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The article is inspired by the new paper (Witkowska et al. 2020) “The cemetery of the Globular Amphora culture 

community at the Złota-Gajowizna site in the light of radiocarbon analysis and dendrochronology“. It delivers 

some remarks on the famous GAC necropolis, focusing mostly on the issues concerning the layout of the ceme-

tery and interpretation of various funerary features.
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Over 100 years since its discovery in the early 1900s, the Złota-Gajowizna site remains 

one the most famous cemeteries of the central (Polish) group of the Globular Amphora 

culture (GAC). Yet, perhaps due to its originality or quite complicated history of research, 

archaeologist still struggle with explaining many complex issues concerning of the ne-

cropolis (e.g. Krzak 1977; Szczodrowski 2015).The recently published paper, co-written by 

Barbara Witkowska, Janusz Czebreszuk, Barbara Gmińska-Nowak, Tomasz Goslar, Marzena 

Szmyt, and Tomasz Ważny, delivers a much-needed new evaluation of the Złota-Gajowizna 
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site, together with the results of radiocarbon dating and dendrochronological analysis 

(Witkowska et al. 2020). At the same time, as I will try to argue below, the presented in-

terpretation of the features from famous cemetery overlooks a few important details, thus 

creating some problems on its own.

To start with, in official records the Złota-Gajowizna necropolis is listed as site no. 14 

in Polanów, Sandomierz district (Witkowska et al. 2020, 261). The site was dubbed ‘Złota-

Gajowizna’ to reflect its connection with three other large Late Neolithic cemeteries lo-

cated less than 1 km to the south-west, in the north-western outskirts of the village of 

Złota. These are the sites: Nad Wawrem, Grodzisko I, and Grodzisko II (Krzak 1958; 1961; 

1970; 1977). Złota-Gajowizna is not only the smallest funerary site belonging to this clus-

ter, but also the only one containing almost exclusively GAC features – the other three 

necropolises were used mainly by communities of the Złota (ZC) and the Corded Ware 

(CWC) cultures, with some graves that were dated to the Middle Neolithic and Early 

Bronze Age. At the same time, with more than 32 graves and ritual pits, Złota-Gajowizna 

clearly diverges from other cemeteries of the central group of the GAC, consisting typically 

of less than three features in total (e.g. Szmyt 2002, 212, 213).

Another very recognizable characteristic of the Złota-Gajowizna necropolis is its layout. 

Most of the ritual features were organized in parallel rows, oriented NW-SE, with two 

complexes situated perpendicularly along the W-E axis (Fig. 1: b). While linear arrange-

ments of human graves and animal deposits are not uncommon in the GAC milieu (e.g. 

Szczodrowski 2015; Balfanz 2017), for a very long time the Złota-Gajowizna site used to be 

the only known large GAC cemetery with multiple cases of such clusters. According to 

Radosław Szczodrowski (2015, 53), the unusual layout of the Złota-Gajowizna site may 

have been mirrored by the GAC necropolis at the site 78 in Sandomierz, located just about 

7 km north-east from Polanów. We must keep in mind, however, that the latter site has 

been only partly excavated, making the reconstructions of both plan and range of the GAC 

cemetery mostly hypothetical (see Ścibior and Ścibior 1990). Another ‘Gajowizna-like’ 

GAC necropolis was discovered as recently as in 2015 at site 23 in Sadowie, Opatów dis-

trict, about 30 km to the north-west of Polanów (Mackiewicz et al. 2016; Pasterkiewicz 

2017; 2020). Archaeological work at the cemetery is still ongoing. As of late 2020, 29 Late 

Neolithic funerary features have been uncovered – 26 GAC graves and ritual pits and 3 

graves of the ZC, arranged in parallel rows matching the layout of the Złota-Gajowizna site 

(personal communication by Dr Wojciech Pasterkiewicz; cf. Fig. 1: a).

While a proper comparison of these two necropolises can be only written after a full 

publication of the Sadowie cemetery, it seems a bit disappointing that the paper by 

Witkowska et al. (2020) fails to even acknowledge the preliminary results of the latest ar-

chaeological research in the central part of the Sandomierz Upland. Instead of that, the 

new interpretation of the Złota-Gajowizna necropolis proposed in the above-mentioned 

article is based mostly on the available data on the features unearthed at the cemetery, 

with only a brief review of possible analogies (Witkowska et al. 2020, 265-272). In my 
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Fig. 1. Plans of large GAC cemeteries from the Sandomierz Upland: 
a – Sadowie, Opatów district, site 2; excavation campaigns 2015-2019 (after Pasterkiewicz 2020, 56, fig. 2, 
with modifications); b – Polanów, Sandomierz district, site 1 – Złota-Gajowizna (after Witkowska et al. 2020, 

273, fig. 9, with modifications)
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opinion, the main weakness of this approach is the relatively poor state of preservation 

of finds from the famous site. In the late 1920s, when the professional excavation at the 

Złota-Gajowizna cemetery took place, the site had already been damaged by multiple 

amateur investigations (Witkowska et al. 2020, 261). In addition, the results of the main 

1926 field campaign remained unpublished for the next 50 years (Kowalczyk ed. 1977). 

