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Aleksander Bursche, Anna Zapolska

All That Glitters Is Gold?1

The Scarcity of Gold Among the Balts

Even if widely recognized – a small number of excep-
tions apart – the scarcity of gold finds from the terri-
tory occupied in the Roman Period and the Migra-
tion Period by Balt cultures2 has not been examined 
at more length in the literature3. While in recent years, 
especially owing to metal detector use, our record of 
gold and – most notably – gilded artefacts has been 
increasing4, they continue to be isolated finds greatly 

1 The title inspired by Stairway to Heaven lyrics (LP Led Zep-
pelin IV, 1971): There’s a lady who’s sure all that glitters is gold. 
And she’s buying a stairway to heaven. When she gets there she 
knows, if the stores are all closed. With a word she can get what 
she came for. Ooh, ooh, and she’s buying a stairway to heaven.
2 The terms ‘Balts’ and ‘Balt cultures’ denote archaeological cul-
tures and groups identified with Western and Eastern Balt tribes.
3 This article was written within the project Migration Period 
between Odra and Vistula funded from the resources of the 
National Science Centre awarded by the decision no. DEC-
2011/02/A/HS3/00389 (see www.mpov.uw.edu.pl).
4 Next to some spectacular finds from the sacrificial site on Lake 
Nidajno, at Czaszkowo in Mazury, northeast Poland (T. Nowa
kiewicz, A. Rzeszotarska-Nowakiewicz 2012; T. Nowakiewicz 
2015), especially meant here are the finds from Sambia, such as 
from Gur΄evsk, Gur΄evsk District (former Kleinheide, today part 
of Gur’evsk), the site of the discovery in 1997 of a gold bracelet 
analogous to the specimen from former Warnikam (not existing 
today), grave 1 (K. Skvortsov 2013, 354–355, fig. 1), Logvino, 
Zelenogradsk District (former Klein Medenau) – a gold lunula 
(K. Skvortsov 2013; 2014a), or the cemetery at Ušakovo, Gur'evsk 
District which produced a not fully reliable Victorinus aureus 

outdistanced in number by finds from the neighbour-
ing territory settled by Germanic cultures.

Both in Scandinavia and in the territory of the Wiel-
bark Culture locally produced gold objects, mostly jew-
ellery and dress accessories, are noted in quantity since 
phase B2/C1, i.e., the second half of the second cen-
tury AD (R. Wołągiewicz 1974; K. Andersson 1993a; 
1993b; 1995; M. Natuniewicz-Sekuła 2012), and their 
number continues growing during the later period5.

At the same time, archaeological studies and the 
record afforded by the Germania of Tacitus, even if 
it relates to the 1st century AD, show that the West-
ern Balts at least dressed in a very similar manner 
to the Germanic Suebians (J. Kolendo 1998, 59–60; 
2008, 176–178; J.  Kolendo, T. Płóciennik 2015, 221; 
cf. M.  Tempelmann-Mączyńska 1989). The largest 
concentrations of finds of specific types or variants of 
brooches have been noted in the territory of individ-
ual Western Balt cultures and groups on the one hand 
and in the territory of the Wielbark Culture, or in 
Scandinavia, Gotland in particular, on the other hand 
(W. Nowakowski 1989; A.  Bitner-Wróblewska 2001; 

(V.I. Kulakov 2009, see below). On the other hand, the prove
nance of some of the amateur metal detector finds from the Ka-
liningrad Province is doubtful.
5 Cf. texts collected in B. Magnus 2001 and A. Pesch, R. Blanken
feldt 2011.
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J. Andrzejowski, A. Cieśliński 2007). This is true of e.g., 
brooch types A.726, Dollkeim-Kovrovo7, Schönwarling/
Skowarcz, and forms with a star-shaped foot (A. Bitner-
Wróblewska 1991; 2001). Similar observations can be 
made for some categories of local jewellery. According 
to A. Bitner-Wróblewska, one form of personal orna-
ment evolved within the Western Balt community defi-
nitely under the impact of the Wielbark Culture craft, 
are the ‘cuff bracelets’ (Manschettenarmringe), inspired 
by Gothic ‘snake’ bracelets. A significant effect of the 
influence of the Gothic goldwork within the Balt en-
vironment is the decorating of brooches with coiled 
notched wire, which we can trace to the flamboyant style 
of metalwork described by archaeologists in our region 
as the ‘Wielbark Baroque’ (A. Bitner-Wróblewska 1989; 
2001; O. Khomiakova 2012; K. Skvortsov 2012, 175). 
At the same time, in the Balt territory these brooches 
tend to be made of brass, with a golden sheen, with only 
an occasional specimens gilded, tinned or silver plated 
(A. Bezzenberger 1904; W. Nowakowski 1995, 29–30, 
32–33; A. Bitner-Wróblewska 2001, 36).

