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The Early Medieval Barrows with Kerbstones 
at the Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11 

in the Białowieża Forest (Szczekotowo Range)

ABSTRACT

Olczak H., Krasnodębski D., Szlązak R., Wawrzeniuk J. 2020. The Early Medieval Barrows with Kerbstones at 

the Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11 in the Białowieża Forest (Szczekotowo Range). Sprawozdania Archeologiczne 

72/2, 511-537.

In the western part of the Białowieża Forest, on the grounds of the Szczekotowo Range, one can find one of the 

largest and most interesting Early Medieval sepulchral complexes in the Middle Bug River basin. One part of it 

is the cemetery at Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11, which includes five burial mounds surrounded by settings of 

kerbstones. In a barrow, which was excavated in 2017, an inhumation burial of a woman dating back to the 12th 

century and equipped with a necklace of glass beads was discovered. This site is another excavated cemetery 

from the Białowieża Forest area, where – in contrast to other regions of the Upper Narew and Middle Bug River 

basins – the barrow was the most common type of grave in the younger phase of the Early Middle Ages. This 

article presents various aspects of the investigated burial, which undoubtedly casts new light on our knowledge 

about the Mazovian-Rus’ cultural borderland during the period of state formation.
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INTRODUCTION

The cemetery forms part of a large multicultural sepulchral and settlement complex 

located in the western part of the Białowieża Forest (Hajnówka Forest District), in the so-

called Szczekotowo Range (Figs 1 and 2). Numerous archaeological sites, which date from 

the Neolithic to the Modern period, are situated in an area of approximately 60 hectares 

on both banks of the Łutownia River, a tributary of the Narewka River. Most of them are 

remains of earthworks, such as Early Medieval barrows and mounds associated with modern 

Fig. 1. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. Location of the site on topographic map: 
a – earthen mounds (1-5 – Early Medieval barrows, 6 – Modern mound), b – finds from field survey 

(source of the map: Head Office of Geodesy and Cartography). 
Illustrated by H. Olczak and R. Szlązak
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charcoal and tar production. The archaeological sites of the Szczekotowo Range were de-

scribed for the first time at the beginning of the 20th century by German archaeologist 

Alfred Götze, who investigated the mounds in the Białowieża Forest in 1917-1918. Among 

other places, he excavated a few mounds at two Early Medieval cemeteries located on the 

east bank of the Łutownia River, in forest compartment nos. 214C and 214D: a cremation 

cemetery at Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 5 and an inhumation cemetery at Leśnictwo 

Postołowo Site 3 (Götze 1929, 518-521, 531-540). Due to the unique natural resources and 

the presence of numerous archaeological monuments, in the late 1970s, thanks to the ef-

forts of Prof. Janusz B. Faliński, an archaeological and natural Szczekotowo Reserve was 

established in this area (Faliński 1980, 136-137). Subsequent excavations were not carried 

out in the Szczekotowo Range until almost 100 years after the research of Alfred Götze. In 

2014 and 2016, an expedition of the Institute of Archaeology and Ethnology of the Polish 

Academy of Sciences in Warsaw (IAE PAS) not only investigated additional barrows, but 

also discovered several new sites, mainly settlements, and both the chronology and function 

Fig. 2. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo. Location of archaeological sites in the Szczekotowo Range 
and the surrounding area (the numbers refer to the numeration of archaeological sites in the Postołowo 
Forest Range): 1 – Modern mound kiln; 2 – Modern mound kiln and charcoal piles; 3, 11 – Early Medieval 
inhumation barrows; 4, 8-10, 12, 20 – earthen mounds of unknown chronology and function; 5 – Early 
Medieval cremation barrows, earthen mounds of unknown chronology and function and modern tar kiln; 

6 – multicultural settlement; 7 – Modern charcoal piles; 13 – Modern rubble mound. 
After Krasnodębski and Olczak 2018, fig. 10
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Fig. 3. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. 1 – area of the site according to Digital Elevation 
Model ISOK (Informatyczny System Ochrony Kraju in Polish, https://www.geoportal.gov.pl) and contour 
plans of the barrows; 2 – view of barrow no. 3 during excavation, using photogrammetry and Digital Eleva-

tion Model ISOK. Produced by M. Jakubczak and R. Szlązak
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of already known sites were established (Krasnodębski and Olczak 2016; 2018, 38-43; 

Olczak et al. 2019, 57-61).

Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11 is situated in the western part of the Szczekotowo Range 

(forest compartments 213D and 214C), on a small acclivity just to the west of the Łutownia 

River valley (cf. Fig. 1). It includes five round Early Medieval burial mounds (Fig. 3: 1), as 

well as relics of a multicultural settlement dated to the Neolithic period, the Early Iron Age 

or the Roman period, and the older phase of the Early Middle Ages. The site also revealed 

traces of human activity from the Modern period, in the form of a small mound, perhaps 

associated with charcoal production. In addition, there are low earth embankments in this 

area (cf. Fig. 3: 1), which are probably relics of an old, so-called Celtic field system.

The first information about the cemetery was published by Alfred Götze (1929, 518), 

who described one of the barrows (no. 1), located in forest compartment 213D, next to 

a forest road (Figs 1; 3: 1). Based on this, the site was added to the National Inventory of 

Historical Monuments under the name Puszcza Białowieska archaeological Site 21. A short 

mention of three barrows from forest compartment 214C was given by Janusz B. Faliński, 

who incorrectly interpreted them as flat graves surrounded by kerbstones (1980, 136). 

