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Abstract: The custom of burying the dead with weaponry depended on prevailing social norms and religious beliefs which determined the
choice of a particular type of weapon to be placed in a pit grave. The primary activity here seems to be the act of withdrawal of selected
elements of weaponry from further use for the purpose of including it in the posthumous equipment. This article addresses a few issues of
this complex problem while taking account of early medieval finds, mainly from the territory of Poland. The presence of weapons in graves
could result from many ways and trajectories of their circulation, which finally contributed to a certain configuration and choice of elements
of weaponry both in terms of quality as well as quantity deposited in burials. Many of the pieces of weaponry had their own special “history”
or “biography” before being placed in the grave. They could have belonged to an esteemed ancestor, commemorate some special event or
participate in an exchange many times.
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The human environment at any time in history is
marked by the presence of possessions which just like
humans accumulate time, are in a state of flux and sub-
ject to continuous transformations.' By demonstrating
agency in all aspects of life they give testimony to con-
tinuous interactions between the human world and the
material world and participation in establishing, main-
taining and transforming these relations, which often
takes on a ritual dimension. In the course of this process
meanings, values and imagery are transferred to pos-
sessions which are in a state of constant flux.? In this
context the phenomenon of the circulation of material
possessions needs to be considered significant as it is
one of the signs of the social life of things. It is relevant
for weaponry too, because it also participated in the
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social and cultural circulation of goods in transition
which was multi-dimensional and spread over time.
In the Early Middle Ages depositing such goods in
graves was one of the final stages of such circulation.
The custom of burying the dead with weaponry de-
pended on prevailing social norms and religious be-
liefs which determined the choice of which type of
weapon to place in a pit grave. The primary activity
here seems to be the act of withdrawal of selected el-
ements of weaponry from further use for the purpose
of including it in posthumous equipment. This article
addresses a few issues of this complex problem while
taking account of early medieval finds, mainly from
the territory of Poland (Fig. 1).

*kek

On the basis of a variety of studies we gain knowl-
edge of general mechanisms which determine in what
way arms changed hands: be it systematically or inci-
dentally while taking part in social and ritual process-
es of taking, accepting and discarding possessions.
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Fig. 1. Maps with localization of sites mentioned in the paper: 1 — Cedynia, Zachodniopomorskie Voivodeship; 2 — Czersk, Mazowieckie
Voivodeship; 3 — Daniszew, Wielkopolskie Voivodeship; 4 — Dziekanowice, Wielkopolskie Voivodeship; 5 — De¢bina, L.odzkie Voivodeship;
6 — Grzebsk, Mazowieckie Voivodeship; 7 — Konin, Wielkopolskie Voivodeship; 8 — Koninko, Wielkopolskie Voivodeship;

9 — Konskie, Swictokrzyskie Voivodeship; 10 — Lubien, Lodzkie Voivodeship; 11 — Lutomiersk, £.odzkie Voivodeship; 12 — Laczyno Stare,
Mazowieckie Voivodeship; 13 — Opole-Nowa Wie$ Krolewska, Opolskie Voivodeship; 14 — Pokrzywnica Wielka,
Mazowieckie Voivodeship; 15 — Radom, Mazowieckie Voivodeship. Elaborated T. Kurasinski.

H. Harke listed and then discussed four types of pro-
ceedings which contribute to the cultural circulation of
weapons (Fig. 2):

— gift from lord to retainer (and between peers);

— gift from retainer to lord (including the heriot);

— heirloom;

— ritual depositions in graves and rivers.?

Moreover, the said researcher made a summary pre-
sentation of three basic ways which made the maintain-
ing of the circulation of the category of goods discussed
here possible and prevented the depletion of resources,
namely: the production of new weapons, spoils of war
and plundering graves.*

From the point of view of these considerations
there is no need to discuss in detail all ways and

3 Hérke 2000, 377-390.
* Harke 2000, 390-393.
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strategies of the circulation of weaponry in the Ear-
ly Middle Ages in view of the limited possibility
archaeology has for discerning gifts or spoils from
finds uncovered in the course of archaeological ex-
cavations.’ However, the possibility that some weap-
ons unearthed in this way were offered as such can
by no means be excluded.® Hence a few consider-
ations should be made concerning the subject.
Almost the total body of knowledge concerning the
circulation of various goods, including weaponry comes
from written sources. We know that fellowship service
was based on activities which aimed at establishing

5 Cf. Harke 2000, 380.

¢ About handing down material goods (family heirlooms) as
a kind of exchange between generations, which resulted in their
extended circulation in the context of medieval funeral customs
and found among grave goods see interesting observations by
M. Kars 2013.
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and strengthening a relationship between a prince and/
or chieftain and the warriors under his command. For
this purpose, material goods were necessary; they were
mainly obtained as spoils of war, offered on various
occasions, such as feasts’” and rallies.® Nevertheless,
a distinction would need to be made between offerings
that aimed to establish specific human relationships and
payment in gold under terms of an agreement conclud-
ed between the ruler and groups of mercenaries.’ It was
only the generosity of a ruler that guaranteed the fealty,
support and loyalty of those he ruled who were rep-
resented by his warriors and the wealthy."” Offerings
such as horses and weaponry were of particularly high
value; of the latter most precious were swords, mail and
helmets."!