During the long period of storage, including the tumultuous time of World War II, a large 

part of the excavated material and documentation had been lost. As a result, the descrip-

tions of features given in the long-awaited 1977 monograph (Kowalczyk ed. 1977) often 

lack important details, especially concerning the human and animal remains from graves 

and ritual pits (see Krysiak and Lasota-Moskalewska 1977; Lasota-Moskalewska 1977; 

Miszkiewicz 1977). For that reason, I believe that we should not underestimate the impor-

tance of aiding the fuller interpretation of the Złota-Gajowizna with observations of simi-

lar ritual complexes.

According to Zygmunt Krzak, the author of the first full analysis of the Złota-Gajowizna 

necropolis, ritual pits from the cemetery should be put into two main categories – human 

graves and so-called ‘sacrificial pits’ containing animal deposits (Krzak 1977). Apart from 

that classification, there are also a few features whose original function remained undeter-

mined, usually as a result of prior devastation or loss of contained material (see Krzak 

1977, 78, 79). However, as correctly noted by Witkowska et al. (2020, 261), a closer look at 

Krzak’s paper reveals some inconsistencies. A good example of that situation would be the 

case of Feature 19. Based on a comment in the 1920s field journal, Krzak classified the pit 

as a human grave (Krzak 1977, 37). At the same time, only cattle remains were identified 

among the bones collected from the feature (Krysiak and Lasota-Moskalewska 1977, 86), 

suggesting that the pit was most likely another animal deposit (Witkowska et al. 2020, 271).

Hence, it seems completely reasonable that the authors of the paper opted for their 

own interpretation of the ritual features from the Złota-Gajowizna cemetery (Witkowska 

et al. 2020, 265-272). The main goal of the new classification was to provide a better tool 

for recognizing human graves. According to the researchers, such features could generally 

be characterized by: a rectangular outline of the pit, lack of complete animal skeletons, 

presence of human remains as well as grave goods such as ceramic vessels, flint axes, and 

amber ornaments (Witkowska et al. 2020, 265). Applying these criteria, as many as 18 

human graves were identified, with 12 features classified as animal deposits (Fig. 1: b). The 

results of the new analysis differ significantly from the reading of the Złota-Gajowizna site 

by Krzak, who strongly believed that ‘sacrificial pits’ outnumbered human graves (Krzak 

1977, 78, 79). Interestingly, Krzak’s concept certainly is true for the Sadowie necropolis 

(Pasterkiewicz 2020, 55) – all four fully excavated rows of ritual features consisted of 

a sole human grave and 2-4 animal deposits (Fig. 1: a).

To find a reason for such striking discrepancies, we need to closely examine the criteria 

for distinguishing human graves accepted by Witkowska et al. (see above). To start with, 

linking the presence of grave inventory solely to human burials, in my opinion, seems a bit 
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disputable. While both ceramic vessels and flint axes are considered ‘standard’ offerings 

for GAC human graves, they are not uncommon in animal graves or deposits (see Kołodziej 

2011, 94-97; cf. Witkowska et al. 2020, 267). For example, ‘sacrificial pits’ found in the 

Sadowie necropolis were typically equipped with at least 1-3 vessels, sometimes accompa-

nied by flint tools or even tusks of a wild boar (Pasterkiewicz 2017, 285; 2020). At the same 

time, the two remaining GAC cemeteries with animal deposits from the Sandomierz Up-

land – Malice, Sandomierz district, site 1 (Kamieńska 1964) and the above-mentioned site 

78 in Sandomierz (Ścibior and Ścibior 1990) – yielded only ‘sacrificial pits’ with no pottery 

goods. At the Złota-Gajowizna site, the latter group of features is represented by many 

well-preserved animal deposits (nos 3, 4, 8, 16, 22, 25, 27, 29, 31). Yet, the occurrence of 

pottery sherds, or even whole ceramic vessels, was confirmed for few pits containing only 

or almost exclusively animal remains – nos 5, 6, 7, 11, 15 and 24. For that reason, their 

interpretation according to the above-discussed rules proposed by Witkowska et al. could 

be a little problematic.

