and the Black seas, there are also cemeteries 

where the only rite is cremation, and even small ‘microregions’ 

with this type of burial ground. This is a situation observed 

e.g., from the 1st c. AD until mid-2nd c. in Chełmno Land and 

in Dobrzyń Land (Rządz, Zębowo), and also in some sites in 

eastern Poland and in western Belarus starting from the mid-

2nd c. (Nadkole 1, Brest-Trishin respectively). 

In the case of materials originating from past exca-

vations, often partly amateur, the matter of the shortage of 

inhumations needs revisiting. More recent fieldwork indicates 

that inhumation pits could have escaped detection during 

earlier research in the sandy soils of northern and eastern 

Poland. The loss of archaeological sites to modern develop-

ment or incomplete excavation poses problems to source 

studies preventing the making of crucial statistical analyses 

of the percentage distribution of inhumation and cremation 

burials in particular burial grounds. The observed situations 

range from one where cremation prevailed, through an even 

frequency of cremation and inhumation burials, to the dom-

ination of inhumation. 

This variation is best demonstrated using the example 

of a number of better investigated, representative cemeteries 

with burial mounds known from Pomorze, where investigation 

focused not only on barrow burials, but also on spaces between 

the mounds, thereby often revealing the presence of even 

a hundred more burials (so-called flat graves). In the zone with 

burial mounds there was either approximately the same num-

ber of cremations and inhumations (Nowy Łowicz, Odry), very 

rarely, a slightly higher frequency of cremation burials (Leśno), 

or a domination of inhumation (Gronowo), which in some cases 

was quite pronounced (Węsiory, Babi Dół-Borcz). A di�erent 

tendency is noted, on the other hand, in the part of the cemetery 

with flat burials where with a single exception (Babi Dół-Borcz) 

the dominant rite is cremation. The dominance of cremation is 

not too apparent in some sites (Nowy Łowicz, Odry); in others 

the number of cremation burials is several times higher than the 

number of inhumations (Leśno, Węsiory). This variation in grave 

forms is stable in cemeteries used for as long as two centuries. 

At the same time, the change in burial practices changed fairly 

rapidly, even in the space of just two or three generations, and 

the di�erent character and rhythm of this change has been 

observed in individual cemeteries (Cieśliński 2013). 

This process has been investigated fairly closely in 

one of the small number of undamaged and comprehen-

sively excavated cemeteries with flat graves at Kowalewko 

in Wielkopolska. This was a typical biritual grave site with 

211 cremation and 282 inhumation burials deposited over 

approximately one and a half centuries. The earliest graves, 

deposited after the mid-1st c. were inhumations, and this rite 

continued in use until the end of that cemetery. Towards 

the end of the 1st c. the first cremation burials appeared next 

alongside the dominant inhumations, documented by the 

presence of pits also containing pyre debris. During the first 

half of the 2nd c. the cremated remains start to be deposited 

in pottery cinerary urns. Interestingly enough, pyre debris 

is now observed only in a minor number of pits. During the 

second half of the 2nd c. cremation burials in pits containing 

pyre debris disappear for good, replaced by a new type of 

grave – the unurned pit burial without the pyre debris. Dur-

ing the same age, next to the typical urned burials, the first 

urned burials are seen in which the vessel contains just a few 

fragments of cremated bone, or none at all. The latter have 

been interpreted as symbolic burials. The youngest phase of 

the cemetery at Kowalewko dating to the beginning of the 3rd

c. has only a handful of burials and, similarly to the opening 

phase, all of them are inhumations (Skorupka 2001). 
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The research at Kowalewko revealed a major variation 

in the forms of Wielbark culture cremation burials, which turns 

out to be even greater if we take into account the results of 

excavation of other cemeteries. They include graves with an in-

verted cinerary urn, with the cremation deposited in a wooden 

container, and one made of textile, as well as unique burials in 

the form of a layer of cremation under a barrow (cf. Gałęzows-

ka 2007: 171; Cieśliński 2014: 78–80). Inhumation burials also 

come in many di�erent forms, although their common feature 

is the orientation of the grave pit on a north-south axis and 

the deposition of the dead with the head towards the north 

(Fig. 1). Only as an exception, in the earlier phases of Wielbark 

culture, were some burials in the region on the lower Vistula 

deposited on an east-west axis (with the head towards either 

the east or the west). Their appearance indicates either the 

lingering of a tradition from the younger pre-Roman period, or, 

as in the case of the founder group in the cemetery at Weklice, 

may be interpreted as evidence for the transplanting of burial 

customs from the western Baltic zone (from Bornholm?) (cf. 

Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011). 

The body was deposited in the grave mostly in a supine, 

extended position – although other arrangements are also 

known, presumably having a symbolic significance. Quite 

often the corpse was found resting on its side, legs flexed: 

more rarely, in a prone position or seated. In many graves 

there is a recurring motif of one or two arms flexed at the 

elbow, crossed lower arms, crossed legs, hands resting un-

der the pelvis (bound?) (cf. Gałęzowska 2007: 169). Graves 

mostly consisted simply of a pit dug in the ground and body, 

but sometimes the inhumation rested inside a co�n which 

might be made from a hollowed out half of a tree trunk (Fig. 

13) – more rarely, built of rough planks (Wołągiewicz 1981: 172, 

fig. 48–49; Cieśliński 2014: 75, fig. 26–27). 

Boat burials have been recorded in at least three burial 

sites in the Wielbark culture territory. The most outstanding in 

this respect is the cemetery at Weklice, with no less than 13 

boats, or their halves, used as co�ns. Boat burial is a tradition 

which may be traced to Scandinavia. In the Roman period 

this form of grave is recorded in the islands of Denmark (with 

a concentration on Bornholm), Jutland, and Scania (Natunie-

wicz-Sekuła, Rein-Seehusen 2010). We may only guess at the 

ideology behind this remarkable tradition: was it indication 

that the buried individual had some connection with sailing, 

or was it a symbolic reflection of some more general escha-

tological views? 

Most of the inhumation graves in Wielbark culture are 

single burials, although double burials have been encoun-

tered, both in a horizontal and a vertical arrangement. In most 

Fig. 13. A co�n made from a hollowed tree 

trunk from the burial no. 2 placed under the 

burial mound at Grochy Stare in Podlasie. 

After Cieśliński 2014: fig. 26
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cases the latter presumably reflect emotional ties between 

the buried individuals (consanguinity, marriage), although 

situations are also known in which the position of the corpse, 

a di�erence in the quality of the furnishings, or a departure 

from the standard form of burial in the case of one of these 

individuals suggest that he or she may be a human sacrifice 

companion to the primary burial (Pruszcz Gdański, site 5, grave 

no. 8A, B) (Pietrzak, Rożnowski, Cymek 2008). 