From this perspective considering signs of repairs,
changes or modifications as well as wear and tear which
indicate a long period of use of some elements of weap-
onry, in particular swords, seems worthwhile.'? On the
one hand, they would indicate placing great value, both
material and emotional, on the possession of weapon-
ry and the emotional bond, which showed in handing
down weaponry as family heritage;'* on the other hand,
however, weaponry continuously changing hands, usu-
ally as spoils of war or offerings.

These mechanisms would sometimes make up
a complicated “biography” of an object, examples of
which can be found in written sources. For instance,
a sword called ‘Leg-Biter’, mentioned in Laxdale Saga
was initially in the possession of Geirmund: “It was
a magnificent weapon; the pommel and guard were
made of walrus ivory, without any silver, but the blade
was very sharp and there was never any rust on it”.'
However, at the end of the saga the sword changed not
only its owner (Bolli Bollason), but also its appearance
as its handle was covered in gold.'

7 Gall, Kronika, 1, 7, [24]; with commentary see Zmudzki
2005, 121; Zmudzki 2009, 335-336; cf. also Hérke 2000, 391.

8 Sawicki 1969, 143.

° P. Zmudzki gives a very good explanation in the context of
carly medieval Russian reality: “An offering was not considered in
terms of payment, but as a means for establishing a much closer and
lasting relationship than a mere contract of hire”, Zmudzki 2004, 24.
Simultaneously, the researcher indicates the possibility that some
mercenaries were favoured by the chieftain; in this way they ceased
to be strangers and became his own — Zmudzki 2004, 12-14, 24.

10 Guriewicz 1976, 224, 227-228; Dalewski 2007, 41. According
to the classic theory developed by M. Mauss, “The whole offering so
given is permeated with the character of the offerer. The fact that it is
in the hand of the receiver makes the contractor execute the contract,
to redeem himself by redeeming the object”, Mauss 2001, 282.

I Cf. Harke 2000, 379-383.

12 Cf. Tokarski 1997, 57, 60.

13 Tokarski 1997, 57.

' Laxdeela Saga, XX1X, 102.

15 Laxdeela Saga, LXXVII, 228.

The fact that changes made both to the appearance
and the construction are confirmed by weapon finds
unearthed in the course of archaeological excavations.
A part of a sword unearthed in one of the graves in
Valsgirde (Sweden) was taken from some other piece.'®
H. R. Ellis Davidson suggests that a little too short hilt
found on some swords could have been the aftermath
of damage to the tang, which resulted in the need to
fix the pommel a bit lower. Such a change allowed for
the further successful use of the sword.!” Swords found
in northern and eastern Europe were made of elements
which either dated to different periods or which were
repaired. Many of them were unearthed in graves, such
as a find from Novoselki near Smolensk (Russia).'®

Finds recovered on the territory of modern-day
Poland show signs which indicate attempts at keeping
weapons in use by recycling them; these would include
swords uncovered in grave 71 in Konskie!® and graves
10 and 16 in Pokrzywnica Wielka.”® In the first case
the original pommel (type Z according to typology
by J. Petersen), presumably due to wear or loss, was
substituted by another one, which was formally more
appropriate for a younger (‘Romanesque’) style of the
hilt (Fig. 3:1).*' The pommel was also exchanged on
one of the swords uncovered in Pokrzywnica Wielka,
grave 16 although the authors of the study of the site
do not exclude the possibility that the sword was orig-
inally made in the form which survived down to our
times (Fig. 3:3).% In the second find unearthed in the
same graveyard the hilt which displayed features char-
acteristic of type X was equipped with a chronological-
ly older guard (type S). This quite surprising discovery
is confirmed by construction details visible in an X-ray,
namely the opening of the guard is wider than the blade
(Fig. 3:2).2

Before they were finally deposited, spurs would also
circulate for a long time. An interesting find was un-
covered in grave 3 in Grzebsk. Two spurs, which were
typologically different, were unearthed at the bones of

16 Ellis Davidson 1998, 13.

17 Ellis Davidson 1998, 62.

'8 Androshchuk 2010, 267; Androshchuk 2014, 88-91, 197;
Brunning 2019, 12, 61-88; Sayer et al. 2019, 549. It was the so
called ceremonial swords that were subject to repair, first and fore-
most older elements were fixed on the hilt; that had ideological
background and aimed to highlight the ageless nature of monarchy,
see Janowski and Kurasinski 2009, 81.

