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The development of the art of siege warfare 
in medieval Europe is an extremely important 
issue that has been the subject of many studies 
– both comprehensive and partial. In the Middle 
Ages, along with the development of technology, 
new solutions gradually emerged, including those 
drawn from war expeditions to hitherto unknown 
territories, for instance, the Crusades to the Holy 
Land.1 The real breakthrough, however, came 
with the invention of gunpowder and its first use 
in combat in the early 14th century.2 It was then 
that the art of conquering fortified sites took 
a new path. 

In Europe, the state of research on historic 
siege techniques varies from one area to another. 
While scholars in Western Europe have numerous 
accounts from written records and a wide selection 
of iconographic representations, Central Europe 
has a limited range of such sources.

In the case of the Kingdom of Poland, we have 
a small stock of written records and very few remains 
of such siege activities preserved in the field. In ad-
dition to the flagship examples, such as the actions at 

* Institute of Archaeology, University of Łódź,   http://
orcid.org/0000-0001-6846-159X; piotr.strzyz@uni.lodz.pl

1  E.g., von Zabern 2004. 
2  E.g., DeVries and Smith 2012.

Bolesławiec nad Prosną in 13963 or Malbork in 1410,4 
we can name, for example, the more recent discover-
ies of siege sites in Barwałd – Góra Żar from 1477.5

3  E.g., Strzyż 2011, 77-85, table XL; Strzyż 2012; Strzyż 
2014, 189-190, fig. 24. 

4  Strzyż 2011, 88-92, table XXXIII.
5  Wojenka 2019.
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The situation in the medieval Kingdom of 
Bohemia was quite different from the specifics of 
Poland or Western Europe. This part of Central 
Europe, already in the Middle Ages, characterised 
by a high degree of social and economic develop-
ment and wealth, in the years 1419-1434, became 
the arena of great armed struggles that were part of 
the Hussite Revolution. Without going into detail, 
it should be noted that during the 15 or so years of 
the revolution, at least several dozen battles were 
fought, and probably several hundred smaller and 
larger sieges were laid. These ranged from short 
sieges of small fortifications – knights’ residences 
and castles – to long-term blockades and military 
actions lasting many months around large cities, 
such as Pilsen in 1433-1434.6 Despite the slow dy-
ing out of the Hussite Revolution after the Battle of 
Lipany in 1434, these ideas were not lost and, over 
time, became the source of new conflicts. What 
stands out here is the war waged by the ‘Hussite 
king’ George of Poděbrady – first against internal 
Catholic opposition and then against his Hungarian 
opponent, King Matthias Corvinus, fought between 
1468 and 1471. Also, during this period, there were 
numerous armed clashes in the field and even more 
siege actions.7 Thus, researchers studying the issue 
of engineering warfare in medieval Bohemia have 
relatively well-represented traces of such activities 
in situ, as well as a  fairly large corpus of written 
sources from that period.

The achievements of Czech archaeology to 
date in this field have been collected by Jan Kypta 
and Jiří Marounek in a comprehensive monograph 
published by the National Heritage Institute in 
Prague in 2022. It has its roots in the documenta-
ry and archaeological studies of such sites carried 
out as early as the 19th century. Examples include 
recording work around the castles of Lichnice 
(besieged 1429-1428)8 or Lopata (besieged 1432-
1433).9 Post-war research has led to the study of 
the castle at Nový Hrad near Kunratice, which was 
conquered in 1419/1420 and has become the canon 
of Czech literature.10 From the 1980s, many such 
remains of military camps have been discovered 
and recorded by Tomáš Durdík.11 However, the 
real breakthrough and a  clear revival of research 
on siege warfare took place at the beginning of the 
21st century, when traces of war activities around 
several Czech castles were thoroughly investigated 

6  Sokol 2013.
7  Cf. Frankenberger 1960. 
8  Cf. Teplý 2007.
9  See Novobilský 2008, 15-16, figs. 8 and 9. 
10  Drobná 1953.
11  Durdík 1980; Durdík 2011.

and recorded, for instance, at Bechynĕ,12 Sión,13 
and Grabštejn.14

The monumental work by Jan Kypta and Jiří 
Marounk is divided into two parts – the analytical 
study and the catalogue. In the chapter ‘Hranice 
perspektivy’ (p. 11), the authors rightly state that the 
current number of sites with preserved remains of 
sieges is only a small fraction of the actual number 
of sieges that took place during the Hussite Revolu-
tion and in the following decades. Nevertheless, the 
obtained results provide a body of first-rate infor-
mation on Czech siege art in the late Middle Ages.