The number of graves deviating from standard funeral 

practices recorded during more recent excavations has been 

on the increase. This unique group may be said to include 

the following: fractional burial, with only a fragment of the 

body deposited in the grave (e.g., without the skull – Pruszcz 

Gdański, site 4, grave no. III, IV); burials containing bones out 

of their natural arrangement, suggesting deliberate dismem-

bering (Jartypory, grave no. 122); and biritual burials, when 

the dismembered body of the same individual was disposed 

of by both cremation and inhumation (Weklice, grave no. 

496). In most cases we probably are dealing with a specific 

funeral rite which demanded opening of the grave some 

time after burial and carrying out additional ritual actions, 

possibly an expression of special care taken of the dead 

and the repose of his or her soul. On the other hand, the 

discovery similar to the inhumation found in the cemetery 

at Skowarcz, where the head rested between the legs of 

the person buried and a pavement had been laid over the 

grave, suggesting that the belief in the ‘living dead’ led to 

actions intended to render harmless the alleged or potential 

revenant (cf. Żórawska 2007). 

Also documented in Wielbark culture cemeteries is 

a large number of features that are not graves, e.g., the re-

mains of cremation pyres which at some sites survived in 

fine condition underneath the burial mound (Nowy Łowicz). 

Also worth noting is the large number of hearths, usually 

rectangular, interpreted by some researchers (where animal 

bones were present) as the remains of ritual funeral feasts 

or as hearths used for some ritual purposes (Gałęzowska 

2007: 184–187; Cieśliński 2014: 80, fig. 30). Truly unique are 

ancient plough-marks observed at three sites in Pomerania 

(Gronowo, Nowy Łowicz, Odry) which, in light of a recently 

proposed interpretation, are more likely to be traces of ritu-

als associated with marking the site for the construction of 

a burial mound than traces of agricultural activity (Cieśliński, 

Kasprzak 2002: 370–373, fig. 2, 5) (Fig. 14). 

Small tiny ponds/bogs excavated by archaeologists 

a small distance away from two cemeteries with burial mounds 

are identified by their contents as ritual or votive sites (cf. 

Mączyńska 2001). Less than 300 m to the south-east of the 

cemetery at Babi Dół-Borcz a small bog yielded a bee-hive 

and some Wielbark culture pottery. A similar feature contain-

ing pottery, burnt human bones, and fragments of a wooden 

structure was recorded at the southern end of another cem-

etery with burial mounds at Odry (Mączyńska 2002: 578). 

The site at Babi Dół-Borcz is likely to be a local votive site of 

a rural character where sacrifices were made to assure a good 

harvest or to give thanks for one. The site with the cremated 

human remains recorded at Odry is harder to interpret. They 

are the remains of a burial rite reserved for some members of 

the community who had to be buried outside the cemetery. 

Perhaps these were human sacrifices? 

A large body of evidence from Wielbark culture territory 

comes from aquatic contexts. Of these the best known is the 

small, peat-filled lake at Buczek in Pomorze (Fig. 15), where 

important discoveries were made during the second half of the 

19th c. This site yielded a larger number of personal ornaments 

(brooches, a bracelet, metal belt fittings, metal elements from 

Fig. 14. Plan of barrow 37 foundation in the cemetery at Nowy Łowicz in 

Pomorze. Ancient plough-marks – the traces of rituals associated with 

marking the site for construction, disturbed by two inhumation burials. 

Drawing by A. Cieśliński
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a necklace), including, allegedly, almost two-thousand beads 

of glass and amber, as well as some lumps of raw amber. As 

such the selection of objects deposited at Buczek, and in 

similar sites on the southern Baltic coast, is female in char-

acter, evidently di�erent from the much published southern 

Scandinavian military deposits (Raddatz 1996). Also outstand-

ing as compare to other sites in Pomorze is a deposit from 

Żarnowiec of four heads of shafted weapons, an axe, adzes, 

and a hammer. It is thought to be votive character, although 

given the absence of details about the original context of these 

finds, there is some room for doubt (Kontny 2006). 

The assemblage of objects deposited in the lake at 

Buczek includes five Roman denarii from the 1st and the 2nd c., 

as well as an undetermined bronze coin confirming a non-mon-

etary function of Roman coins in the remote corners of the 

Barbaricum (Bursche 2008: 405, fig. 13). Another group of 

deposits which are related to ritual practices are hoards of 

coins (mostly, denarii), some of them containing a few hun-

dred items (Dorotowo, Golub Dobrzyń) – some even more 

than a thousand (Gierłoż). Larger groups of coins were taken 

outside the limes through the payment of tributes made by the 

empire and found their way into the hands of the barbarian 

elite. Over the centuries these coins were treated as the treas-

ures of a kinship group of a tribe and were presumably used 

in the exchange of ceremonial gifts (Bursche 2008: 403–404). 

A unique votive deposit surfaced at Stara Wieś in east-

ern Poland, in a Wielbark culture cemetery: four small pits 

containing 28 fragments of 22 aurei, nine of them with holes 

for suspension. These were some aurei struck spanning the 

reign of Gordian III and Decius. The gold coins may have 

fallen into Gothic hands after the victory at Abrittus (near 

present-day Razgrad, Bulgaria), the first Roman defeat ever to 

claim the life of an emperor, in this case – Decius. His image 

is seen on the youngest coin from the Stara Wieś deposit 

(Bursche 2008: 405). 

From the 3rd c. onwards coins appear on a wider scale in 

Wielbark culture graves, often in the guise of a pendant. Their 

function may have been apotropaic (protection) and the more 

valuable denominations, e.g., an aureus of Marcus Aurelius 

struck for Lucius Verus (burial mound no. 3 at Grochy Stare), 

have been interpreted as power and prestige objects. There 

is evidence from the analysis of later Roman medallions that 

the imperial portrait played a special role in the symbolism 

of barbarian elites used on occasion to indicate the direct 

political relationship of its owner to the Roman emperor or 

his closest entourage. Apparently the demand for these 

prestige objects among the barbarian elite was so high that 

by the second half of the 3rd c. barbarian goldsmiths in the 

Cherniakhiv culture territory started producing imitation aurei 

(Bursche 2008: 400–403, fig. 3–6).

Fig. 15. A lake with votive o�erings 

(‘the bog site’) at Buczek in Pomorze. 

Photograph by A. Cieśliński



CHAPTER 7 THE SOCIETY OF WIELBARK CULTURE, AD 1–300

238

On the evidence of the analysis of grave finds the social 

organization of Wielbark culture would have been highly 

complex and several parallel structures may have existed. 