19 Gassowski 1950, 130, Tab. X:14; Sarnowska 1955, 284,
Fig. 12.

20 Rauhut and Dtugopolska 1971, 304-305, 312, Tab. Ill:a-c,
Vl:a, Fig. 45.

21 Strzyz 2006, 26.

22 Rauhut and Dhugopolska 1971, 334, 336, Tab. VI:a.

2 Rauhut and Dtugopolska 1971, 334, 336, Tab. III:c.
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Fig. 2. Social and cultural circulation of early medieval weapons. After Harke 2000, Fig. 1. Elaborated T. Kurasinski.

the feet.”* Both belong to type II, according to the clas-
sification by Z. Hilczerowna, but one of them belongs
to variant 1 (Fig. 4:2) which was used in the 10" and
the 1 half of the 11™ century, while the other fits vari-
ant 3 (Fig. 4:1) whose timeline is between the middle
of the 11" and the beginning of the13™ century.” If we
date the graveyard between the turn of the 11" and the
12" centuries and the middle of the 12 century, it must
be concluded that the former spur was a form which
was already becoming obsolete while the latter was
widely used at that time. According to R. Piotrowski,
the deceased was offered weaponry which was not in
use during his lifetime, but ‘substitutes’, although he
would not exclude the possibility that despite formal
differences the pieces could have been worn simultane-
ously as a pair.”® Regardless of which of the opinions is
right, the fact is that the “life” of spurs type II:1 started
earlier and, presumably, lasted longer.

What must be puzzling in the context of studies
on the circulation of goods in a society is the moment
when an object ceased to be used by being placed in
a pit grave. Hence the question about strategies and

24 Zawadzka-Antosik 1973, 468-469, 484, Tab. II:a-b.
% Hilczeréwna 1956, 45-46, 48-53.
26 Piotrowski 2003, 174.
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criteria which were the overriding ones while making
a decision about which weapon was to be deposited in
a grave. Were there any at all?

In societies considered traditional ones “an eventful
biography of a thing is for the most part one of events
within the given sphere. Anything that does not fit the
categories is clearly anomalous and it is taken out of nor-
mal circulation, to be either sacralized or isolated or cast
out. What one glimpses through the biographies of both
people and things in these societies is, above all, the so-
cial system and the collective understandings on which it
rests”.?” The fact of exploitation or damage to a weapon
to such an extent that it was offered as grave goods might
have been the criterion for such an inversion; in this way
the requirements of rituals were met while simultaneous-
ly weaponry resources were not depleted.

The battle value of the repaired sword from Vals-
girde mentioned earlier as well as other ones might
have been lower in comparison to swords just made
by sword-smiths. Other examples of damage or loss,
which cannot be entirely attributed to being stored in
the grave for a long time, might be pointed out as well.
Damage can most clearly be seen on projectile points

27 Kopytoff 1989, 89.
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Fig. 3. Swords with a changed design from early medieval cemeteries: 1 — Konskie, grave 71. After Sarnowska 1955,
Fig. 12; 2 — Pokrzywnica Wielka, grave 10. After Rauhut and Dtugopolska 1971, Tab. IIl:a-c; 3 — Pokrzywnica Wielka, grave 16.
After Rauhut and Diugopolska 1971, Tab. VI:a. Elaborated T. Kurasinski.

Fig. 4. Spurs from the early-medieval cemetery in Grzebsk,
grave 3. After Zawadzka-Antosik 1973, Tab. II:a-b.
Elaborated T. Kurasinski.

of pole weapon and on swords, however, there are also
other categories of weapon, especially spurs and battle
axes whose condition was poor; that might have been
partly the result of long and intensive use.

Out of a rich collection of spear-, and javelin-heads
unearthed in the graveyard in Lutomiersk many were
damaged, often considerably, which shows mostly on
the socket. In the case of some finds blade were bro-
ken, but the most fragmented one was an inlaid spear-
head recovered in grave 5/49 (Fig. 5:1).2 Out of six
spear-, or javelin heads uncovered in the graveyard in
Pokrzywnica Wielka four (uncovered in graves 5, 15,
19 and 28) were broken, one of them twice (Fig. 5:2),
and the socket of another one was considerably dam-
aged (grave 16).” Some other examples to be men-
tioned here would include a broken spear-head un-
covered in grave 24/25 in Laczyno Stare (Fig. 5:3)%°
as well as finds with missing tips of blades, e.g. in
grave 3 in Daniszew.’! Some finds were fragmented,
their considerable parts missing. In graveyard in Konin,
grave 33 only a part of the socket with-base of a blade
was uncovered under the skull (Fig. 5:4).3 Quite simi-
lar were finds uncovered in Cedynia, site 2, grave 622
(Fig. 5:5)* and De¢bina, grave 11 (Fig. 5:6).%*

The condition of some swords could also point to their
excessive use. Of particular interest are finds uncovered

28 Nadolski et al. 1959, 54, Tab. XXXVII:b.

% Rauhut and Dlugopolska 1971, 299, 310, 312, 316, 325,
Tab. I:b, V:a, VI.c, VII:m, XI:c.