To start with, the features no. 5, 7 and 11 from the Złota-Gajowizna cemetery had oval 

or rather irregular outlines, and, as a result, in the analysed paper they were classified as 

settlement pits rather than ritual deposits (Witkowska et al. 2020, 265). Another factor in 

favour of this explanation could be the location of the pits – all three of them were disco-

vered on the outskirts of the excavated area of the Złota-Gajowizna site, at some distance 

from the nearest agglomerations of GAC funerary features (see Krzak 1977, 10, fig. 2). On 

the other hand, the published profile of the pit no. 5 reveals that it had a relatively level 

bottom (Krzak 1977, fig. 22), no different from well-documented ritual or funerary fea-

tures found at the cemetery (cf. Krzak 1977, fig. 3, 24, 36, 61 and 66). Thus, we cannot 

completely reject the possibility of at least some of the discussed pits originally being bad-

ly damaged animal deposits. I should add that the presence of single funerary features, 

situated apart from regular rows of graves and ‘sacrificial pits’, was confirmed at the Sa-

dowie necropolis (no. 14, 15 – Fig. 1: a).

Moving on, according to Witkowska et al. (2020, 262, 263, table 1), Features no. 6 and 

15 from the Złota-Gajowizna site should be classified as human graves, despite the fact that 

there is no information whether any human remains were recovered from their fills (Krzak 

1977, 21, 23, 35). Both of the pits had been looted prior to the professional excavation. In 

Feature no. 6 remains of a bull and at least four pigs were discovered (Krysiak and Lasota-

Moskalewska 1977, 85), while Pit 15 yielded just a few fragments of cattle bones (Krzak 

1977, 35). Hence, I would not abandon the original interpretation of Feature 6 as an ani-

mal deposit (Krzak 1977, 62), while the original function of Pit no. 15 should perhaps re-

main undetermined.

Another feature considered by Witkowska et al. (2020, table 1) as a possible human 

grave is Pit no. 24, containing the complete skeletons of at least 10 cattle individuals, as well 

as partial burials of three sheep or goats and two pigs (Krysiak and Lasota-Moskalewska 

1977, 86, 87). Additionally, near the central part of the pit, on top of the layer of animal 
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bones, the remains of a child of the age of Infans II were uncovered (Miszkiewicz 1977, 

149), alongside fragments of at least four vessels (Krzak 1977, 42; Witkowska et al. 2020, 

fig. 3). Following the criteria for identifying human graves from the Złota-Gajowizna site 

presented above, the authors of the paper decided that the artefacts and animal deposits 

could be treated as possible grave goods intended for the child (Witkowska et al. 2020, 

267). Witkowska and her co-authors are aware of the rather controversial nature of this 

interpretation, as this type of human-animal grave is very atypical for the central group of 

the GAC (Witkowska et al. 2020, 267). In this province of the GAC, animals intended to be 

buried as an offering for a deceased human were usually placed in a separate pit dug in 

close proximity of a human grave, as exemplified by the above-mentioned GAC cemeteries 

in Sadowie, Sandomierz, or the Złota-Gajowizna itself (see Fig. 1: a, b). Alternatively, such 

deposits or burials may have been laid in a special part of a human grave – next to human 

remains (e.g. Malice, grave 33; Kamieńska 1964, 32, fig. 2) or in a second grave chamber 

(e.g. a GAC grave from Las Stocki, Puławy district, cemetery ‘H’; Bronicki 2016, 144, fig. 96).

Hence, as noted by Witkowska et al. (2020, 267), the closest analogy for Feature 24 

from the Złota-Gajowizna necropolis could be the animal grave no. 1 from the site 4 in 

Brześć Kujawski, Włocławek district, in northern Poland. In the eastern part of a large, 

rectangular pit, the excavators discovered remains of a cow and a child of the age of Infans I, 

as well as a large vessel (Gabałówna 1958, 72-75). In that case, however, the human burial 

is commonly regarded either as a blood sacrifice matching the ritual killing of the cow 

(Gabałówna 1958, 94) or even as a part of the grave inventory of the said animal (Wiślański 

1969, 297).

In my opinion, more useful in interpreting Pit no. 24 from the Złota-Gajowizna site 

may be an analysis of Late Neolithic human-cattle burials known from eastern Germany. 

As a rule, children buried in such graves were accompanied by at least one adult (see the 

catalogue prepared by Valeska Becker: 2017, 118-126). An example of this type of feature 

is the GAC grave from Zweimen-Dölkau, Saalekreis district, cited by Witkowska et al. (2020, 

267). In addition to the burial of two cattle individuals and a child of the age of Infans II 

that were mentioned in the discussed paper, the grave yielded remains of three people, 

including at least two adults, one cattle individual, as well as bones of two pigs, a horse, 

and a sheep or goat (Beier 1988, 132; Becker 2017, 120). On the other hand, single child 

burials were sometimes identified in features interpreted as animal deposits, such as Pit 

62 from the Salzmünde culture barrow in Dörstewitz, Saalekreis district (Balfanz 2017). 