The main part of the analytical study consists 
of six unnumbered chapters devoted to the var-
ious forms of military activity in the field. The 
‘Polní tábory’ (pp. 16-19), i.e., traces of ad hoc 
military camps established in the field, which 
were associated, for example, with the march-
ing of the troops, are modestly represented in this 
study. This is due to the fact that these were tem-
porary structures, surrounded by makeshift wood 
and earth fortifications, which in later centuries 
were easily destroyed by ploughing or buildings. 
 The next chapter covers the larger ‘Tábors’ (pp. 19-
39), i.e., the remains of large camps established 
during sieges of castles or towns. These include 
sites such as the already-mentioned Bechynĕ, Sión, 
or Nový Hrad near Kunratice. In total, there are 
several well-documented sites that allow their de-
tailed analysis. ‘Pevnůstky’ (pp. 40-65), i.e., small 
defensive positions (e.g., for riflemen, artillery, 
etc.) co-existed with the aforementioned Tábory, 
which were intended to protect the main ‘Tábor’ 
– the fortified camp – from attacks (excursions) by 
the besieged crew or forces sent to the besiegers 
as support. They could also have been advanced 
defensive structures protecting the main camp or 
headquarters (e.g., a  castle) from an unexpected 
enemy attack.

The next chapter, ‘Ohrazeni’ (pp. 66-77), char-
acterises the structures that surrounded the camps, 
i.e., all kinds of ramparts and walls made of earth, 
wood, stone, etc. There were also various wood-
en structures, which were equipped with raised 
shields to protect, for example, the cannons and 
the people manning them when firing. Since traces 
of such structures are very poorly preserved in the 
field, researchers often use iconography to recon-
struct them (e.g., Fig. 51-57). The chapter ‘Aktivni 
oblehani’ (pp. 78-85), on the other hand, deals with 
positions intended for weapons enabling direct fir-
ing at the target – positions for propelling machines 

12  Kypta and Richterová 2004a.
13  Koscelník et al. 2013.
14  Kypta and Richterová 2004b.
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and artillery. These traces rarely survive in situ 
and, moreover, pose problems in terms of their in-
terpretation and association with the specific siege 
engines they were intended for.

Finally, the last analytical chapter is ‘Blokace’ 
(pp. 86-94), which characterises the sites related 
to blockades of besieged locations in order to cut 
them off from food supplies, external aid or access 
to water. 

The illustrative side of the book is a significant 
addition. Each of the above chapters is richly illus-
trated, both with plans of structures at individual 
sites and with relevant analogies from medieval ico-
nography – military codices, plans of camps, etc.

The most comprehensive part of the mono-
graph is the ‘Catalogue’ (pp. 95-289), which con-
tains the characteristics of all sites recognised by 
Jan Kypta and Jiří Marounek as remains of siege 
activities from the Kingdom of Bohemia during the 
Hussite Revolution and several decades after its 
end. As both the degree of recognition of the in-
dividual sites in the field and their current state of 
preservation vary considerably, they have been di-
vided into three parts. Part A compiles information 
on the best-recognised sites and is well documented 
in the light of accounts from written sources, which 
have been subjects of systematic field studies. This 
part contains 19 sites, which have been thorough-
ly recorded and investigated using archaeological 
methods by various research teams. Part B contains 
only three sites that were hypothesised to contain 
field remains of siege activity. The largest group of 
sites, as many as 34, is listed in section C, which is 
dedicated to known locations of past fortification 
or siege activity, but of which there are only resid-
ual traces in the field or where no systematic ar-
chaeological investigations have been carried out. 

However, these sites have great research potential 
and may provide valuable new data in the future, 
as Kypta and Marounek demonstrate in their book 
using the example of the Skály castle (Žd’ár on the 
Sázava River district).

In the same year 2022, Ludvík Belcredi pub-
lished a paper summarising the archaeological and 
historical-architectural research carried out in this 
castle in the years 1994-2014, which not only al-
lowed scholars to discover the castle’s history but 
also provided a rich collection of finds representing 
the material culture of its inhabitants.

However, in this case, from the perspective of 
studies on siege art, the most important was the de-
tailed publication of the results of research carried 
out on the hills surrounding the castle, where ar-
chaeologists discovered remains of well-preserved 
positions related to the siege laid in 1440, which ul-
timately led to the destruction of the fortress.15 Jan 
Kypta and Jiří Marounek certainly do not consider 
the topic to be closed and constantly publish new 
research results, as exemplified by the results of the 
latest field survey concerning the siege of Zvíkov 
castle (Písek district).16

In conclusion, we should certainly appreciate 
the scientific effort of the authors gathered around 
Jan Kypta and Jiří Marounek and their exceptional 
results. It is an excellent example of cooperation 
between archaeologists and historians and the use 
of the latest technological advances (especially 
non-invasive methods) in recording and document-
ing an archaeological site in the field. The result 
is a monumental work that, without question, adds 
invaluable information to our knowledge of siege 
technology in medieval Bohemia or, more broadly, 
Central Europe. It is to be hoped that one day we 
will also see a similar synthesis in Poland.

15  Belcredi 2022, 193-212, figs. 219-232.
16  Kypta et al. 2022.
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