An individual’s position in society was determined by factors 

such as sex, age, legal status, and wealth, often inherited 

from one generation to the next. The main social unit was 

presumably the extended family. The material reflection of 

family ties recognizable in burial sites is that of graves and 

barrows containing multiple burials of which the best known, 

burial no. 22 excavated at Gronowo in Pomorze, held the re-

mains of woman, three men, and a child (Machajewski 2013: 

29–31, pl. XXXIV–XLI). A similar interpretation may be apply to 

discrete clusters of graves – ‘burial plots’ of sorts – observed 

e.g., in the cemetery at Węsiory (Cieśliński 2013: 72–73, fig. 4). 

Groups of people who were related by blood, but also by the 

mutual obligation of defence and legal reparations (weregild), 

formed a larger kinship group and used the same burial site. 

The existence of kinship structure is thought to explain the 

presence of a larger number of stone circles in individual 

cemeteries, nine and five respectively at Odry and at Grzyb-

nica. According to this concept, the smaller circles were the 

assembly place of the kinship group; in larger circles issues 

concerning the larger group composed of several kinship 

groups were resolved (cf. Hahuła, Wołągiewicz 2001: 63). The 

existence of neighbour communities of this sort is intimated 

by a settlement pattern recorded in some parts of the lands 

of Wielbark culture consisting of several small clusters of 

sites separated by a tract of uninhabited or more sparsely 

inhabited land (cf. Cieśliński 2010: 174–176). 

In light of the general knowledge about the Germanic 

peoples drawn from literary and archaeological sources, we 

may assume that the social system of the Wielbark culture 

population was a patriarchy. Because of the burial custom 

which apparently banned the deposition of weapons in graves 

we have much less data on the male population of Wielbark 

culture than about their immediate neighbours. Moreover 

analysis of grave goods identified as markers of sex may 

even lead to the conclusion that not all men were buried in 

cemeteries used by a kinship group. In some burial sites the 

overrepresentation of female burials was quite obvious. This 

even gave rise to the scientific legend according to which 

a part of Wielbark culture territory (eastern Mazowsze) was 

inhabited by Amazons (cf. Kokowski 2010: 121–122). 

The ratio of male graves to female and infant burials 

varies from one cemetery to the next, but the ‘shortage’ of 

male graves in most burial sites is unmistakable and, what is 

striking, this observation often applies to younger individuals. 

A case in point is the cemetery at Kowalewko where out of 

nearly 500 confirmed burials only 37 were male. Even if we 

accept that some of the graves were symbolic and that some 

sex determinations were unfeasible, this ‘shortage’ of male bur-

ials remains significant (Skorupka 2001). Just where are they? 

Owing to the limitations of our sources the answer to 

this question remains in the sphere of conjecture. According 

to one theory, many men left the region as warriors with 

a war bands to areas often some distance from home. This 

is illustrated by the case of Catualda and his armed force, 

mustered in northern Poland and successfully deployed in 

the Bohemian Basin, where they even brought about the 

fall of Maroboduus (cf. Kolendo, Płóciennik 2015: 116). To be 

sure, in some periods the migration factor could have played 

a significant part in disturbing the social structure. However, 

in my view it does not fully explain the phenomenon which, 

after all, is observed in very large territory and for several 

centuries. The departure of a large group of warriors for 

a longer period would have upset the balance of power in 

the region and exposed the local community to the danger 

of attack by neighbours near and far. 

It may be better to seek an explanation for this phenom-

enon in the structure of Wielbark society which may also be 

The social structure
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reflected by the burial customs. I mean here the model of dou-

ble society that some researchers have proposed in relation 

to the Germanic tribes, in which at least two parallel groups 

were in function, each with its own hierarchy (cf. Steuer 1982: 

204). On the one hand there would be a traditional agrarian 

society, on the other, an alliance of warriors forming part of 

an armed retinue (Gefolgschaft). Can it be that most warriors 

were entitled to a di�erent, archaeologically unrecognizable 

funeral rite? After all, non-interment burial, where the corpse 

is exposed to the elements, and the case of when cremated 

remains are scattered on the ground or cast into water are 

known from many cultures. 

Despite this ‘shortage’ of men in the ordinary cemeter-

ies and a general tendency to limit the deposition of weapons 

in graves, some objects recorded in Wielbark culture territory 

may be linked to warriors. The most notable of these are 

single weapon finds present in graves and stray finds. Given 

that their largest number is recorded in the first phase of 

Wielbark culture (second half of the 1st c. AD) their presence 

has been interpreted as the legacy of Oksywie culture’s tra-

dition. Two outstanding two-edged swords were recovered 

at Gronowo Górne and at Piła, and four one-edged swords 

at Warszkowo, grave no. 2, 13, and at Walkowice, grave no. 

1. The most spectacular find is a sword discovered with its 

scabbard made of ash at Opalenie on the lower Vistula, grave 

no. 335 (Adamska, Tuszyńska 2011: 369, 372, pl. I–II) (Fig. 16). 

The swords are fairly short, which agrees quite well with the 

reference in Tacitus (Germania, 44) that the Goths, the Rugii,

and the Lemovii all had short swords and round shields. 

Fig. 16. One-edged sword with the remnants of wooden scabbard from Opalenie, grave no.  335. 

After Adamska, Tuszyńska 2011: pl. I–II

Fig. 17. Chair-shaped spur made of copper alloy from the cemetery at 

Czarnówko. 

After Schuster 2014: fig. 35
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Shields are documented by finds of only three metal 

shield bosses (Gronowo Górne, Piła, Nowe Dobra). Indirect 

evidence for the shape of the shields of this age comes from 

a unique miniature bronze shield discovered in the territory 

of Wielbark culture at Nowy Targ (grave no. 69). However, 

counter to the reference given by Tacitus, its shape is elon-

gated, oval-rectangular. The other source of insight into the 

military equipment of the Wielbark culture population is that 

of metal tips of shafted weapons recorded e.g., in a rich urned 

cremation burial at Lekowo including some arrowheads and 

battle axes. Judging from these few finds, during the first two 

centuries AD the weapons of the people of Wielbark culture 

resembled forms known from other areas of central Europe, 

like from the Przeworsk culture environment, whereas starting 

from the 3rd c., some specimens with evidently Scandinavian 

inspirations appear. They include some spearhead finds 

from Żarnowiec and a unique long and barbed point from 

an angon recovered at Mława (Kaczanowski, Zaborowski 

1988: 223–231, 236, fig. 2, 4, 5, 7; Kontny 2008: 184–185, 

fig. 2:a.b, 3:e). 

In many cases the a�liation of the buried man to the 

warrior group can be deduced only indirectly. It is confirmed 

most often by the presence of spurs in the grave, which 

identify the men as mounted warriors (Skóra 2008: 7) (Fig. 