Irena Górska, who in the 1970s probably visited the site with Faliński, also mentioned the 

mounds located on the left bank of the Łutownia River, but did not give any details regar-

ding them (Górska 1976, 112). In 1993, a field survey was carried out as a part of the Polish 

Archaeological Record (Archeologiczne Zdjęcie Polski or AZP in Polish), during which 

only the barrow mentioned by Alfred Götze was noticed (Site 45-91/17). In a catalogue 

developed in 1996 by Maciej Oszmiański, this mound was again the only one taken into 

account (Oszmiański 1996, Site 67, barrow no. 5). In 2016, the entire site was verified and 

described for the first time during the Inventory of Cultural Heritage project carried out 

by the IAE PAS as part of the Assessment of the Condition of Biodiversity in the Białowieża 

Forest Based on Selected Natural and Cultural Elements (Krasnodębski and Olczak 2018, 

15). It was stated then that four features known from the National Inventory of Historical 

Monuments or mentioned in the relevant literature, along with the newly discovered fifth 

feature, due to their similar shape, form one barrow cemetery. Nearby remains of a modern 

mound (no. 6) and relics of a multicultural settlement were also considered to be a part of 

the same site (cf. Fig. 1).

Excavation at the site was carried out in the summer of 2017 by the Institute of Archaeo-

logy of the Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University in Warsaw and the IAE PAS in Warsaw. 

It was part of the Cultural and Natural Heritage of the Białowieża Forest project, financed 

by the National Science Centre and headed by Prof. Przemysław Urbańczyk, in coopera-

tion with Joanna Wawrzeniuk, PhD. The investigations were led by Hanna Olczak and 

Dariusz Krasnodębski, in cooperation with Roman Szlązak.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE CEMETERY
 AND THE EXCAVATED BARROW

The burial mounds making up the cemetery are characterized by kerbstones arranged 

at their bases and, less often, on their slopes (Figs. 3: 1, 2; 4). Located on the western edge of 

the site (forest compartment 213D), mound no. 1 is about 8 m in diameter and about 0.5 m 

in height (Fig. 3: 1A). At its base lie seven large kerbstones, which are remnants of a setting 

of unknown shape. Two stones on the eastern side are probably preserved in situ, while 

others are secondarily displaced. The kerb’s destruction may be related with the informa-

tion provided by Alfred Götze, according to whom the mound had been excavated in the 

past (1929, 518). The other four barrows are located about 115-120 m to the northeast, in 

forest compartment 214C. They form roughly a line, which is oriented northwest – south-

east (Figs. 1; 3: 1). The best-preserved mounds (nos. 2-4) are located close to each other, at 

a distance of a few to about 15 m. Two of them (nos. 2 and 4) are small – about 3 m in dia-

meter and up to about 0.4 m in height. At their bases, there are partially destroyed, rough-

ly square settings built of closely adjoining large stones, of which six or seven have sur-

vived to this day (Fig. 3: 1C, 1D). Between barrows 2 and 4 lies the largest mound (no. 3), 

about 9-10 m in diameter and about 0.8 m in height. In the upper part of its slope, ten 

kerbstones are visible, forming a partially damaged, rectangular or oval setting (Figs. 3: 

1C; 4). At a distance of about 40 m to the northwest of this group lies another mound (no. 5), 

similar in size to barrows 2 and 4, with a kerb, of which only four or five stones have sur-

vived in situ (Fig. 3: 1B). In addition, a slight elevation was recorded north of burial mounds 

2-5, which could be the remains of another, destroyed mound. All barrows from the eastern 

part of the cemetery are located on the top of the aforementioned embankments, while 

mound no. 1 is located near an intersection of two embankments (cf. Fig. 3: 1).

Barrow no. 3 was the one chosen for excavation. The kerbstones visible on its surface 

had lengths of 0.5-1.0 m, and roughly half of their height was underground (Figs. 3: 2; 4). 

Eight stones were probably in situ and created a rectangle or oval with an external length 

of about 4.5 m and a width of about 4.0 m, surrounding the top of the mound. The other 

two boulders, located in the lower part of the mound, were apparently dislocated. Between 

the kerbstones at the top of the barrow, there was a small depression with a diameter of 

about 1 m, indicating a former grave robbery. On the east and west, the mound was flanked 

by two pits, visible as slight depressions on the modern ground surface (cf. Fig. 3: 2).

The archaeological trench, measuring 6 × 6 m, was marked out in the north-eastern 

part of the barrow and included its middle part and the pit adjacent to it on the east (Figs 

3: 1C, 2). The surface of the mound was covered with a thin layer of plant litter and modern 

humus (layer 1), with an average thickness of 0.1-0.2 m (Fig. 5: 2). On northern edge of the 

trench there was a small cluster of cobblestones (layer 7; Figs 5: 1; 6), which was possibly 

a remnant of the mantle originally covering the barrow. A dozen or so small-sized stones 

were also within a layer of brown sand (layer 4), which formed the mound’s upper portion. 
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The thickness of this layer was difficult to estimate due to its high degree of destruction, 

but it probably reached about 0.5 m. Below, there was a layer of dark brown sand with a lot 

of small grey and brown patches, along with ferriferous inclusions (layer 10), which ranged 

from 0.2 m to 0.4 m in thickness. Small charcoals were registered in both layers of the 

mound, especially in the lower one. Single fragments of Early Medieval pottery, as well as 

prehistoric artefacts (pottery, flint artefacts) were also found. The mound was built on a layer 

of buried soil (layer 6), the top part of which had previously been removed. It was a brown 

sand, containing several dozen pieces of prehistoric and Early Medieval pottery, as well as 

a few flint artefacts. Under the mound, the thickness of this layer was about 0.1-0.3 m, 

while on the mound’s edge it reached 0.4 m.