30 Rauhut and Dtugopolska 1972, 345, Tab. VIII:c.

31 Sawicki 2008, 182, Fig. 5:2.

32 Kostrzewski 1946-1947, 196-197, 288, Fig. 4:3; Pieczynski
1967, 64.

3 Malinowska-Lazarczyk 1982a, 32, Tab. XXVII:1; Ma-
linowska-tazarczyk 1982b, 150.

34 Pokuta and Wojda 1979, 96, Tab. X:2.
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Fig. 5. Broken spearheads from early medieval cemeteries: 1 — Lutomiersk, grave 5/49. After Nadolski et al. 1959, Tab. XXXVII:b;
2 — Pokrzywnica Wielka, grave 15. After Rauhut and Dtugopolska 1971, Tab. V:a; 3 — Laczyno Stare, grave 24/25. After Rauhut and
Dtugopolska 1972, Tab. VIII:c; 4 — Konin, grave 33. After Kostrzewski 1946-1947, Fig. 4:3; 5 — Cedynia, grave 622. After Malinowska-
Lazarczyk 1982a, Tab. XXVII:1; 6 — Debina, grave 11. After Pokuta and Wojda 1979, Tab. X:2. Elaborated T. Kurasinski.

in graveyard in Pokrzywnica Wielka. Except for one,
all swords unearthed on the dig (from graves 10, 16,
19 and 31) were either incomplete or broken (Fig. 6:1-
4).*> The blade of a sword unearthed in grave 609 in
Czersk is broken into four parts (Fig. 6:5).°° A find un-
covered in graveyard in Koninko, grave 11 also showed
numerous damage (Fig. 6:6).%" Its blade in the upper
part is broken twice,*™ while the lower part is clearly
bent and the tip is missing. Moreover, the cross-guard
whose one end did not survive due to corrosion was
positioned slant and the pommel was moved towards
the tang. These are just a few examples. While search-
ing for reasons of the above mentioned phenomenon
the fact of handing down weaponry to heirs also needs
to be mentioned here. Undoubtedly, weaponry, and es-
pecially swords were handed down as heritage of the
house from generation to generation, also as a form
of legacy handed down to people who were neither
relative nor in-law, sometimes also to ecclesiastical

35 Rauhut and Dtugopolska 1971, 304-305, 312, 316, 326,
328, Tab. Ill:a, VI:a, VILi, XI:1.

3¢ Rauhutowa 1972, 151, Fig. 4; Bronicka-Rauhut 1998, 42,
Tab. 6:10, Fig. 83:1.

37 Stepnik 2009, 276-277, Fig. 4; Stepnik et al. 2014.

3% According to T. Stepnik damage was probably suffered
during modern building works — Stepnik 2009, 277; Stepnik et al.
2014, 148.
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institutions.* This is indicated by written sources as
well as grave findings.

Source analysis of the will (c. 1015 AD) of Ath-
elstan ZAtheling, the eldest son of King Athelred II,
indicates that weapon which was most precious both
in material (decorated swords and mail) and symbolic
terms (sword which used to “belong to King Offa™*)
was distributed among members of his family and
household. The remains of his war gear, less numerous,
were offered to other people from the entourage of the
sovereign, among whom there was a priest; moreover,
one of the swords was offered to the church in which
Athelstan was buried.*!

A reference to The Saga of the Volsungs, in which
we can read about handing down damaged weapon,
also seems valuable. King Sigmund, during fights in
a battle hit Odin’s spear and broke the blade in two.

* Cf. Harke 2000, 383-386.

4 According to H. Hirke the claim does not necessarily need
to be true; nevertheless the researcher does not agree that the sword
has a long timeline and gives archaeological examples of archaic
weaponry offered as grave goods, Hiarke 2000, 393-394. See also
footnote 18.

41 Harke 2000, 384-385, Tab. 2; Androshchuk 2010, 266-267;
Tollerton 2011, passim; Androshchuk 2014, 194-196; Brunning
2019, 136-138; here are further examples of similar bequests. Text
of Athelstan’s will in: Anglo-Saxon Wills, 57-63.
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Fig. 6. Incomplete and broken swords from early medieval cemeteries: 1 — Pokrzywnica Wielka, grave 10. After Rauhut and Dlugopolska 1971,
Tab. Ill:a; 2 — Pokrzywnica Wielka, grave 16. After Rauhut and Diugopolska 1971, Tab. VI:a; 3 — Pokrzywnica Wielka, grave 19. After Rauhut
and Dhugopolska 1971, Tab. VII:i; 4 — Pokrzywnica Wielka, grave 19. After Rauhut and Dtugopolska 1971, Tab. XI:1; 5 — Czersk, grave 609.
After Bronicka-Rauhut 1998, Fig. 83:1; 6 — Koninko, grave 11. After Stepnik 2009, Fig. 4:b. Elaborated T. Kurasifski.