Thus, the question as to why in the Balt territory the 
number of objects made of gold is so small is fully jus-
tified. Let us answer this question by using a relatively 
broad selection of comparative sources.

The political context
The first, obvious explanation of this state of affairs 
would be the absence of local gold deposits in the Balt 
territories. And yet, a similar situation is seen every-
where across the area of Barbaricum stretching north-
ward from the Carpathian and the Sudeten mountain 
ranges.

Precious metals, gold and silver alike, were import-
ed, mostly from the territory of the Roman Empire, 
during a later age, from Byzantium. Moreover, this 
import when it comes to the territory of Europe was 
not – as a rule – the effect of long-distance trade, but 
much more so, of diverse political contacts. Gold coins, 
and medallions, found their way into barbarian hands 
mostly as an effect of the Roman diplomacy, as remu-
neration to the leaders of contingents of fighting men 
for assisting the Romans in war, for observing treaties 
(foedus), and as yearly payments to keep peace on the 
borders, as tributes and contributions (J.M. Fagerlie 
1967; J.  Iluk 1985; A. Bursche 1998, 107–128; 2004, 
206–207; R. Ciołek 2009). In some cases, as that of the 

6 A fact which was recognized for the first time by our Honou-
ree, cf. W. Nowakowski 1996, 155–156, map 4.
7 It is conceivable that the earliest specimens enter the record 
even during the period preceding the Migration Period, in the 
Baltic islands (A. Bitner-Wróblewska 2001, 51).

Battle of Abritus, Roman gold was seized by the Goths 
as plunder, possibly together with bullion (A. Bursche 
2013; in print; K.V. Myzgin in print). In the Late An-
tiquity high-ranking military men, as well as members 
of the personal guard of emperors of Germanic origin 
received in exchange for good service, or on special oc-
casions, e.g., the emperor’s accession or anniversary of 
rule – as donativa or largitio – gold or silver brooches 
(Zwiebelknopfibeln), plate (missoria), bracelets (armil­
lae) and neckrings (torques), coins and medallions. They 
are depicted in the Notitia Dignitatum for example, 
among the insignia of the comes sacrarum largitionum 
(P. Bastien 1988; A. Bursche 1998, 209–218).

If this were the only source of the stream of gold en-
tering the Barbaricum we would have a simple answer 
to the question posed in the title. The Balts, differently 
than the Goths and other Eastern Germanic tribes for 
that matter, posed no direct threat to the Roman Empire. 
As far as we are able to ascertain Balt troops probably 
did not take part en masse in wars waged in the south 
or the west, nor did they assist Romans in this warfare8. 
Thus, there were no political circumstances to generate 
a direct influx of Roman gold to Balt territories.

Indeed, if we disregard the unique, rather unreliable 
case of an aureus of Victorinus found in the cemetery 
at Ušakovo, Gur’evsk District9, at the time of writing no 
Roman gold coins have been recorded in the region10. 
Still relevant today is K. Godłowski’s observation that 
the disappearance in the second half of the fifth century 
of solidi from the archaeological record from northern 
Warmia (Ermland – northern Poland), areas on the 
right bank of the Vistula, is related to the westward shift 
in Balt settlement (K. Godłowski 1980; cf. A. Bursche 
2004, 206 map 1) referred to at present as the Elbląg 
Group (J. Kowalski 2000; A. Bitner-Wróblewska 2008; 
B. Kontny 2010; 2012; B. Kontny, M. Pietrzak 2013). 
The influx of fifth- and early sixth-century solidi was 
closely related to the developments taking place in the 
south among the Ostrogoths in which neither the Balts 
nor Vandals were involved (J.M. Fagerlie 1967; J. Iluk 
1985; A. Bursche 2004, 206–207; R. Ciołek 2009). This 
coinage only passed to the lands on the Baltic Sea under 
the influence of the broadly understood Gothic cultures. 
Consequently, the coins spread neither to the territory 
of the Elbląg Group, the territory of the Olsztyn Group, 
nor to Kuyavia (north-central Poland) then still under 

8 According to B. Kontny, materials associated with Balt cultures 
have been recovered in a cemetery in Čatir-Dag (Ukr. Чатир-
Даг) in Crimea (B. Kontny 2013).
9 V.I. Kulakov 2009, only, this coin appears to be a modern forgery.
10 The solidus of Heraclius is dated to a much later period –
(K. Skvortsov 2014b, 549; 2015; A. Zapolska in print).
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relatively dense settlement of Vandal communities11. It 
is notable that this phenomenon is one more piece of 
evidence to confirm that gold passed outside the Ro-
man Empire mainly as a result of political contacts.