17). Another indication is the presence in the grave of two 

belts, one of which was worn in a traditional manner, around 

the waist, the other passed over the shoulder with a weapon 

suspended from it. The most remarkable baldric with strong 

ties to Zealand is an early 3rd c. specimen from Kamienica 

Szlachecka, grave no. 5 (Skóra 2008: 12, fig. 5:1; Madyda-Le-

gutko 2015: 443, fig. 4:3). Its unique buckle with a short prong 

was modelled on the Roman military belt – the balteus. The 

presence of weaponry in male burials, statistically speaking 

relatively infrequent, suggests that some warriors were not 

members of an armed retinue and consequently were buried 

in the cemetery used by the kinship group. 

The metal dress accessory which has the highest fre-

quency in male graves is that of brooches, usually one spec-

imen in a grave inventory, used in fastening the cloak (Skóra 

2008). Thanks to the frequent practice of inhumation some 

Wielbark culture deposits have yielded fragments of textiles, 

mostly woolen, some of which were used to reconstruct the 

clothing. A fine men’s cloak was recovered at Gronowo (burial 

mount no. 3, grave no. 1; Machajewski 2013: 19–20, pl. III) (Fig. 

18). Woven in a white and brown check pattern (the brown 

colour obtained using tannin), it had an elaborate table-woven 

border with tassels. The male dress consisted mainly of a shirt, 

or a tunic, and breeches (Cybulska, Florczak 2013). 

Grave inventories often contain sets of toiletry im-

plements, combs, tweezers, and pottery vessels. More os-

tentatious burials were furnished with imported bronze and 

glass vessels, drinking horns, and gaming pieces. Power and 

prestige objects include items made of gold, round of shape: 

rings and much heavier bracelets and neckrings (Skóra 2008). 

The burial mound no. 1 dating to the late 3rd c. excavated at 

Pielgrzymowo in the territory of Wielbark culture yielded 

the heaviest (235 g) gold bracelet with expanded terminals 

recovered in the entire Barbaricum, analogous in form to the 

gold bracelet, the royal insignia of the Frankish king Childeric 

(Lau 2012: 55–60, 149, pl. 14). 

Two spectacular finds from Wielbark culture territory 

allow us to look the barbarians in the face. One portrait comes 

from one of the richest burials excavated at Czarnówko (Po-

morze) and dated to the second half of the 2nd c. This, the largest 

Fig. 18. The reconstruction of men’s cloak, based on the remnants of 

textiles recovered in the cemetery at Gronowo in Pomorze. 

After Cybulska, Florczak 2013: fig. 21
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known cemetery of Wielbark culture, numbered more than 1,700 

graves (Schuster 2014, 56). The large pit of the inhumation grave 

(no. 430) had been robbed already in Antiquity. The original 

richness of its furnishings is indicated by items that were left 

behind: silver, bronze, and glass vessels, silver brooches and 

some unique objects – a knife made of bronze – attributed 

to the symbolic-ritual sphere. The most fascinating artefact in 

this is a small bronze cauldron manufactured in a provincial 

Roman workshop. Its handle mounts are decorated with the 

depiction of a man’s face, with a moustache, beard, and the 

Suebian knot hairstyle (Fig. 19). The only analogy for this unique 

vessel is a specimen discovered in the royal grave at Mušov 

in Moravia (Mączyńska, Rudnicka 2004: 400, 409–412, fig. 3:1, 

4, 12; Schuster 2014: 72–73, fig. 48b, 52–53). If the image of 

early Germans seen on the mounts from Czarnówko present 

a Roman perspective, the men (or gods?) depicted on pieces 

of metal sheet fixed to the catchplates of two rosette brooches 

found at Weklice (grave no. 150) show us how the barbarian 

artist-craftsman saw them (Fig. 20). He clearly marked the 

eyes and noses, and the combed back hair; but the most 

fascinating element are the long beards tied into two braids 

(Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: 55–56, pl. LX, 

CCXXXVI:2, 4) (Fig. 21). 

One of the most interesting puzzles presented by 

the material of Wielbark culture is the absence of weapons 

in graves of warriors whose burials in the community cem-

eteries are identified by the presence in them of spurs and 

military belts. Wielbark culture is not an exception in this 

regard, although – compared to most of the tribes in the 

European Barbaricum – this is a fairly atypical phenomenon. 

No weapons were deposited in the graves of Germanic tribes 

residing between the Rhine and the Weser, nor on Zealand. 

Unfortunately, the attempts to explain this phenomenon lack 

a reliable source basis and once again we are forced to 

grope in the sphere of hypothesis (cf. Steuer 1982: 197–198). 

The reasons for the absence of weapons in graves in some 

Fig. 19. The handle mount decorated with the depiction of Germanic warrior with ‘Suebian knot’ hairstyle 

(Germania, 38). Czarnówko, grave no. 430. 

After Schuster 2015: fig. 52a
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regions of the Barbaricum have been sought among econom-

ic, social, and religious factors. In the case of the Wielbark 

culture population the key role may have been played by 

the religious factor, which shaped the associated sphere of 

ritual behaviour. A less likely explanation is that some law or 

customary norm required that military equipment be passed 

from father to son. Thanks to this norm, valuable weaponry 

would remain in circulation, something that would be of signif-

icance in a situation of economic hardship or a limited access 

to iron. Even with the unsatisfactory level of investigation of 

the Wielbark culture settlements there is su�cient evidence 

from this context for the local production of iron and the grave 

inventories indicate a high level of economic development 

and the technological progress of various branches of craft 

activity. Some of the dead were accompanied in their jour-

ney to the afterworld by very valuable items, Roman imports 

among them. This shows that custom and ritual were more 

important than prosaic economic calculation. 

Worth considering is the argument that the shortage 

of military equipment in graves was the e�ect of the authority 

exercised by chieftains or ‘kings’. This hypothesis rests upon 

the evidence of the reference in Tacitus (Germania, 44) to 

the Suiones, living in Scandinavia, ruled by a single king so 

that ‘arms are not with them, as with the other Germans, at 

the general disposal, but are in the charge of a keeper, who is 

actually a slave’. Let us recall that according to the same author 

the Goths in Pomerania were also ‘ruled by kings, a little more 

strictly than the other German tribes, but not as yet inconsist-

ently with freedom’. Therefore, weapons could have been the 

property of the king, controlled by him, made available to his 

armed retinue only for the duration of a war expedition. This 

is what kept them from being deposited in a grave. 

Nevertheless, archaeological evidence from northern 

Poland dating to the times of Tacitus does not confirm a suf-

ficiently pronounced stratification of the society of Wielbark 

culture for us to conclude that control over the tribe’s weap-

Fig. 21. Depiction of a man (or god?) on rosette brooch from 

Weklice, grave no. 150. 

After Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: pl. CCXXXVI:2

Fig. 20. One of two rosette brooches found in grave no. 150 at Weklice in 

Wysoczyzna Elbląska (Elbląg Heights). 

After Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: pl. CCXXXVI:3
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onry was in the hands of a small group of rulers. It is also hard 

to say how widespread the institution of the armed retinue 

was and what percentage of the male population it brought 

together. Nor must we must not forget that the narrative of 

Tacitus may be an echo of a preconception that the greater 

the distance from the borders of the empire, the stronger 

authoritarian rule. This is also confirmed by the reference to 

the slave in charge of the ‘armaments’ of the Suiones, a covert 

criticism of the relations prevailing in Rome where slaves rose 

to important functions and had a real influence on politics (cf. 

Kolendo, Płóciennik 2015: 218). 

The absence of weapons in graves may also corre-

spond to yet another phenomenon significant in defining 

Wielbark culture – namely, the limited deposition of iron ob-

jects in graves (Wołągiewicz 1981: 151–152, 169; Gładysz 1998). 

Due to obvious di�erences in the frequency of iron objects 

as compared to adjacent peoples (most notably, Przeworsk 

culture where this metal is cherished), the standard view of 

Wielbark culture has been that the shortage of iron objects 

in grave inventories was motivated by a taboo regulated by 

religion. In reality, iron finds continue to be recorded with 

varying intensity for the entire duration of Wielbark culture. 

Determining the ratio between iron and non-ferrous metal 

objects is at present problematical; this is because this issue 

is one of the more engaging research problems related to 

Wielbark culture. 

The largest group in grave inventories is that of iron 

buckles, more rarely brooches (Fig. 22) and metal elements 

of necklaces, e.g., capsular and bucket-shaped pendants. Fre-

quent found in female graves are the iron mounts of wooden 

caskets. The low frequency of smaller tools found in graves, 

e.g., knives, crescent knives, and needles, is perhaps con-

nected with another custom of the people of Wielbark cul-

ture – namely, the elimination of tools from grave inventories, 

especially specialized ones such as blacksmith, goldsmith, 

and farming tools (Gładysz 1998). 

Fig. 22. Iron brooch ornamented with silver repoussé foils and wires. 

After Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: pl. CCXXXIII:1–2

Fig. 23. Reconstruction of female dress, 

based on the finds from barrow no. 55 at 

Nowy Łowicz in Pomorze. 

Reconstruction by M. Cybulska and T. 
Florczak, based on unpublished materials 
from the excavations of Krystyna Hahuła
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Outstanding in this context is a number of sites record-

ed in the region on the lower Vistula (Opalenie, Ciepłe, Rządz) 

which yielded a larger than usual quantity of iron finds. The 

composition of some grave inventories is quite unexpected 

and visibly diverges from the typical Wielbark model. An ex-

cellent example is the inventory of the inhumation burial no. 

11 at Opalenie with metal objects made of iron only: a razor, 

a knife, an awl, three pin fire-steels, and a piece of flint from 

a fire-making kit (Pietrzak 1999: 300, fig. 2). In the area on 

the lower Vistula iron artefacts have a higher than average 

frequency in settlements as well. For example, excavation 

in one of the better investigated settlements at Lipianka 

yielded as many as 19 brooches (mostly dating to the 3rd c.), 

four buckles, three strap ends, and several pins, all made of 

iron (Strobin 2015). A wider-scale investigation of settlements 

may be expected to alter the reigning view on the domination 

of non-ferrous metals in the everyday life of the Wielbark 

culture societies. 

In summary, it is pertinent to ask whether there really 

was a custom which removed iron from the sacred sphere. This 

is none too certain since our observations may simply be a neg-

ative of another sort of proscription concerning the deposition 

of weapons and tools, which were made of iron after all, and 

Fig. 24. Silver S-clasp and biconical bead 

made of coiled wire from the cemetery at 

Czarnówko.

Photograph by M. Bogacki & M. Dąbski

Fig. 25. Bracelets with snake-head terminals – typical element of 

female jewellery in the 2nd and the beginning of the 3rd c. AD. 

After Skorupka 2004: 8
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of a unique fashion with a preference for personal ornaments 

and metal fasteners made of non-ferrous metals. Discoveries 

made in some cemeteries and settlements of a particularly 

large quantity of iron objects indicate that regionally we may 

have to take into account di�erent tastes (dress accessories 

made of iron) or customs (deposition of small tools – knives, 

fire-steels) followed by families and kinship groups forming 

an internally mixed mosaic of the society of Wielbark culture. 

Women are a group of Wielbark society which is bet-

ter represented in the archaeological material and, given 

the reduced insight into the world of men, have become its 

generally recognizable ‘visiting card’. This interest taken in 

women was fueled mainly by the elaborate model of Wiel-

bark culture’s female dress accessories, consisting of many 

metal items and other ornaments which in their grandeur 

outshines the dress accessories of the female inhabitants of 

other parts of the central European Barbaricum. This model 

evolved over time and is not equally spectacular for the en-

tire duration of Wielbark culture (Wołągiewicz 1981: 165–169; 

Tempelmann-Mączyńska 1989: 65–77). 

During the first two centuries AD we observe a pro-

liferation of metal items of dress accessories, both quantita-

tively and qualitatively. In the 1st c. a set of three brooches 

became widespread: two of them were usually worn on the 

shoulders, the third, often of a di�erent type, was found on 

the chest. Finds of fragments of textiles and the position of 

metal dress accessories in graves suggest that the brooches 

on the shoulder fastened a long gown and the central fibula 

was used to hold together a scarf or a cloak (Fig. 23). A long 

shirt was worn as an undergarment. Over the outfit a belt was 

worn, fastened with a metal buckle. From the 2nd c. onwards 

the belt is decorated with a larger number of mounts, sep-

arators (linking pieces), and exquisite strap ends. The neck 

was adorned with a necklace of glass beads, imported from 

Roman territory, and of locally produced amber beads. In the 

graves of wealthier ladies gold or electrum pendants appear, 

in spherical or inverted pyriform, and also, S-clasps made of 

bronze or noble metal (Fig. 5, 24). These are fashionable items 

borrowed from the western Baltic Sea region, subsequently 

developed creatively in the region. A neck ornament that 

is typical for the region is that of metal biconical beads of 

coiled wire (Fig. 24). 

On their arms the women wore bracelets, which at 

first are limited to simple rod forms or forms with rounded 

terminals. In the 2nd c. we see for the first time forms regarded 

as an artefact form diagnostic for Wielbark culture – namely, 

bracelets with snake-head terminals of the Pomeranian type 

(Fig. 25, 26: 5–6), and typically local bracelets with a sinuous 

hoop and round, box-like fastenings (Fig. 26: 7–8). In the 

richest burials (Gronowo, burial mound 22/4, Weklice, grave 

208) we find as many as four bracelets, worn in pairs on each 

arm, in sets consisting of two specimens of a di�erent type 

(Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: 66, pl. LXXX-

IV:5–8, CCXXXII:8–12; Machajewski 2013: 30, pl. XL:11–14, 

Fig. 26. The burial furnishing of c. fifty five years old woman from the 

cemetery at Weklice, grave no. 208. The Roman bronze vessel, terra 

sigilata bowl and glazed beaker (cantharos). The dress accessories: 

Roman disc brooch with portraits of Mark Aurelius and Lucius Verus, 

three silver fibulas, silver bracelets with snake-head terminals, 

wellenförmige silver bracelets, golden S-clasp, two biconical golden 

beads, bronze elements of the belt. 

After Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: pl. CCXXXII
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LXX, LXXI:2–3). Next to the head, pins have been found in the 

graves; more rarely, further brooches, ones presumably used 

in fastenings the kerchief or scarf (Tempelmann-Mączyńska 

1989: 66–73). 

The model of women’s dress evolved into its most 

spectacular form referred to as ‘Wielbark Baroque’ in the 

final decades of the 2nd and at the beginning of the 3rd c. AD. 

The metal elements of dress were made of noble metals: 

silver, gold, or an alloy of these two – electrum. Locally spe-

cialized workshops produced masterpieces of jewelry using 

sophisticated goldworking techniques such as granulation 

(tiny spherules arranged into elaborate patterns), filigree, 

pseudofiligree (coiled or beaded wire), and decoration using 

repoussé foils (Wołągiewicz 1981: 168–169, fig. 57; Tempel-

mann-Mączyńska 1989: 65–77; Schuster 2014: 80–83, fig. 

59–63). A spectacular example of the use of all three tech-

niques in making a single object is the brooch, a triple-crest 

excavated at Czarnówko in which silver wire was used in 

a very tasteful manner of to make a border around reserved 

zones filled with gilded repoussé foil embossed with motifs 

imitating intricate arrangements of parallel, coiled wires and 

intricate geometric designs. The finishing touch to the whole 

was provided by seven silver granules fused in a line running 

down the middle of the brooch bow (Fig. 27 – on the right). 

During the 3rd c. there is a gradual reduction of the 

flamboyance of dress accessories. Increasingly often they 

consist of a suite of only two brooches; at times, just one fibula. 

The number of metal belt mounts also grows smaller and the 

grave inventories no longer include bracelets or the more 

spectacular metal elements of the necklace, most notably, the 

S-clasps and the globular and the pyriform pendants. Despite 

this change the necklace continues to be the most impressive 

element of female costume. They now include a higher fre-

quency of beads made of glass, gemstones (e.g., chalcedony), 

as well as beads and pendants made of amber, including the 

very distinctive ‘figure eight’ forms (cf. Jonakowski 2001: 186, 

fig. 3:10) (Fig. 28). In working amber a new technology has 

become widespread – turning with a lathe. The 3rd c. is a time 

of obvious change in the direction of interregional influence 

on the female costume. The south-eastern direction is now 

more pronounced, reflecting close connections of Wielbark 

culture societies with the population of Cherniakhiv culture 

(Tempelmann-Mączyńska 1989: 73–75). 

Besides dress accessories, female grave inventories 

include pottery vessels, small tools, and personal e�ects. 

Mostly these are items used in spinning spindle-whorls and 

hooks, needles, knives and combs. An object which is recog-

nizable as a status symbol is the spindle, onto which the yarn 

Fig. 27. Brooches decorated with 

golden and silver wires, granulation 

and repoussé foils – an example of 

‘Wielbark Baroque’ style. 

After Schuster 2014: fig. 63a
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was spun, mostly of large amber, more rarely, glass beads 

– some of them evidently imported from the territory of the 

empire (Schuster 2014: 75–79, fig. 57–58). Ladies with an 

established standing in society had caskets placed in their 

graves. Many of these had iron or bronze fittings and were 

locked by means of an ingenious mechanism opened using 

a key with a single, more rarely a double bit. The caskets usu-

ally held tools used in weaving and sewing, possibly also raw 

material (wool, linen), as well as small containers and combs 

(cf. Skorupka 2001: 161–164; Walenta 2009: 10–13, 70–71, pl. 

VI–XI; Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: 140–143). 

From the territory of Wielbark culture we also know 

female burials which are made outstanding not only by the 

elaborate model of dress, but also by the presence of Roman 

vessels made of bronze, glass, and pottery (Leśno 1, grave no. 

1; Weklice, grave no. 208) (Walenta 2009: 10–12, pl. VI–VII; 

Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: 65–67, pl. LXXX-

IV:15, LXXXV/208:16–17, CCXXXII). These women evidently 

belonged to the political and economic elite who maintained 

long-distance contacts with other power centres in the Bar-

baricum. It is hard to conclude whether the rich costume and 

exotic grave goods attest to the genuine influence of women 

on politics and social life, or rather if their finery is merely 

a reflection of the high status of their families. 

Written sources confirm that in Germanic societies 

women could play a special role, as is confirmed by references 

to women seers like Veleda from the tribe of the Bructeri and 

Ganna who joined the Semnone king Masyos on the mission 

to the court of emperor Domitian. These prophetesses not 

only took part in religious life, as they also had influence on 

politics (Kolendo, Płóciennik 2015: 192, 195–198). 

Some female burials of Wielbark culture contained 

nonstandard furnishings suggesting that the women buried 

in these graves had some connection to religious practices 

or magic. An interesting case is the burial of a woman over 

50 years of age discovered at Weklice (grave no. 150). She 

was found wearing two elaborate necklaces and unique 

jewellery which included two unusual rosette brooches with 

an anthropomorphic design (Fig. 20–21). Other exceptional 

items included two belts, one of them quite narrow, from 

which a knife was suspended, and another wide belt with 

richly elaborate bronze mounts, similar to military belts which 

are better known from male burials. A linen bag placed in her 

hands held amulets (pendants made of exotic cypraea shells 

enclosed by strips of bronze sheet, and a bear claw set in 

bronze) and beads of amber and glass, which, given the con-

text of their discovery, may be assumed to have had an occult 

function (Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: 54–57, 

LVII–LXIII) (Fig. 29). It seems altogether certain that these 

amulets – ones ever so numerous in the graves of women 

hailing from Wielbark culture - have an apotropaic character. 

Another exceptional female burial at Jartypory (number 

269), disturbed in Antiquity, held a unique silver enamelled 

vessel hailing from either Britain or the Rhine region. It was 

filled with hazelnuts and fruit of the guelder-rose (Viburnum). 

The vessel had been wrapped in a mat made of herbaceous 

plants and placed inside a pouch attached at the waist. This 

location is unlike the typical placement of Roman metal vessels 

in inhumation burials and suggests that the container, and its 

contents too, had a role which was more practical (e.g., heal-

ing) than symbolic and was not an element of the burial ritual. 

The exceptional character of the Jartypory burial is confirmed 

moreover by the presence among the grave goods of a silver 

handle from either a mirror or a fan, with an intricate niello

decoration. This find lacks analogy in deposits recovered in 

the territory of the Barbaricum (Andrzejowski 2011). 