Inside the ring of kerbstones, at a depth of about 0.5 m below the top of the mound, 

a severely damaged burial of a woman who died aged 20-25 was discovered (Tomczyk 

2018). The dead lay on the top of the mound’s lower layer, with no burial pit visible around 

the skeleton (Figs 5: 1; 7). The deceased was placed in an upright position on her back, with 

her head facing northeast. Only parts of the skeleton are preserved in situ, for example the 

skull, left humerus, and left tibia and fibula bones. The only artefacts noticed near the 

burial were one half of an opaque black glass bead (Figs 8: 10; 9: 4) found near the tibia 

bone, and fragments of a transparent blue glass bead discovered a dozen or so centimetres 

Fig. 4. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. Barrow no. 3 before the excavation. 
Photo by R. Szlązak
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Fig. 5. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. Plan of barrow no. 3 (1) and the profile along line 
X=102 (2): a – plant litter and modern humus; b – brown sand with yellow-brown patches, charcoal frag-
ments and small and medium-sized stones; c – brown sand with yellow-brown patches and some very small 
charcoal fragments; e – brown sand with a few small charcoal fragments; f – dark brown sand; g – dark 
brown sand with a lot of small grey and brown patches, including ferriferous inclusions and small charcoal 
fragments; h – gray sand with patches of gray-brown and light gray sand; i – loose dark brown and black sand 
with small amount of charcoal and wood fragments; j – slightly clayey brown sand with patches of yellow-
brown and yellow sand; k – stones; l – pottery fragments; m – burned wood; n – reconstructed boundary 

of the mound. Illustrated by R. Szlązak and H. Olczak
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Fig. 7. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. The inhumation burial in barrow no. 3 during 
exploration (view from the south). Photo by H. Olczak

Fig. 6. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. Barrow no. 3 after removing the modern humus 
from the northern part of the excavation. Photo by H. Olczak
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north of the skull. The chest and right side of the skeleton were destroyed by the aforemen-

tioned grave robbery. The robbery pit (feature 23) was about 3 m in diameter in its upper 

portion, with a depth of about 0.8-0.9 m. It was filled with brown, dark brown, and black 

sand (layers 2 and 22), containing stones, charcoal and fragments of partially burnt wood. 

In the pit, bones belonging to the skeleton (mainly those ones from its upper portion) were 

found, together with nine complete glass beads and a few preserved fragmentarily, as well 

as several dozen pieces of pottery, mainly prehistoric ones. However, no items that could 

help to determine the time of the grave’s destruction were found. The other parts of the 

skeleton were unearthed on the top of the mound and on its edge, just under the plant litter.

On the top of the mound’s lower layer, at the same level as the burial, remains of a burned 

pine plank (or planks) were unearthed (Fig. 5: 1). Its preserved width was about 0.2-0.3 m, 

and its length – within the trench – was about 2 m. Charcoal and traces of burning found 

east of the plank suggest that it was originally longer. The plank was oriented northwest – 

southeast, roughly perpendicular to the skeleton. At the place where it intersected with the 

burial, only a few charcoals were noticed. They were found below the skull of the de-

ceased.

A large pit (feature 8), oval in plan and basin-shaped in cross-section, was discovered 

at the east side of the mound’s base (Figs 5: 1, 2). Its dimensions were about 4.0 × 2.8 m, 

with a maximum depth of about 0.7 m. Two layers of cobblestones (layer 12) were un-

earthed in the brown sand (layer 9) constituting the main part of the pit’s fill. The stones 

formed a line with a length of about 3 m and a width of about 0.4-0.6 m, extending through 

the middle of the pit and oriented northeast – southwest (Figs 5: 1; 10). Below the stones, 

numerous pottery fragments from two Early Medieval vessels were discovered (Figs 11; 

12). The dispersion of the sherds indicates that the pots could have originally been placed 

at the bottom of the pit, where they were subsequently covered in a natural way with falling 

stones, possibly originating from the disturbed mantle of the mound.

GRAVE GOODS AND OTHER EARLY MEDIEVAL FINDS

Glass beads

As a result of the excavation, nine complete and eight partly preserved glass beads have 

been found, as well as a dozen or so fragments, probably deriving from about three more 

specimens. The most numerous among them are transparent blue glass beads made by 

a winding technique (Figs 8: 1-9, 11-13; 9: 1-3). Many of them are heavily corroded or co-

vered in a matt coating. The chemical analysis of three beads of this type revealed that they 

were made of lead silicate glasses stained with copper and manganese (Ginter 2020). The 

colour of some beads indicates that the glass used for production could have been dimmed, 

for example by tin. They are spherical or ring-shaped, with a diameter ranging from 0.95 
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to 1.08 cm, and a height ranging from 0.65 to 0.85 cm. Similar beads were also found in 

two graves at the neighbouring barrow cemetery at Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 3 (Götze 

1929, 537, 540, plates 13: 1, 2). To the west of the Białowieża Forest, they were discovered 

at cemeteries in Kuraszewo (Jaskanis 1966, 246, plate XIII: 11 and the collection of the 

State Museum of History and Archaeology in Grodno), Zbucz Site 1 (Olczak et al. 2019, 

figs. 5.9: 5, 6) and Szczyty-Dzięciołowo Site 1 (Olczak and Krasnodębski 2019, fig. 11: 13). 