The remains of the weapon were to be guarded by
Hjordis and passed on their unborn son, Sigurd. The
new sword forged from the remains was called Gram
and had exceptional qualities in a battle.* An equally
interesting note about handing down a spear and a horn
by a dying Bohemian king, Bretislav II to his younger
son is included in the chronicle of Cosmas of Prague.*

Elements of combat equipment handed down that
way, mainly swords, were precious pieces, although
their true value was not determined by precious met-
als or artwork.** Such a weapon might even have been
rusty or made of lesser materials, provided it were part
of glorious history.* This is confirmed by other find-
ings as well. In the Middle Ages the sword, as a spe-
cial sign of memory, legitimised possessions and other

4 Saga o Volsungach, 11-12, 15 [29-30, 37-38].

4 Kosmas, Kronika, 111, 13, [331]. Regardless of the fact that
the act together with other objects which were relevant to it is in-
terpreted as a symbolic taking over of power to dispose land which
was private property of the duke by the successor (Charvat 2000),
it also gives evidence of inheriting weapon and keeping it in circu-
lation. It needs also be noted that the possession of inherited weap-
on was an important prerequisite for respect and status. Its loss
or giving away could mean losing a social status — Androshchuk
2010, 267; Androshchuk 2014, 197.

# Tollerton 2011, 189, 194-195.

4 Androshchuk 2010, 268; Androshchuk 2014, 200.

prerogatives. It was the ‘old and rusty’ pieces of said
weaponry which served as evidence in disputes; they
were material evidence of continuous legal title to
property or privilege.*®

A hypothetical testimony of inheriting weapon, al-
beit in the negative sense, are grave goods recovered
by archaeologists. Damaged and broken blades — in-
tentional as sometimes suggested*’ — are interpreted
by many researchers in legal terms as a sign of lack
of heirs who could inherit the sword, which as a result
could mean the expiry of patrilineality.*® Such a con-
clusion could be made with regard to the spearhead
unearthed in Pokrzywnica Wielka (grave 15), which
might have been broken before it was deposited in the
grave (Fig. 5:2). It needs to be admitted, however, that

4 As the example of 13™ century English reality shows, see
Klusek 2010.

47 Rauhut and Dtugopolska 1971, 316, 336; Bronicka-Rauhut
1998, 42.

# E.g. Dziewanowski 1989, 18; Zygulski Jr. 1975, 42; Wrze-
sinski 1997-1998, 14; Piotrowski 2003, 187; Biborski et al. 2004,
190. According to some researchers, a sword should not fall into
the hands of someone else after the death of its owner, hence it
should be destroyed, Korzukhina 1950, 64-65; Grinsell 1961, 477.

4 According to L. Rauhut and L. Dtugopolska (1971, 343)
the evidence that the dead buried in a grave in Pokrzywnica
“was the only surviving heir of the house or the family at that

27
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we do not have any direct ‘archaeological’ evidence to
support the concept discussed here; it seems to be more
of research intuition than a fact confirmed for the peri-
od which is subject to these considerations.

Cases of breaking, bending or fragmenting weap-
onry are also associated with ritual requirements arising
out of, to give an example, fear of the dead who could
regain power symbolised by the weapon and disturb the
living.*® Another hypothesis worth considering holds
that depriving the weapon of its military value by wil-
ful damage was to demonstrate braveness and tenacity
while fighting the enemy of the buried warrior.>! Mak-
ing a weapon useless could also result from utilitarian
reasons; it prevented its further use and simultaneously
prevented the grave from being plundered.> In this case
it presumably sufficed to depreciate the most valuable
grave goods, such as swords.> Without delving more
deeply into the matter, suffice it to say that beyond any
doubt we deal with a conglomeration of rites, practices
and beliefs which are relevant to weaponry and the ne-
cessity to make it useless by its ritual “killing”.>*

Another aspect worth considering concerns the
qualitative and quantitative composition of weaponry
deposited in graves. While studying finds uncovered
in the territory of Poland, it needs to be stressed that
the collection was not representative of full combat
gear. There was a clear deficiency of riding horses,
and especially arm protections.> There are also few
burials in which weapons were represented by more
than one weapon category.*® This is also the thesis not-
ed earlier in Polish literature on the subject, while the
presence of limited types of weaponry among grave
goods or only single finds was interpreted in economic
and social terms. Presuming that burial with weaponry
was a sign of belonging of the buried to a privileged
social group, it sufficed to deposit only a part of the
armour or only one, selected from a whole collection
of weaponry. This way goods, sometimes of consider-
able value, could be kept for future generations.’” The

time” was the very fact of depositing numerous and valuable grave
goods. According to other interpretations weapon in children’s
graves would more likely prove the need to compensate lack of
taking over social roles which were assigned to them or future
ones, Kowalczyk 2003, 123, footnote 29.

50 Astrom 1987, 216-217; Traschel 2005, 78.

1 Biborski 1981, 61; Kurasinski 2011, 223.

52 Ellis Davidson 1998, 11; Trachsel 2005, 78.

33 Karvonen 1998, 7.

3 More on this phenomenon see Zemitis 2006; Kurasinski
2011, 219-224; Mandescu 2012; Biro 2016; Aannestad 2018;
Husar 2018, 58-59; Jahn 2018.

35 See Sikora 2014, 303-304.

3¢ Dataset in Kurasinski 2012.