And yet, for at least three reasons the answer pro-
posed here to explain the absence of gold objects in the 
Western Balt environment if not incorrect, is certainly 
unsatisfactory.

Pre-monetary gold
In the Wielbark Culture territory objects made of gold 
appear already during phase B1, and on a larger scale, 
during phase B2/C1, where they belong to the so-called 
‘Baroque style’ (R. Wołągiewicz 1974; M. Natuniewicz-
Sekuła 2012); the chronology of the occurrence of gold 
objects in southern Scandinavia has a similar outlook 
(K. Andersson 1993a; 1993b; 1995; B. Magnus 2001). 
On the other hand, the influx of gold coins and medal-
lions to the Barbaricum is recorded on a larger scale 
only starting from the crisis of the third century, and 
is recognizable at all since the times of the Severan dy-
nasty (A. Bursche 1998, 107–108; 2013; A. Bursche, 
T. Więcek 2010). It is possible that gold coins passed 
into our region even earlier, but so far they have not 
been recoded anywhere in contexts older than phase 
C1b. The other alternative is that gold found its way 
into the Barbaricum in some other circumstances too, 
not only through political contacts. And, that it may 
have originated from areas other than the territory of 
the Roman Empire, e.g. from the territory of the Free 
Dacians or the Sarmatians. With the evidence at present 
at hand, and especially without chemical analyses of the 
gold finds, we cannot hope to resolve the above dilem-
mas. Therefore, an influx of this sort was theoretically 
possible also in the Balt territory but for some reasons 
it actually did not happen.

Silver versus gold
Another argument contributing to the subject under 
discussion is the matter of silver finds. Within the em-
pire, silver coins – denarii, and with time, also siliquae, 
played a role which from the perspective of the rulers, 
was quite specific. This coinage was used in payments 
made to regular and auxiliary units of the Roman 
army (stipendia), and in supplementary gifts of money 
known as donativa, made in the fourth century with 
none other but the siliquae (P. Bastien 1988; A. Bur-
sche 1996, 114–117). Denarii were used in payments 

11 The continuity of this intensive settlement, especially at the 
central place at Gąski-Wierzbiczany in Kuyavia, through to the 
seventh century AD is confirmed by the results of the project 
Migration Period between Odra and Vistula (cf. note 3).

made to barbarians – tributes, contributions and year-
ly gifts and subsidies (annua munera – F. Berger 1992, 
157–158; A. Bursche 1994a; 1996, 106–123; 2003; T.M. 
Lucchelli 1998; R. Wolters 1999, 379–389) and so on. 
Presumably, their role in the long-distance trade with 
the central European Barbaricum was only minor12, as 
is evidenced by their scarcity in the main source areas 
of amber on the southern Baltic seacoast. Furthermore, 
it is believed that the denarii recorded in the territory 
settled by Balt cultures were introduced by contacts 
with neighbours, mainly the communities of the Wiel-
bark Culture (A. Zapolska 2009, 149; 2013, 115), the 
Chernyakhov Culture, and very likely, with Gotland 
(cf. W. Nowakowski 1996, 102–103; R. Banytė-Rowell 
2007; A. Zapolska 2009, 150). And so, if silver could 
spread to the Balt territory from the Gothic territories, 
why didn’t gold do so as well?

The Balts used silver much more seldom, than their 
neighbours from Wielbark culture. Silver is present in 
their local silverwork, primarily in crafting elements of 
tendril brooches, mostly type A 211, and inlaying the 
feet of the star-footed brooches (A. Bitner-Wróblewska 
2001, 59–64). Silver jewellery is present among West 
Balt’s craft, but plays rather a role of ‘supporting’ metal 
to produce elements of brooches, bracelets, neck-rings, 
pendants etc. made of bronze (A. Bitner-Wróblewska 
2007, 49, 57–58, 61). These elements had the form of 
foil or silver wire13. Also tin, although rarely, was used 
to imitate the silver-like surface (A. Bitner-Wróblew
ska, A. Bliujienė 2003, 123).