In more distant regions, beads of this type were found, among other places, at Daniłowo 

Małe Site 1, Suraż Site 2 (collection of the Podlachian Museum in Białystok), and Czarna 

Fig. 8. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. Selection of glass beads from barrow no. 3: 1-8, 
11 – robbery pit 23, layer 2; 9 – layer 4/robbery pit 23, layer 2; 10 – near the skeleton; 12-14 – robbery 

pit 23, layer 22. Illustrated by G. Nowakowska
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Wielka Site 1 (Wajda 2014, 66, fig. 31: grave 199). It is usually assumed that beads of a simi-

lar shape and colour were produced mainly in the 12th and 13th centuries (Wajda 2014, 

66-67).

One bead was made by winding highly transparent lead silicate glass with a light yellow 

colour (Figs. 8: 14; 9: 5). It is barrel-shaped, with a diameter of 1.35 cm and a height of 

1.5 cm. Such large specimens of beads of this type are not known from this region. A slightly 

smaller barrel-shaped bead was found at Krupice Site 1 (Dzik 2015b, plate XVIII: 23). 

Beads made of glass with a similar colour, but of spherical shape, are known from the 

cemetery at Suraż Site 2 (Bieńkowska 2005a, plate VII: 5).

In addition, one half of an opaque black glass bead of a spherical shape, with a diame-

ter of about 1.3 cm and a height of 0.8-0.9 cm, was found in the grave (Figs. 8: 10; 9: 4). It 

is decorated with narrow strips of opaque white glass, forming loops embedded in its core. 

The bead was made of lead silicate glass that was probably stained with iron oxide, while 

the glass of the decoration was stained with tin oxide (Ginter 2020). Beads of this type are 

believed to be made by a sintering method, but this has not been confirmed sufficiently (cf. 

Wajda 2016). Similar specimens were found at two nearby barrow cemeteries – at Le-

śnictwo Przechody Site 10 (Olczak et al. 2019, figs. 5.13: 14-17) and in the Ladzka Forest 

(Walicka 1958, fig. 2). Outside the Białowieża Forest, beads with similar ornaments were 

discovered, for example, at cemeteries at Krupice Site 1 (Dzik 2015, plate XVIII: 20), 

Rogawka Site 1 (Dzik 2016, figs. 17: 2; 18: 5, 6), Rybałty Site 1 (Rauhut and Długopolska 

1975, 352, plate III: p, r, s) and Święck-Strumiany Site 3 (Jaskanis 2008, fig. 49: VI/N). 

They are usually dated to the 11th-12th centuries (Kuzina 2016, fig. 1: b, c; Pankiewicz et al. 

2017, table 1).

Fig. 9. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. Selection of glass beads from barrow no. 3: 
1-3 – robbery pit 23, layer 2; 4 – near the skeleton; 5 – robbery pit 23, layer 22. Photo by R. Szlązak
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Ceramics

Two groups of Early Medieval pottery were distinguished, related to various phases of 

the site’s occupation: vessels turned on their whole surface on a potter’s wheel, which are 

associated with the cemetery and vessels finished on the wheel only in their upper parts 

that can be connected to the older settlement. Both vessel types were made of ferruginous 

clays, probably obtained from local glacial deposits. The chemical analysis of the pottery 

samples indicates a clear homogeneity of the clays used during both periods. All the sam-

ples are characterized by a high content of iron trioxide and a low content of calcium oxide 

(Olczak 2018).

The first group of ceramics include two reconstructed pots discovered at the bottom of 

the eastern side pit (feature 8) and 16 fragments of other vessels, which were also found in 

the mentioned pit (4 fragments), along with specimens from both the layers of the mound 

(3 fragments), the buried soil (2 fragments), the robbery pit (4 fragment), and from the 

modern humus (3 fragments). The pots both have an S-shaped form and everted rims, and 

are decorated with incised horizontal grooves. The better preserved of them has a height of 

21.7-22.0 cm, with a rim 21.6 cm in diameter and a base 10.6-11.0 cm in diameter (Figs. 11: 

1; 12). Its base is concave, with a ballast of coarse-grained crushed stone. The pot was made 

of clay tempered with medium-grained (up to 0.2 cm) crushed stone, probably granite. 

The surface colour of the pot has changed as a result of secondary burning – it is orange on 

the inside and spotty on the outside, with soot stains. The second vessel, less well pre-

Fig. 10. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. 
Barrow no. 3 during exploration. The row of cobblestones (layer 12) in the eastern side pit (feature 8). 

Photo by H. Olczak
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Fig. 11. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. 
Pottery vessels found at the bottom of the eastern side pit (feature 8) of barrow no. 3. 

Illustrated by G. Nowakowska and H. Olczak
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served, has a height of about 16-17 cm, with a rim about 14.0-14.2 cm in diameter and 

a concave base about 9 cm in diameter (Fig. 11: 2). The vessel’s external surface is spotted 

with soot stains, and its internal surface shows traces of probably secondary burning. The 

pot was made of clay tempered with medium-sized crushed stone (up to 0.2 cm).

Other ceramic finds associated with this phase are small and eroded pottery pieces, 

mainly body sherds. Among them are a fragment of lid with a diameter of about 12 cm (Fig. 