Who were the women buried at Weklice and Jarty-

pory? Could they have been prophetesses similar to Veleda 

or Ganna? Priestesses? Medicine women? These questions 

must remain without conclusive answers, although the unique 

Fig. 28. The necklace made of glass beeads and amber ‘figure eight’ 

pendants from Lubieszewo in the mouth of the Vistula. 

After Jonakowski 2001, the cover of the volume
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features of the grave inventories indicate that the women 

buried in them occupied a special position in their community. 

In writing about Wielbark culture we must not forget the 

children. Our understanding of the youngest members of this 

society is based, similarly as in case of adults, primarily on the 

material from cemeteries. Because of the research limitations 

of physical anthropology and the much more modest model of 

the grave furnishings, most often we are unable to determine 

the sex of the dead children. The percentage of their graves 

in cemeteries is quite varied and ranges from several to more 

than 50%. Where there is a high frequency of child burials, 

as e.g., in the better investigated burial sites at Kowalewko 

(45%) (Skorupka 2001) and Cecele (48%) (Jaskanis 1996), it 

seems that we have succeeded in recovering a situation 

close to reality, given that the level of mortality of children 

below 15 years of age estimated for prehistoric societies was 

more than 40%. In other cemeteries the lower than expected 

number of graves of juvenile individuals may be explained in 

two ways: the higher perishability of infant remains (during 

cremation and in unfavourable soil conditions) or some cultural 

factors which dictated a di�erent funeral behaviour in the 

case of children. Presumably, religious or social reasons are 

responsible for the low percentage of graves of the youngest 

children, although this is the age group in which we would 

expect to see the highest mortality. In a group of 670 burials 

determined as children, neonates (aged less than 3 months) 

account for only 2.5%, with values of 5% and 15% respectively 

calculated for infants below 12 months and three years of age. 

It seems possible that the youngest children were still not 

entitled to burial in the community cemetery because they 

were not recognized as full-fledged members. It cannot be 

ruled out therefore that the bodies of dead children were 

disposed of or buried in an archaeologically unrecognizable 

manner (Skóra 2012: 140–141, tab. 1). 

Most children had been deposited in individual graves, 

the number of multiple graves is much smaller than in the 

territory of adjacent cultures, e.g., Przeworsk culture, and in 

Scandinavia. This type of grave mostly held the remains of 

children aged less than seven deposited with an adult woman 

below 30 years of age. Other configurations are much more 

rare: a child and a man, or two children. Several burials of 

pregnant women were also discovered (Skóra 2012: 148, tab. 

2). The most unambiguous example is known from Kowalewko, 

grave no. 165, the burial of a woman aged 25–30 with the 

remains of a 4–5 months old foetus in her pelvis (Skorupka 

2001: 51–52, pl. 49). 

Fig. 29. The amulet from Czarnówko, grave no. 371. An example of pendants made of exotic cypraea 

or pantherina shells enclosed by strips of bronze sheet. The next amulet pendant encloses a glass ball.

After Skorupka 2004: 44; Schuster 2014: Fig. 39
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Similarly as adults, children were buried in the biritual 

rite, with a very similar percentage of inhumation and crema-

tion burials. The dominant form of the cremation grave was in 

a pit. The numb of urned burials was minor. At the same time 

there are some departures from the case when the number 

of inhumations and cremations is in a balance. This is most 

apparent at Cecele where the bodies of adults were mostly 

disposed of using cremation, and in the group of the much 

less numerous inhumation burials (only 10%) there was an 

obvious domination of burials of children below seven years 

of age (Jaskanis 1996). In the graves of children the frequen-

cy of stone structures or log co�ns so common in Wielbark 

culture was much lower than in the case of adult burials. Only 

exceptionally was a burial mound thrown up over a child bur-

ial, and never for individuals below seven years of age (Kitki, 

burial mound no. I; Kempisty, Okulicz 1965: pl. 94). Graves 

of children are also known from burial mounds containing 

multiple graves, i.e., family barrows (Gronowo, burial mound 

no. 22; Machajewski 2013: 29–31, pl. XXXIV–XLI; Skóra 2012: 

146–147, graphs 4–6). 

The model of furnishing observed in children’s graves 

is much more basic. In many, no grave goods were found. This 

was the most often the case of the youngest children who 

died before their third year. In burials of older children there 

is a wider range and a better quality of grave goods. Usually 

these are dress accessories: one brooch, or a pair, and a few 

beads. More elaborate necklaces are an exception, and when 

present they never consist of more than twenty beads (Skóra 

2012: 140–144, graph 1). 

The costume of children older than seven years be-

comes more elaborate; belt fittings appear more often, as 

do finger rings, bracelets, and metal elements of necklaces, 

including S-clasps. There is also an increase in the percentage 

of items made of noble metals, usually silver. Quite a few child 

burials held combs, more rarely, small tools: spindle-whorls, 

needles, knives, and awls. Some part of these finds possibly 

reflects the participation of children in household activities. 

However, most of the tools in graves must be treated as ob-

jects having a symbolic character (amulets), this is evidenced 

among other things by the fact of their deposition in graves 

of babies. An interesting phenomenon is the deposition in 

children’s graves of damaged items of personal adornment. 

A few graves were found to contain fragments of broken 

bracelets, their diameter readjusted to fit the small children’s 

arms, and in the case of grave 184 discovered at Weklice 

(Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: 61–62, pl. LXXVII, 

LXVIII/184, CCXXXV:5), a valuable Roman disc fibula had been 

remade into a pendant (Skóra 2012: 144–146, graph 2) (Fig. 30). 

On the evidence of archaeological and anthropological 

data the line dividing children from adults appears to be at the 

age of approximately fifteen. Above this boundary in graves 

of youths we find a higher frequency of spurs – one of the 

few attributes of warrior status in Wielbark culture burials; 

and in the graves of adolescent girls – more elaborate sets 

of dress accessories which in their quantity and quality are 

similar to the model of dress accessories found in burials 

of adult women (cf. Tempelmann-Mączyńska 1989: 65–77; 

Skóra 2012: 149). 

Isolated burials of children stand out by the richness 

of their furnishings or by the elaborate construction design 

of the grave. In the cemetery at Kowalewko a burial of a child 

aged at 3-4 years (grave no. 377) was identified by the grave 

furnishings as a girl (Skorupka 2001: 102, pl. 119/377, 120). Her 

grave inventory yielded a spectacular suite of four brooches 

(two silver specimens and a rare Roman disc fibula) and a rich 

necklace consisting of 129 glass beads. The necklace had 

a fastening – an S-clasp made of gold decorated with an 

intricate design of granules and filigree – one of the finest 

specimens of its kind from the whole territory of Wielbark 

culture (Skóra 2012: 144). 