South Asia
Finally, the third argument is drawn from a barbar-
ian (i.e., non-Roman) territory which lies in a differ-
ent region altogether. The case in point, one confirmed 
by written, archaeological and numismatic sources, is 
the use of a vast quantity of precious metal by Roman 
merchants in long-distance exchange: trade with South 
Asia (E.H. Warmington 1928; R.E.M. Wheeler 1951; 
M.G. Raschke 1978; V. Begley, R.D. De Puma 1992; 
A.V. Walser 2001; R. Thapar 2012; R. Gurukkal 2013). 
In some areas of the Indian Subcontinent, its southern 
regions in particular, in the drainage of the Krishna 
and the area of present day Coimbatore, Roman gold 
coins appear for the first time back in the early days of 
the Empire and continue to enter the region for more 

12 A slightly different view was recently presented by A. Dymow-
ski and K. Myzgin (2014).
13 Brooches of this description were present e.g., in graves 37, 40 
and 78 in the cemetery at Bol'šoe Isakovo, Zelenogradsk Dis-
trict (former Lauth, Kr. Königsberg; cf. K. Skvortsov 2007; 2009).



116

Aleksander Bursche, Anna Zapolska

than two centuries14. This major outflow of precious 
metal to India must have been strongly felt, so much 
so that it is mentioned by Pliny (Nat. Hist., 12, 84), and 
in other written sources (H. Harrauer, P.J. Sijpesteijn 
1985; L. Casson 1989).

It is pertinent to ask therefore why was precious 
metal used on a mass scale in the commerce with the 
Indian Subcontinent but – as far as we know – not in 
the commerce with the North?

Possibly, this was due to the much greater distance, 
in conditions much harder to overcome, and due to 
the wish to relieve the means of transport as much as 
possible. It is conceivable also that if amber imported 
from the Balt territory was a strictly luxury commodity, 
the raw materials brought in from India such as ivory, 
myrrh, spices, incense, had become, owing to the habits 
of the Romans, almost staple commodities no respect-
able kitchen or temple, or even a self-respecting Roman 
household could do without. Consequently, all assets 
that were available were allocated for this end, espe-
cially in the face of competition from other regions of 
the ancient world, like China, southern Arabia or Per-
sia (A.V. Walser 2001).

Finally, the explanation most likely of all may be 
the demand on the part of the local elites in the Indi-
an Subcontinent. The Kushan and the Tamil societies 
were at a high level of socio-economic development, 
statehood and on the threshold of a market economy15, 
and consequently had requirements different from 
the societies residing in the hinterland of central and 
northern Europe. Roman gold coins were used in In-
dia at first mostly as a source of precious metal for the 
local goldsmiths (D.W. Mac Dowall 2008, 334–336; 
S.  Suresh 2014, 40–58; G. Bondada 2015, 403–404). 
In the north two holes were made in the coins to turn 
them into pendants serving as a personal ornament or 
a local mark of prestige (D.W. Mac Dowall 2008, 334, 
340), with time they start being imitated (P. Berghaus 
1991; 1993; J. Cribb 2003; P. Srivastava 2012; M. Blet- 

14 P.J. Turner 1989; P.L. Gupta 1991; S.P. Berghaus 1992; 1996; 
P.  Bhatia 1997; A. Burnett 1998; P.V. Radhakrishnan 1999; 
S. Suresh 2004; O. Bopearachchi 2006; H.P. Ray 2006; K. Johr
den, R. Wolters 2008; D.W. Mac Dowall 2008; F. De Romanis 
2012; P. Srivastava 2012; G. Bondada 2015. Gold coins, although 
in a smaller quantity, pass to the region also in a later period 
(P.L. Gupta 1984).
15 In the past, more objective assessments of the level of advance-
ment of these societies were hindered by the colonial approach 
prevailing in classic British literature (e.g., E.H. Warmington 
1928; R.E.M. Wheeler 1951) but more recent views have been 
more balanced (J. Heimann 1980; K.R. Hall 1991; B.N. Puri 1996; 
N. Subrahmanian 1996; S.A. Abraham 2003; S. Bhandare 2006; 
R. Thapar 2012; G. Bondada 2015, 401–402).

Lemarquand 2006; G.  Bondada 2015; R.R. Darley 
2015). Quite similar processes are observed in a slight-
ly later period within the Eastern Germanic societies, 
where native gold coinage starts being produced from 
the mid-third century AD onwards (A. Bursche 2014; 
A. Bursche, K.V. Myzgin 2015; K.V. Myzgin in print).