13: 7), a rim deriving probably from a vessel with a cylindrical neck, and a flat base with 

a diameter of about 6 cm. The lid and a few body fragments are decorated with incised 

horizontal grooves (Figs. 13: 6, 7), while another fragment is decorated with grooves and 

a wavy line (Fig. 13: 8). The vessels were made of clay tempered with fine and medium-

Fig. 12. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. 
One of the vessels found at the bottom of the eastern side pit (feature 8) of barrow no. 3 after reconstruction. 

Photo by M. Osiadacz
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grained crushed stone (up to 0.2 cm). The thickness of their walls ranges from 0.5 to 1.3 cm.

These vessels can be dated from the second half of the 11th century to the beginning of 

the 13th century. In terms of technique, as well as of shapes and decoration, they are simi-

lar to pottery found at many cemeteries of the Białowieża Forest and of the Leśna River 

basin in western Belarus. However, in contrast to the above-described pots, most vessels 

from graves in these areas were of small size, with a diameter and height no bigger than 

a few or a dozen or so centimetres (Götze 1929, plate 14; Walicka 1958, fig. 1; Korobush-

Fig. 13. Białowieża Forest, Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11. 
Selection of handmade and partly turned pottery (1-5) and wholly turned pottery (6-8): 

1 – side pit 8, layer 9; 2 – layer 10; 3 – robbery pit 23, layer 22; 4, 5 – from the field survey; 
6, 7 – modern humus (layer 1); 8 – side pit 8, layer 9/1. 

Illustrated by G. Nowakowska and H. Olczak
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kina 1993, figs. 17: 6, 10, 11; Krasnodębski et al. 2005, figs. 8; 11: a; Olczak et al. 2019, figs. 

5.6: 6-8; 5.13: 7, 18). Pots similar in size to the ones from the side pit 8 were found, for 

example, at the flat cemetery at Zbucz Site 1 (Olczak et al. 2019, fig. 5.9: 10) and in one of 

the barrows in Trostyanitsa in the Leśna River basin (Korobushkina 1993, 55, fig. 17: 17). 

Taking into account finds originating from settlements, similar pottery was registered at 

nearby sites Leśnictwo Przechody Site 6 and Leśnictwo Teremiski Sites 3 and 5 (Olczak 

2016a; 2016b), as well as in the region of the western and north-western Kievan Rus’ 

(Lysenko 1985, figs. 232: 4, 5; Malevskaia-Malevich 2005, figs. 11: 2; 14: 2; 38: 15; 39: 20; 

48: 1). Particularly noteworthy is a fragment of the lid, because in the Middle Bug River 

basin these items are discovered very rarely. A fragment of an identical lid was found at the 

neighbouring settlement at Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 6 (materials from the IAE PAS re-

search). Very similar lids are known from the urban centres of the north-western Kievan 

Rus’, for example from Navahrudak (Malevskaia-Malevich 2005, figs. 25: 5, 7).

In addition, 17 fragments of partly turned vessels were discovered, including 3 rims, 

1 base, and 13 body sherds. They were found mainly on the site’s surface (7 fragments), but 

also in both layers of the mound (4 fragments), in the pit 8 (3 fragments), in the robbery 

pit (2 fragments), and in the buried soil (1 fragment). The vessels were hand made using 

the coiling technique and then turned on the potter’s wheel, probably in their upper and 

middle parts. The clay was tempered with a coarse-grained or, less frequently, medium-

grained crushed stone, probably granite, with an average granulation of about 0.2-0.3 cm. 

The wall thickness of the vessels ranged from 0.8 to 1.4 cm. Two rims of probably S-shaped 

pots (Figs 13: 3, 4), a secondarily burned rim, which could be a plate fragment, and a slightly 

concave base with a large amount of crushed stone ballast are worth mentioning. The ves-

sels were decorated with incised horizontal grooves and with wavy lines (Figs 13: 1, 2, 5). 

Due to the technique and stylistic features, this pottery can be dated from the second half 

of the 8th century to the beginning or the middle of the 10th century. Similar vessels were 

found at several settlements located in the Białowieża Forest, for example at Leśnictwo 

Postołowo Site 6 (Krasnodębski and Olczak 2018, 40-43), Leśnictwo Przechody Site 6 (Ol-

czak 2016b) and Leśnictwo Nowe Site 1 (Krasnodębski and Olczak 2006a, 76). They were 

also discovered in one of the barrows at the cemetery at Leśnictwo Teremiski Site 2 (Kras-

nodębski and Olczak 2006b; Krasnodębski et al. 2011, 153-155).

CHRONOLOGY OF THE BURIAL

Two radiocarbon analyses have been done to determine the burial’s dating. Dating the 

plank unearthed in the mound gave a result of 920±30 BP (Poznań Radiocarbon Labora-

tory, Poz-99167). The calibrated age of this sample is 1028-1184 AD (probability 95.4%) or 

1045-1098 AD and 1120-1157 AD (probability 68.2%). In contrast, a radiocarbon date of 

620±30 BP (Poz-99066) was obtained for the charcoal from the side pit 8 (found under 



528 Hanna Olczak, Dariusz Krasnodębski, Roman Szlązak, Joanna Wawrzeniuk

the layer 12). The calibrated age of this sample lies within the range 1292-1401 AD (pro-

bability 95.4%) or 1299-1324 AD, 1346-1372 AD and 1378-1393 AD (probability 68.2%). 

The result of the plank’s radiocarbon analysis is consistent with the dating of the finds. 

Based on this, the 12th century can be taken as the most probable dating of the burial. On 

the other hand, the result of dating the charcoal from the pit 8 is not compatible with the 

finds and is probably not related to the period when the mound was built. It proves, how-

ever, that the pit was not filled up immediately after the funeral, but that it was a long-lasting 

natural process.