37 See Nadolski 1954, 93; Nadolski 1963, 113; Nowakowski
1983, 198.
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possibility of inheriting weaponry mentioned earlier,
which meant their scarce representation in pit graves
was also indicated by W. Sarnowska, who gave a pos-
itive answer to the question she posed, “Perhaps the
warrior was offered complete weaponry only when he
had neither children nor relatives who would inherit
from him and who could avenge his death?”.%® In this
case we would deal with practical application of the
pars pro toto principle.”

It seems that the lack of complete collections of
weapons in a grave could have been due to other reas-
ons as well. It needs to be taken into account that re-
sources of weaponry kept running out due to longer
or shorter periods of increased demand for weapons
and shortages of arms. Such a situation could prevail
in conditions of increased war operations, lack of con-
tinuous production or supply of weapons. Neverthe-
less, the presumption that the number of graves with
grave goods including weapon should be increased in
the period of intense war activities cannot be excluded,
primarily due to a shorter average lifespan and intense
participation of warriors in military activities. Howev-
er, during his studies of Anglo-Saxon history H. Hérke
noted that it was a period of relative peace (1* half of
the 6" century) that marked the peak of the custom of
burying the dead with elements of weaponry.® Hence
he concluded that the striving to express heroic mythol-
ogy supported by myths, which could not be done in
the time of war, was strengthened by rituals in the inter-
ludes punctuating military operations.®’ Nevertheless,
much simpler conclusion would be to state that the phe-
nomena discussed here resulted directly from increased
demand for weapon in times of turmoil.

Unfortunately, with regard to the territory of Poland
we do not have the opportunity to examine the relation-
ship between the burials with grave goods in the form
of weapon and war activities that Piast rulers engaged
in. On the one hand this is due to insufficient precision
while dating graves subject to study. Although there
are certain periodic fluctuations, however, any attempt
at establishing any interdependence of graves and po-
litical events confirmed by sources, even disregard-
ing the diverse development of individual provinces
during the period of fragmentation — would go too far
beyond the margin of probability. The general tendency
is to a decrease in the number of graves with weapons
in successive centuries, which would need to be associ-
ated rather with the mental and spiritual changes which
were taking place due the spread of Christian faith. On

8 Sarnowska 1956, 51.

% Cf. Kontny 2008, 107.

¢ Harke 1990, 28, 30 [Diagram]; Hiarke 1997, 124, Fig. 2.
! Harke 1997, 124.
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Fig. 7. Selection of wooden swords from Polish lands:
1 — Opole; 2 — Gdansk; 3-4 — Nakto; 5 — Szczecin; 6-7 — Wolin.
After Kotowicz 2008, Fig. 1. Elaborated T. Kurasinski.

the other hand, however, it would be difficult to indicate
any clear period of armistice at the early stages of the
development of Poland’s statehood. The custom of fur-
nishing graves with elements of weapons together with
other burial customs (e.g. inhumation, organisation of
graveyards) appeared in the course of the 10" centu-
ry in conditions of abrupt transformations relevant to
the establishment of early Piast statehood and contin-
ued until the beginning of the 13" century. During that
period many armed conflicts took place, both external
as well as domestic. Of particular significance was the
rule of Bolestaw the Brave, whose expansionist poli-
tics favoured many wars and skirmishes, especially
with his Western neighbours in 1002-1005, 1007-1013
and 1015-1018. Events which took place in the 1020s
marked an important threshold; it was a time of social
unrest due to the so-called pagan reaction®? and the raid

62 The ‘archaeological record’ of the said turmoil is discussed
by S. Mozdzioch 2005.

of Bretislav, Duke of Bohemia to bring back the relics
of St. Adalbert, and ultimately with the aim to conquer
Poland.®® The raid resulted in the fall of the first Piast
Monarchy. Coming back from exile, Casimir I the Re-
storer managed to reunite Polish lands and open a new
chapter in the history of the country (the second Piast
Monarchy), which started to be ruled on entirely new
principles. Many wars, especially with Bohemia, were
fought by Boleslaw II the Bold and his successors.
The rule of Bolestaw III Wrymouth was marked with
conflict with his brother, Zbigniew and the conquest of
Pomerania. The Statute of Succession (1138) marked
yet another threshold and resulted in the fragmenta-
tion of the Polish state and family conflicts within the
dynasty over seniority. The above incidents must have
resulted in transformations concerning the organisation
of armed forces and social structures,* and finally also
with regard to burial rites, however, tracing regularities
which would be confirmed by archaeological sources
would be difficult to prove today.

It seems that not only the factor of accessibility
of weapon was the factor that determined its presence
in the grave. A lot depended on the value ascribed to
individual elements of weaponry, and those were not
to be strictly subordinated to represent the reality of
a battle, but might have been relevant to the need to
represent identity of the deceased and the memory
of him, mostly in an idealised way, without the need
to deposit a real and complete military equipment.®
Most probably the act of depositing weapon in the
grave, irrespective of its kind — albeit the sword and
spurs must have been of special importance®® — was
ennobling and ensured social consolidation, both for
the buried but also (or rather first of all) for all the
mourners, who most probably were closest relatives
(collective identities).®’

Times of war or other historic turmoil or the choice
of weapon made with a view to creating a social pro-
file of the dead did not necessarily result in the total

9 See Matla-Koztowska and Baran-Koztowski 2009.

% See Bogacki 2007; Jurek 2007; with further extensive
literature.