The feature contained a complete burial of a bull or an ox, together with skulls and some 

loose bones belonging to a cow and a calf (Balfanz 2017, 249-251). In addition, the remains 

of a child of the age of Infans I (2-3 years old) were placed on the abdomen of the bull/ox 

(Balfanz 2017, 251, fig. 19). Anthropological analysis of the human skeleton revealed many 

bone pathologies, indicating that the cause of death of the child may have been a serious 

illness. Subsequently, it has been suggested that the child may have been interred along-

side the bovine as a way to ensure his or her success in reaching the afterlife (Balfanz 2017, 
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251). A very similar interpretation was given to the Late Neolithic human-cattle grave from 

Gimritz, Saalekreis district (Jarecki 2007). Inside the feature, researchers discovered a 

miniature stone cist laying on the abdomen of a cow (Jarecki 2007, fig. 3). Although no 

bone remains were unearthed in the interior of the cist, based on the size of the structure, 

it was deduced that it may have originally contained a burial of an infant (Jarecki 2007).

All things considered, I believe that Feature 24 from the Złota-Gajowizna necropolis 

fits well into the Late Neolithic horizon of animal deposits with child burials. In the context 

of other similar finds, neither the presence of the remains of the child nor the ceramic ves-

sels can be regarded as definite arguments for classifying the pit as a human grave (cf. 

Witkowska et al. 2020, 267). Without doubt, the main difference between Feature 24 from 

the Złota-Gajowizna site and the above-discussed deposits from Brześć Kujawski, Dörste-

witz and Gimritz is the outstanding number of animals interred in the analyzed pit – at 

least 15 (Krysiak and Lasota-Moskalewska 1977, 86, 87). While Feature 24 appears to be 

the biggest of all ‘sacrificial pits’ from the Złota-Gajowizna cemetery, we need to keep in 

mind that at least four complete cattle skeletons were discovered within as many as three 

other animal deposits from the site (nos 27, 29 and 31 – see Krzak 1977).

To conclude, it seems to me that the criteria for identifying human graves at the Złota-

Gajowizna necropolis proposed by Witkowska et al. (2020) may have resulted in a slight 

overestimation of number of such features at the famous cemetery. Instead of the 18 hu-

man graves reported in the discussed paper (Witkowska et al. 2020, 269), I would count 

no more than 10-12 (nos 1, 2, 9, 10, 14, 18, 30, 32 as well as, possibly, 13 and 28; see Fig. 1: 

b). Based on the position of the possible human graves in the layout of the Złota-Gajowizna 

site, I suspect that most of the remaining pits from the cemetery may have been animal 

deposits (nos 3, 4, 6-8, 11, 16, 19, 22, 24, 25, 27, 29 and 31, cf. Witkowska et al. 2020, 271). 

At the same time, I do not think that the available information concerning many damaged 

or poorly preserved features makes an adequate basis for assigning them a specific inter-

pretation (Krzak 1977, 64; cf. Witkowska et al. 2020, 265, 274). Furthermore, we need to 

keep in mind that, according to some researchers, among the finds from the Złota-Gajo-

wizna site may have occurred other types of funerary or ritual features, such as hearths 

used for charring human remains (Wilk et al. 2011, 51, 52).

Despite my scepticism regarding some of the methods of classification of features from 

the Złota-Gajowizna necropolis developed by Witkowska et al. (2020), I believe that the 

discussed paper deserves a great deal of credit for including the first comprehensive re-

telling of Krzak’s (1977) interpretation of the famous cemetery. The authors of the article 

correctly pointed out many of Krzak’s shortcomings (see above) and managed to develop 

a consistent alternative theory (see Fig. 1: b). In addition, the work by Witkowska et al. 

(2020) introduces crucial new data about the Złota-Gajowizna site, including the first set 

of radiocarbon dates from graves and ritual deposits, as well as dendrochronological ana-

lysis of burned wooden beams from one of the features. It was revealed that the cemetery 

was in use in the first half of the 3rd millennium BC, most likely between 2 900 and 2 600 BC 
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(Witkowska et al. 2020, 281). Without doubt, establishing a chronological framework for 

the famous cemetery makes a vital contribution to the ongoing discussion concerning the 

time-frame of the GAC in the Sandomierz Upland (e.g. Włodarczak 2017, 284, 285; Pas-

terkiewicz 2020). The absolute chronology of the Złota-Gajowizna site matches the radio-

carbon dates obtained for the ZC graves from the nearby necropolises at Złota-Nad Wawrem 

and Złota-Grodzisko I (see above), revisiting a century-old question about the nature of 

the relationships between GAC and ZC communities. All things considered, I strongly believe 

that the discussed paper Witkowska et al. (2020) could open a new chapter in research of 

the Late Neolithic funerary rituals in southern Poland.
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