BURIAL RITE

Several features not typical to the Middle Bug River basin cemeteries have accumu-

lated at the discussed site. The first distinguishing feature of the examined barrow is the 

burial’s location within the mound, on a lower mound layer with a thickness of about 0.20-

0.25 m. Burials of this kind are very rarely recorded in the Białowieża Forest. In this area, 

placing dead bodies beneath mounds, either on the ground surface or in burial pits, was 

the most widespread. A burial placed within a mound was perhaps discovered at the ce-

metery at Leśnictwo Przechody Site 10, but the information regarding it is not conclusive 

(barrow no. 13 according to Götze 1929, 529). On the Bielsk Plain, a burial of a similar type 

was found at Szczyty-Dzięciołowo Site 1 (Olczak and Krasnodębski 2019), and in the 

Drohiczyn Upland in Baciki Dalsze, Klukowo Site 1, and Korzeniówka Mała Site 2 (Dzik 

2015c, 63). In the Belarussian region of Pobuże, burials placed within mounds constitute 

the smallest share among the examined features. They were registered at several cemete-

ries, for example in Hurki, Rataichicy, Svishchevo and Voiskaia (Korobushkina 1993, 26 

and table 5).

Unusual for other inhumation burials of the region was the discovery of a burnt pine 

plank (or planks), which was lying on the top of the lower mound-layer on both sides of the 

skeleton, and probably under the skull as well. The remains of burnt planks or quadrangu-

lar enclosures are known from several older barrows with cremation burials located in the 

Białowieża Forest (Götze 1929, fig. 27; Krasnodębski et al. 2011, 153-155; Olczak et al. 

2019, fig. 5.6: 1), but such constructions were not noticed in the later graves with inhuma-

tion burials. Two barrows with partial cremation from the Leśna River basin, in which 

large pieces of burnt wood were present next to the skeletons, are worth mentioning here. 

In grave no. 1 at the Lisovčicy cemetery, along the left side of the burial, there was a burnt 

log 2.4 m long, while smaller pieces of burnt wood were located at the head and feet of the 

dead (Korobushkina 1993, 46, 117-118). On the other hand, several pieces of burnt wood 

were laid on the skeleton’s bones in barrow no. 25 at the cemetery in Khotinovo (Koro-

bushkina 1993, 46, 126, and table 3). According to Tatiana N. Korobushkina, burials with 

partial cremation come from the period of the transition from pagan cremation to the 
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Christian rite of inhumation, when society did not want to completely abandon the use of 

fire in funeral rites (Korobushkina 1993, 45-46; cf. Musianowicz 1955, 272-273; Dzik 2012, 

608-609). Another confirmation of the ancient funeral rites’ survival in the Leśna River 

basin is the presence of a layer of ash and charcoal at the bases of many barrows, on which 

the bodies of the deceased were placed (Korobushkina 1993, 24-26). Evidence of fire usage 

in barrows with inhumation burials is also known from other Eastern Slavic regions, for 

example from the Neman River basin (Zvyaruga 2000, 87-88). This is particularly well-

proven in the areas inhabited by the Radimichs, where frequent practices of placing dead 

bodies on extinguished hearths or wooden platforms have been reported (Soloveva 1963, 

102; Sedov 1982, 154-155; Bogomolnikov 2004, 39). It seems that the discovery of the 

burnt plank in the discussed barrow may be just such a testimony to the reminiscence of 

old funerary customs during the period dominated by the skeletal rite. The plank could 

form part of an enclosure, while its unburned part did not survive, or it could be a remnant 

of the burnt-out hearth where the body of the deceased woman had been placed. Other 

evidence of fire usage in funeral rites is known from barrow no. 102 at the nearby cemetery 

at Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 3, in the burial pit of which traces of burnt wood, possibly 

from the lower part of a coffin, were recorded (Krasnodębski and Olczak 2016; Olczak et 

al. 2019, fig. 5.6: 2).

Another issue that needs to be discussed is the body orientation with its skull facing 

northeast. In the Białowieża Forest, a similar burial orientation was recorded only in grave 

no. 102 at the cemetery at Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 3 (Olczak et al. 2019, fig. 5.6: 2). The 

dead at barrows 90 and 91 at the same cemetery (Götze 1929, 538-539), as well as the ones 

in barrows 55, 63, and 65 at the cemetery at Leśnictwo Przechody Site 10 (graves nos. 13, 

15, and 19 according to Götze 1929, 529-530), had their heads turned to the east. In addi-

tion, at the cemetery at Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 3, there were also cases of dead bodies 

placed with their heads facing southeast (barrow 62 and one of the burials in barrow 91, 

Götze 1929, 535-536, 539). In total, the eastern orientation in the Białowieża Forest, some-

times with a northern or southern deviation, has been noticed in about 40% of the exa-

mined burials, both male and female. Such a large proportion of graves with this orienta-

tion was not typical for the Middle Bug River basin, because the western orientation was 

the most common one in this area in the 11th-13th centuries (among others: Dzik 2015c, 

59-63). The only exception in this respect is the flat-grave cemetery at Daniłowo Małe Site 

1, where during the earlier phase, men were buried with their heads pointing east and 

women with their heads pointing west (Koperkiewicz 2003, 308-314; Olczak et al. 2019, 