% Sikora 2014, 305, 307; see also Vandkilde 2006, 485, 486.
Following cultural anthropologists focusing on the study of materi-
al culture it seems worth mentioning that “material goods make up
a code of things, which sets the meaning simultaneously ascribing
value: to an individual and a group, circumstances, functions and
situations”, Baranski 2007, 342.

% See recently GoBler 2013; Brunning 2019; Sayer et al. 2019.

7 Proposed by M. Kars “The model of intergenerational trans-
mission shows that material culture (from graves) can be studied as
a component of various relations between groups and individuals, and
not just as the reflection of static identities such as an unchanging per-
sonal status, legal position, ethnic identity or religious affiliation”,
Kars 2013, 102.
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disappearance of weapons from graves or their lim-
itation to selected items. There might have only been
a temporary reduction of their collection, which was
complemented by depositing ‘substitute’ items made
of materials less durable than metals.

Some elements of armoury, especially shields,
bows and arrows, and saddles were made mostly of
organic materials and for that reason they were subject
to complete degradation.®® Also, other items of weap-
onry might have been made in whole of such materi-
als. For example, instead of metal stirrups sometimes
wooden ones were in use, possibly loops were made
of string or leather.®” Spears/javelin,”® cudgels/clubs”!
and swords were also made of materials which were
not durable, in other words, those were their practice
versions (Fig. 7).

The issue of how such weapon functioned has been
discussed in a broad chronological and cultural context
by T. Capelle. This author was of the opinion that el-
ements of weaponry made from non-durable materi-
als were used not only in times when knowledge and
skill of obtaining and working metals was unknown,
but also later, including medieval times. Moreover, the
possession of wooden weapon did not depend on social
status of its owner.” In later period the issue was also
studied by other researchers who showed that weapon
made of organic materials was more often used in the
past than it could be inferred on the basis of source ma-
terials which have survived down to our times.”

Hence using such items could have resulted in
creating a “biased” picture of military equipment de-
posited as grave goods due to their disintegration and
destruction and therefore create the risk of making an
erroneous assumption regarding the original contents
of the grave.”

This conclusion is equally relevant to the damage
of a grave, which occurred while the graveyard was in
use, or during later use of the land (e.g. by farmers)
where it was located. Grave plundering also needs to
be taken into account,’® although in the case of grave
fields in the territory of Poland no clear traces of such
plundering of graves have been noted.

Alleged assigning weaponry made of lesser mate-
rials for grave goods makes us ask a question whether

% Nadolski 1954, 77.

% Nadolski 1954, 89.

70 Kontny 1996.

I Kontny 2015.

2 Kotowicz 2008; see also Roskoschinski 2011; sceptically
Weski 1994; Cosack 2012.

3 Capelle 1982.

74 Roskoschinski 2010; Schatte 2013; Martens 2019.

75 Cf. Bochnak 2006, 156-157.

¢ See e.g. Kiimmel 2009; Klevnis 2013.
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among weapons unearthed in graveyards there were
any finds of no combat value. A possible indication
which could help identify such finds would be given
by results of specialist physiochemical, X-ray, metal-
lurgical or technological examination. It needs to be
stated, however, that at our present stage of research
the results of specialist examination known to us,
mostly of swords and rarely of other types of weap-
onry, such as spearheads or axe heads do not allow
us to indicate beyond any doubt objects which were
a substitute or imitation of ‘real” objects. Almost all
objects which were subject to analysis were made to
the highest possible quality standards which were to
assure battle efficiency. The high symbolic value of
a sword as well as spurs as a symbol arose out of their
practical value in a battle, which defined the social
background of riders. Such a function could only be
performed by “original” weapons, hence only in ex-
ceptional cases were copies which could not be used
in battle deposited as grave goods.”

The fact that a weapon was used in a battle shows in
marks of damage: chips, cuts or repairs visible on many
pieces of weaponry deposited in graves; nevertheless,
as mentioned earlier, a considerable part of the damage
might have been due to other reasons.

The issue touched on here definitely calls for fur-
ther detailed studies on the basis of extended series of
analyses, also using materials from outside the territory
of Poland.” Both a axe and spear unearthed in grave-
yard in Radom (graves 29 and 41) the iron elements
of which show no advanced technology of production
aimed to improve their combat qualities, seems worth
considering. No blade overlays, traces of carbonization
or hardening were found.”