Societal development and commerce
In the first half of the first millennium AD the Balt 
communities were at an entirely different stage of de-
velopment. As our Honouree Wojciech Nowakowski 
has demonstrated on quite a few occasions the basic 
equivalent in the long-distance commerce issuing from 
the Roman Empire and carried to the Western Balt ter-
ritory are multicoloured glass beads and shiny sestertii, 
and every now and then, a few pieces of jewellery, most 
notably, fine brooches decorated with enamel inlay, 
more rarely, silver or silver decorated (W. Nowakowski 
1985, 71–75; 1998, 98). Other categories of more valu-
able imports recovered in quantity in central European 
and northern Barbaricum such as metal or glass vessels, 
terra sigillata or Roman weapons, were introduced to 
this region only as an exception (W. Nowakowski 2012, 
101–102)16. In recent years, thanks to new studies, and 
to the resurfacing of archival documentation previous
ly unavailable, further examples of this category of in-
dustrial imports and weaponry have come to light as, 
e.g., the Early Roman Period dagger from Divnoe, Zna-
mensk District (former Ilischken, Kr. Wehlau) sheathed 
in a silver-inlaid scabbard (W. Nowakowski 1985, 80), 
a pattern-welded sword from Hrustalnoe, Primorsk 
District (former Wiekau, Kr. Fischhausen) or a similar 
specimen from the locality Szwajcaria (north-eastern 
Poland), barrow 2 (W. Nowakowski 1985, 82–83). At 
the same time, the pool of these finds recorded in the 
Balt territory cannot be compared with its counterpart 
from the Germanic territory to the north or to the west 
of the region of interest.

Of the impressive quantity of Roman bronze coins 
which entered the Balt territory none were imitated, 
their main use was as a source of raw material – brass 
(A. Zapolska 2009; 2013). Balt societies did not develop 
their own coinage even during the medieval period.

16 It is conceivable at the same time that these differences are 
caused by the funeral rite, different from e.g., that observed in the 
Wielbark Culture, as H.J. Eggers suggested already quite a time 
back (H.J. Eggers 1951, 26–30, maps A, B; cf. A. Bursche 1994b). 
The votive deposit from Czaszkowo admittedly includes Roman 
swords (T. Nowakiewicz, A. Rzeszotarska-Nowakiewicz 2012; 
T. Nowakiewicz 2015), but we do not know the ethnic identity 
of the community instrumental in depositing these items, per-
haps these were not Balts at all.
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Conclusions
The comparative evidence from numismatics, archae
ology and written records invoked here leads us to ar-
gue that the key reason for the absence of gold in the 
Balt territory was the level of social and economic ad-
vancement of the local societies, not on a par with that 
which is observed during the first half of the first mil-
lennium AD in the Germanic environment or on the 
Indian Subcontinent. In Balt territories from the Roman 
Period we have no evidence for any more advanced level 
of social stratification, we find no rich settlements which 
served the role of economic, religious and commercial 
hubs, with goldworking shops in operation, no fully 
developed elites who made use of interregional sym-
bols of power (R. Banytė-Rowell, A. Bitner-Wróblew
ska, Ch. Reich 2012), mostly made of gold (B. Magnus 
2001; M. Hardt 2004). The furnishings of some of the 
Late Roman Period burials such as barrow 2 at Szwa-
jcaria, or the seriously damaged grave 31 at Baitai in 
western Lithuania (R. Banytė-Rowell, A. Bitner-Wrób
lewska, Ch. Reich 2012), and others, dating to the Mi-
gration Period – from former Warnikam, grave 1, or 
from former Kleinheide, grave 21 in Sambia (K. Skvorts-
ov 2012; 2013), are more likely to be exceptions rath-
er than evidence for the emergence of interregional 
elites17. Balt communities were still far removed from 
forming proto- or early state alliances; unlike Germanic  

17 Short-lived phenomena testifying to the progressing social 
stratification of the Balt population are discernible during the 
late Migration Period, during phase E, i.e., in late fifth-sixth cen-
tury, but these were soon cut short by the disruption of contacts 
with the southern and the western regions of Europe (B. Kontny 
2012; R. Banytė-Rowell, A. Bitner-Wróblewska, Ch. Reich 2012).

societies which, thanks to the proximity of the Roman 
Empire, were much more advanced in this regard, not 
to mention the inhabitants of the Indian Subcontinent 
and Sri Lanka, where the first states had already taken 
form during a much earlier period.

The Romans, and even the Germanic neighbours of 
the Balts, had no need therefore to use a valuable re-
source such as precious metal in their dealings with 
these northerners, least of all – gold. Colourful beads, 
cheap tinsel or trinkets would suffice, like in the nine-
teenth century trade between Europe and Africa 
(D. Graeber 1996).

The Balts did not play a sufficiently significant politi-
cal role and did not have sufficient economic and so-
cial potential to acquire gold in quantities which would 
satisfy the needs of least their sluggishly emerging elites.
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