80). Also, in the area of Eastern Slavs from the beginning of the popularization of the in-

humation burial, the western burial orientation of both sexes prevailed, with only a small 

share of other directions (see, i.a., Sedov 1961, 103-105; Korobushkina 1993, 14-16, with 

further literature there). In the Leśna River basin, an eastern or south-eastern burial 

orientation was noticed at five cemeteries (Hurki, Lyubashki, Rataichicy, Svishchevo and 

Voiskaia), but it was a distinct minority in that area (Korobushkina 1993, 14-15, 101, tables 
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1, 2, 5). In the Upper Neman River basin, barrows with an eastern orientation of dead 

bodies were also rarely recorded (Jaskanis 1962, 357; Zvyaruga 2000, 87, 104). The 

greatest number of eastern-oriented burials in Eastern Slavdom were noticed in the Upper 

Dnieper basin, in the region inhabited by historical Radimichs, but few of them were wo-

men’s burials (Soloveva 1963; Bogomolnikov 2004, 35-37). Valentin Sedov explained this 

way of burying the dead in some areas of the northern Kievan Rus’ as a result of the influence 

of the Balts, who had lived there before the Slavs (Sedov 1961; 1982, 120, 155). In reference 

to the cemeteries of the Leśna River basin, this view was questioned, among other reasons, 

due to the fully Slavic character of the grave goods (Korobushkina 1993, 14-17, 101-102). In 

the case of the Białowieża Forest, there are also no convincing arguments to explain this 

phenomenon. The insufficient state of research in the areas located to the north of the Up-

per Narew River and in the Upper Neman River basin does not allow for the confirmation 

nor the rejection of the hypothesis of possible Balt influences. From among several possible 

interpretations regarding the origin of a specific microregion in the Narewka River basin 

with a very large share of eastern-oriented burials, a thesis about the survival of customs 

from before the adoption of the Christian funeral rite in this region seems to be the most 

convincing. This thesis is plausible when one considers the distribution of the main strong-

holds and, therefore, the ecclesiastical centres in the 12th-13th centuries in the Mazovian-

Rus’ borderland and their large distance from the discussed area.

Another feature distinguishing the discussed burial mounds is the presence of settings 

of kerbstones, arranged at their bases (barrow nos. 2, 4, 5, and probably 1), or less often in 

their upper part (barrow no. 3). It cannot be ruled out that the examined barrow had been 

covered with a stone mantle that was completely destroyed later. This is indicated by rem-

nants of a pavement on the mound’s northern edge, as well as the presence of cobblestones 

in the side pit 8 and in the robbery pit. However, the small number of stones found lead to 

the assumption that the pavement could have covered only some part of the mound’s sur-

face. Stone mantles were not an indispensable feature of burial mounds with kerbstones, 

because in the cemeteries of the Leśna River basin they were only found at some of them 

(Korobushkina 1993, tables 1, 2, 5). In the case of some barrows in this region, pavements 

covering some parts of the mound’s surface, or individual stones placed in their centres, 

were also recorded (Korobushkina 1993, 16).

In the Białowieża and Ladzka Forests, burial mounds surrounded by circular or rectan-

gular settings of kerbstones are present at several sites. Alfred Götze described two bar-

rows with square settings situated at inhumation cemeteries at Leśnictwo Przechody Sites 

9 and 10 (Götze 1929, 515-518, 528-531). He also examined two mounds with quadrangu-

lar settings of small kerbstones, located at Leśnictwo Przechody Site 1, but he did not dis-

cover burials in them (Götze 1929, 526-528). Large stones were also preserved on slopes 

of the mounds or at their bases at Site 2 in Leśnictwo Krynica, but no human remains were 

found in the examined barrow (Wawrzeniuk 2017, 207-213). The next mounds with kerb-
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stones are located at Leśnictwo Jelonka Site 1 (Götze 1929, 518) and Białowieża National 

Park Sites 22 and 30 (Górska 1976, 132, fig. 17; Krasnodębski and Olczak 2018, 22-23, fig. 

13), but their chronology is not clear. Beyond the Białowieża Forest, the inhumation burial 

in a barrow that was probably surrounded by kerbstones was examined at the cemetery at 

Szczyty-Dzięciołowo Site 1 (Olczak and Krasnodębski 2019). In the Drohiczyn Upland, in-

humation burials in barrows with settings of kerbstones were noticed at Baciki Dalsze 

(Zoll-Adamikowa 1975, fig. 15; Dzik 2015c, table 6), Czarna Cerkiewna Site 1 (Chilmon 

1974, 310, 313-314), and probably in Kamianki (Musianowicz 1960, no. 123); similar con-

structions are also known from cemeteries in Łuzki (documentation at the State Archaeo-

logical Museum in Warsaw) and Czekanów (Zawadzka-Antosik 1982, 27) in the Siedlce 

Upland. In addition to barrows with stone constructions in the Białowieża Forest, there 

are also mounds consisting only of sand, which constitute the vast majority of the examined 

features. The largest group of inhumation barrows of the latter type is located only about 

400 m from the discussed cemetery, at the site Leśnictwo Postołowo 3 (Götze 1929, 535-

540; Olczak et al. 2019, 58-61). Mounds without stone settings are the only ones known 

from the older period (until the turn of the 10th and 11th centuries) from the area of the 

Białowieża Forest (Götze 1929, 531-535, 541; Krasnodębski et al. 2011, 150-155; Olczak 

et al. 2019, 57-58). It can therefore be assumed that burial mounds with settings of kerb-

stones appeared in the Narewka River basin as a result of external influences. The Leśna 

River and Upper Neman River basins, where barrows with kerbstones were a typical grave 

form in the younger period of the Early Middle Ages (Salewicz 1937, 166-169; Jaskanis 

1962, figs. 2, 5; Korobushkina 1993, 11-17; Zvyaruga 2000, 104-106; Yurkavets 2006, 128, 

figs. 2: 1, 2), should be taken into account as potential areas from which this construction 

idea has been taken.