Similarly, other weaponry unearthed in pit graves
could hardly be used in a battle, albeit for reasons oth-
er than those above mentioned. A battle axe head un-
earthed in a graveyard in Pien was decorated with sil-
ver inlaid patterns; its combat value is questionable as
any hard strike, presumably, could result in loosening
of the inlaid sheet of silver, which in turn would also
result in depreciation of its aesthetic qualities.®* Finds
of inconsiderable size should also be regarded in rath-
er symbolic than utilitarian terms, such as miniature

7 See Meier 2002, 147-148.

8 Polish literature on the subject sometimes mentions
the possibility of making weaponry for sepulchral purposes
Sierostawski and Weker 2013, 48; cf. Husar 2009, 206, 209;
Fleming 2012, 25.

7 Klimek et al. 2013; see also Kurasinski and Skora 2012a,
81-83.

% Drozd and Janowski 2007, 122. According to other re-
searchers battle axes with decorated heads were made specifically
for combat purposes, Nadolski 1954, 38; Glosek 1987, 210.
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battle axes unearthed in Dziekanowice (grave 65/95),
Opole-Nowa Wies Krolewska (grave 56) and Lubien
(grave 85), which were uncovered in children’s graves.’!

The collection of weaponry unearthed in graves
might have resulted from existing burial customs.
As noted earlier, there was a deficiency of protective
weaponry and elements of horse tack, which is inter-
preted as ritual selection, which gave priority to cer-
tain categories of weaponry over others. Presumably,
local burial customs did not provide for burial of the
dead with equipment that would define a horse rider;
and simultaneously his social status, apart from, natu-
rally, spurs which were a frequent find.*?> According to
J. Sikora, “absence of protective equipment might have
been relevant to some sort of a taboo, which prevented
the mourners from depositing such elements of military
equipment”.®

Regional differences with regard to territorial
distribution of grave with weapons should also be
considered. In southern Poland weapons can hard-
ly ever be found in the collection of grave goods;
unlike other parts of Poland, i.e. Grater Poland or
Mazovia, where rich collections of weaponry, both
in terms of quality as well as quantity can be found.
This, however, can perhaps be put down to different
burial practices.®

One hypothetical reason for such a difference
could be the custom of placing weapons not inside
the pit grave, but outside, on the element marking
the place of burial, such as a stone or a cross. Such
a situation is described by L. Kovacs, who gives an
account of placing the shafts of spears on a burial
spot to mark it and to highlight the rank of the dead
by Magyars which date back to the time of conquer-
ing the territory which was to become their home-
land (at the turn of the 9" and 10™ centuries), as well
as other tribes, which is confirmed by written sourc-
es and ethnographical data. The researcher is of the
opinion that this is the reason why there were so few
spearheads in old Magyar graves which date back to
that time.** Although in graves of interest to us it was
pole weapons that dominated in collections of grave
goods, such a possibility, however, should be taken
into account. Such a function could also have been
exercised by other types of weapon, such as arrows
or battle axes, whose share in stray finds unearthed

81 See Kurasinski 2009, 218-223; Kurasinski and Skora
2012b, 47.

8 See Nadolski 1954, 126, footnote 14; Nadolski 1963,
113-114.

8 Sikora 2014, 304.

8 See Sikora 2014, 306.

85 Kovacs 1970, 108; Kovacs 1977, 68-72; Kovacs 1982; with
further literature.

in graveyards dating back to the early Piast period
is high. It needs to be noted that ethnographic liter-
ature mentions depositing battle axes on graves e.g.
by Lusatians.?

It seems that some ritual and magic phenomena
which can be observed in graveyards (unusual position
of weaponry next to the skeleton or their wilful dam-
age) which echo beliefs and imagery difficult to com-
prehend could also influence the way in which weap-
onry was used in burial customs and, as a result, its
presence in graves.

fhw

This study is but a handful of reflections and ob-
servations concerning the phenomenon of furnish-
ing graves with weapons as one of the links in the
circulation of these material goods in the social life
of things. The discussion undertaken here indicates
that the presence of weaponry in graves could result
from many ways and trajectories of their circulation,
which finally contributed to a certain configuration
and choice of elements of weaponry both in terms of
quality as well as quantity, as well as other elements
in the collection of grave goods deposited in burials.
Most likely, many of the pieces of weaponry had their
own special ‘history’ or ‘biography’ before being
placed in the grave. They could have belonged to an
esteemed ancestor, commemorate some special event
or participate in an exchange many times. As a result
of activities which aimed at selecting an object, ele-
ments that met the requirements of the battlefield or
ceremonial, as well as the presence of less valuable
materials, or physical states beyond repair or their
being unfit for processing or simply old-fashioned,
could be deposited in graves. It needs to be borne in
mind, however, that the circulation of goods was by
no means a constant phenomenon, and therefore reg-
ulations governing said processes, for example due to
religious transformations (the spread of Christianity)
or social ones could have resulted in changes in the
way they were deposited.’” The issue discussed here
is worth further extended studies, which on the one
hand would require an individual approach to each
case where a weapon is uncovered, and on the other
hand would need a theoretical basis concerning the
circulation of material goods in the past.

8 Kotlyarevski 1868, 219.
87 Cf. Harke 2000, 396.
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