A somewhat di�erent burial, that of a ten-year old boy, 

was excavated in the cemetery at Kitki in northern Mazowsze 

(Kempisty, Okulicz 1965: pl. 94). He had been deposited in 

Fig. 30. The Roman disc fibula from a child’s grave at Weklice. 

After Natuniewicz-Sekuła, Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011: pl. CCXXXV:5
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a log co�n under a great burial mound with elaborate stone 

structural elements which occupied the central area of the 

cemetery. The burial had been looted already in Antiquity, 

but among the still surviving elements of its furnishings more 

notable are bronze and silvered belt fittings and two bronze 

arrowheads. Their material identifies the two arrows as objects 

having a symbolic function. Silver arrowheads have been 

recognized as a mark of high social status, as they have been 

discovered quite often in the richest burials, co-called elite 

graves. A similar symbolism may be attributed to the arrows 

from Kitki, and the reasons for using the less ‘noble’ materi-

al – bronze – may be the young age, and consequently, the 

lower status of the buried individual (Skóra 2012: 144–145). 

The above examples concern children belonging to 

families with a higher than average status; in the case of the lad 

from Kitki the family presumably held major political functions. 

These graves not only equal, but even surpass in the standard 

of treating the dead, burials of many adult members of the 

community. The rich costume of the little girl from Kowalewko 

would not have been worn by her every day, it is more likely 

to be special burial attire. Its precious elements, which in this 

context assume the value of grave goods, could reflect the 

grief of parents over the loss of their child. In the case of the 

boy buried at Kitki there is also an additional aspect which un-

derlined the outstanding status of his family; this is evidenced 

not only by the unique grave goods having a symbolic nature, 

but even more by the fact that a great mound was built over 

his burial occupying a prominent position in the landscape. 

Its construction would have required a great outlay of time 

and means, and also the involvement of a larger group of 

people. The burial of the child in this case was not so much 

a manifestation of his status as of the status of those who 

organized the funeral.

Examples of burials of children with higher than aver-

age furnishings are further proof of economic and social vari-

ation, and we may assume, legal as well. In the archaeological 

material we can distinguish with some confidence a minor 

number of graves of the elite, quite often with an outstanding, 

monumental form of the tomb, but even more so set apart by 

a unique selection of Roman imports and power and prestige 

objects of local manufacture. In the richest of these burials, 

traditionally described in archaeology as ‘princely graves’ 

e.g., Lubieszewo, site 3 (Schuster 2010: 394–406, pl. 20–46, 

58–59), Czarnówko, grave no. 430 (Mączyńska, Rudnicka 

2004), Pielgrzymowo, burial mound 1 (Lau 2012: 147–152, pl. 

6–29), there is evidence for close ties within the barbarian 

elite environment, the result of e.g., intermarriage contracted 

between powerful families. These connections are manifest-

ed by the use of a similar symbolism in highlighting the high 

position of the buried individual and his or her family. 

Nevertheless, the largest group of graves in Wielbark 

culture cemeteries are burials of the free members of the 

community, whose level of a�uence and social status was 

quite varied. The assemblages observed in these graves 

make it possible to identify e.g., warriors, women with an 

established status within the family and the local community, 

their children, but also individuals who occupied the fringe 

of the typical social structure, such as the ‘women seers’ of 

Weklice and Jartypory. 

There is a large group of burials which contain a very 

scanty selection of grave goods, and some which produced 

no finds at all. Their exact interpretation is extremely di�cult. 

Perhaps these are the least a�uent, but nonetheless free 

members of the society who may have acted as servants to 

the wealthier members of the group. Despite the shortage of 

explicit evidence we may expect to find among the poorest of 

Wielbark culture graves the burials of slaves and freedmen. 

The written sources (e.g., Germania, 25) contain references to 

slaves in Germanic society, each of whom, di�erently than in 

Rome, had ‘a management of a house and home of his own’, 

and were obliged to pay rent to their masters – thus, the 

system would have resembled the colonate. Could the lack 

of personal freedom have influenced an individual’s right to 

burial in the community cemetery? This is yet another ques-

tion which is beyond the powers of archaeology to answer.
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In studying the social structure of the population of Wielbark 

culture using only the archaeological material from cemeter-

ies we are in danger of falling into error when reconstructing 

the realities of that age based upon burial practices not fully 

comprehensible to us. One way to avoid this problem is by 

making a comparison of sepulchral sources with the results 

of the investigation of settlements and sites associated with 

a production activity. We can hope to gain insight into the 

social structure not only from the monumental size of a tomb 

and rich grave furnishings, but also from how settlements were 

built (layout of domestic enclosures, presence of a central 

space, fences, roads and other elements created as a result 

of group e�ort), the size of homesteads or traces of crafts 

activity, specialized to lesser or a greater degree. 

In the case of Wielbark culture, the unsatisfactory level 

of investigation of settlement sites and of the publication of 

evidence from past research leaves us with an incomplete – 

perhaps even unrepresentative picture of the everyday life 

and economic foundations of the societies of interest to us 

here. Improving our understanding of these issues is one 

of the greatest challenges of Roman period archaeology 

in Poland in the 21st century. Isolated discoveries of larger 

structures, even of individual objects such as the causeway 

in the valley of the Dzierzgoń river (Sadowska-Topór 1999), 

the hall building at Leśno, site 24 (Walenta 2009: 85–86), the 

pottery-making centre at Kamieńczyk-Błonie (Andrzejowski 

2005: 239, fig. 10), or the find of a goldsmith’s hammer from 

Lipianki (Strobin 2015: 133, fig. 39:7) – these demonstrate 

the potential of settlement studies in northern and eastern 

Poland and allow us to hope that future discoveries will bring 

us closer to a better understanding of the everyday life of 

Wielbark culture societies. 

In summarizing our discussion on the subject of Wiel-

bark culture we wish to stress that the heterogeneous burial 

rite recorded in its territory is an indirect indication of the het-

erogeneous character of its constituent societies. In addition, 

the departures from the standard model of funeral practices 

shows that the Wielbark culture population was open to new 

models and was susceptible to rapid acculturation. The mixed 

character of the societies residing in northern and eastern 

Polish lands during the first centuries AD also finds reflection 

in the written sources of Antiquity. The accounts handed down 

by Tacitus, Ptolemy, and Jordanes make it possible to locate in 

this territory the homeland of various peoples – especially the 

Goths, Gepids, Rugii, and the Lemovii. As such the population 

living in Wielbark culture territory does not appear to have 

formed a political and ethnic unity. But common features of 

the burial rite and material culture which are observed across 

its vast territory suggest that they were closely connected by 

ties of a religious, social, and economic nature. It may be safe 

to assume therefore that Wielbark culture societies formed 

a structure described in historical and social sciences as 

a communicative community.

The tasks for the future
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