Side pits flanking the described burial mound on the east and west were most likely 

created as a result of taking soil for the mound’s construction, as was the case of other bar-

rows of this type. It is probable that the investigated pit had also a ritual function, as evi-

denced by the pottery found at its bottom. Traces of secondary burning and soot stains 

visible on the surfaces of the vessels show that they had probably been used in fire-related 

rituals. However, it cannot be excluded that these activities took place elsewhere, because 

no large charcoal fragments were found in the pit. One can also not exclude that the pots 

had originally been placed on the top of the barrow, from where they tumbled to the bot-

tom of the pit. Regardless of which hypothesis one considers to be more likely, there are 

very few analogies in the area of the Narewka River basin for either the location of the ves-

sels or their large size. The inhumation burials in this area are mainly known for small 

pots, deposited at the head or feet of the dead (Olczak and Wójcik 2019, 155-156). Perhaps 

the pottery fragments from Leśnictwo Krynica Site 2, which were found at the top of the 

mound, next to one of the large stones, could be related to similar rituals (Wawrzeniuk 

2017, 209-210).
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CONCLUSIONS

The Szczekotowo Range complex, which includes the cemetery in question, is one of 

the largest and best-recognized clusters of archaeological sites in the Polish part of the 

Białowieża Forest. A dozen or so groups of earthen mounds and at least several settle-

ments are located in this area. Some of them have been excavated, while drilling and field 

surveys have been conducted at others. The first traces of human activity in the Szczeko-

towo Range can be dated to the late Mesolithic or the Neolithic, whereas intensive settle-

ment activity began there around the turn of the Common Era and, with some periods of 

inactivity, lasted until the end of the 18th century (Krasnodębski and Olczak 2018, 38-43; 

Olczak et al. 2019, 57-61). An important factor attracting successive groups of settlers to 

this place was undoubtedly its convenient location on fertile soils in the Łutownia River 

valley, as well as the fact that in the first centuries of the Common Era, a large, partly de-

forested clearing had probably been created here, which might have been occupied more 

easily in subsequent periods than other, previously uninhabited areas of the Białowieża 

Forest.

The excavation at Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11 brought further information about set-

tlement in the Szczekotowo Range. New finds were collected confirming the occupation of 

these areas in the Neolithic and probably in the Pre-Roman period (Olczak 2018). Know-

ledge about the extent and dating of the settlement from the older phase of the Early Mid-

dle Ages, which spread along the left bank of the Łutownia River, has also been expanded. 

Above all, however, the obtained results contributed to the enrichment of our knowledge 

regarding Early Medieval funeral rites of the Mazovian-Rus’ borderland. Since the re-

search of Alfred Götze, the Białowieża Forest has been recognized as a region with an ex-

ceptionally high concentration of Early Medieval burial mounds (Götze 1929; Górska 1976; 

Faliński 1980; Oszmiański 1996; Bieńkowska 2005b, 242). Although in the last dozen or 

so years it has been shown that a large number of earthen mounds in this area probably 

had other functions (Krasnodębski and Olczak 2018, 17-29, further literature there), it is 

nevertheless undeniable that barrow burials prevailed here during both phases of the Early 

Middle Ages. Thanks to the excavation at the discussed cemetery, we have not only ob-

tained confirmation of the region’s links with Eastern Slavdom, but we have also unearthed 

an inhumation burial in a barrow, surrounded by a setting of kerbstones, for the first time 

in the Białowieża Forest. This discovery sheds new light on the other mounds with kerb-

stones located in this area, which were not previously excavated or where no human bones 

were discovered. The presence of quite a large group of such barrows suggests a close rela-

tionship between the regions of the Narewka River basin and the Leśna River and/or the 

Upper Neman River basins. It seems that the cemetery at Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 11 was 

located on the western edge of the zone of burial mounds with settings of kerbstones, while 

at the same time, the shape of three smaller barrows resembles the form of the flat graves 

with stone constructions of Mazovian type, which may suggest some influences of the burial 
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rites of Western Slavs. The location of the cemetery is interesting – just a few hundred 

meters from the similarly dated necropolis at Leśnictwo Postołowo Site 3, but on the op-

posite riverbank. Another intriguing issue is the remoteness of one of the barrows (no. 1) 

from the others, which could indicate that it belongs to a separate cemetery or that for 

some reason, the person who was buried there had been isolated from others.

The age of the embankments on top of which four burial mounds in the eastern part of 

the site were situated is still unresolved. They occupy a considerable area on both banks 

of the Łutownia River, clearly distinguished by a higher position in relation to the sur-

roundings. Similar earthworks, sometimes interpreted as old, so-called Celtic field boun-

daries, are known from many places in the Białowieża Forest (Krasnodębski and Olczak 

2018, 29-30 and fig. 19). The location of the barrows on top of these earthworks, which 

were undoubtedly more clearly visible at the time when the cemetery was used than they 

are now, proves that at least some of those earthworks or boundaries were constructed 

prior to the younger phase of the Early Middle Ages. An issue requiring further research is 

the chronological relationship between these structures and the prehistoric and Early Me-

dieval settlements located in this area.
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