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ABSTRACT

The paper discusses a unique find: an early medieval vessel with an incised swastika motif
deposited as a foundation offering under a house in Jelenia Gdra-Grabary (SE Poland,
Sudety Mountains). Swastikas on vessel bodies were uncommon in the Early Middle
Ages, although throughout the centuries this symbol has been regarded as magical and
associated with the solar cult.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The swastika motif was popular in various archaeological cultures worldwide
(Wilson 1896; Tarunin 2009). Compared to other symbols, however, it was not
particularly prominent in Slavic craftsmanship (Volodarec-Urbanovi¢ 2018).
The motif’s magic symbolism makes artefacts featuring such decoration es-
sential for understanding the material evidence of the processes occurring in
the relationship between man, the sacred, and the profane.

The paper discusses a foundation offering discovered under a house floor
in Jelenia Géra (SW Poland, Sudetes), a gth-10th century site. The offering
was a ceramic vessel featuring an incised swastika motif on the upper part
of its body. Its context indicates that it served an apotropaic purpose which
has not so far been recorded in the Slavic cultural zone in the gth and 10oth
centuries.

The Slavic tribes inhabiting central and eastern Europe between the 6th
and 1oth centuries practised a whole range of local rituals and traditions.
Written sources mention seasonal life cycle ceremonies (Gieysztor 1982;
Stupecki 1994), while archaeologists frequently record votive deposits and
foundation offerings in various forms and contexts. The latter include offer-
ings located under house floors and hillfort walls.

The swastika motif occurred on several categories of Slavic artefacts (e. g.
brooches, spindle whorls, belt buckles), mainly in the Prague and Ipotesti
cultures in the 6th and 7th centuries (Jelinkova 2015; Teodor, Stanciu 2009;
Volodarec-Urbanovi¢ 2018). At the same time, vessel bodies did not typically bear
such decorations, apart from finds from several sites in Romania and Bohemia.

The site in Jelenia Gora-Grabary is all the more significant that it is one of
the few excavated early medieval settlements from the tribal period (8th-10th
century) in the Sudetes (Jaworski 2005). The early medieval sites in Poland’s
southwest mountains are generally few and produced scarce evidence.

Il. THE SITE IN JELENIA GORA-GRABARY AND THE FIND CONTEXT

The early medieval site in Jelenia Gora-Grabary is located in West Sudetes, in
the Jelenia Gora Valley, ca. 5 km east of the city centre (Fig. 1). It neighbours
an already investigated hillfort from the gth-10th century (Wroctawski 2001).
Both hillforts made a settlement complex surrounded by the Zlotucha stream,
the right tributary of the Bobr river (Fig. 2). Comprehensive investigations of

Acta Archaeologica Carpathica 59 (2024)



243

A kind of magic: a vessel with a unique swastika motif from Jelenia Géra

A3[TeA BIQOD) BIUS[R[ [} UT YI0OM)U JUSUIS[})IS [BAIIPAW A[Te3 ) PUE

(dejN3eomguad( :dew “exsmosry g Jurmerp)

‘€ s

A1eqRID-RIOD) BIUS[S( JO UOHJEIOT °L "D

| — E— |

Acta Archaeologica Carpathica 59 (2024)



244 Ewa Lisowska

FIG. 2. Location of Jelenia Gora-Grabary, site 1 (stronghold) and site 3 (settlement),
marked trench No. V/2019-2021 (drawing E. Lisowska)

the hillfort and the settlement were conducted between 2018 and 2021. After
geophysical surveys and digging a few probe trenches in 2018, full-scale ex-
cavations at selected spots took place in 2019 and 2021. The excavated area of
12 ares produced 17 archaeological features, including three house remains
(Fig. 3). The houses were spread ca. 15 metres from one another and contained
heavily fragmented pottery, knives, whetstones, nails, and spindle whorls.
In one of the houses (feature 14), a dark, burnt bottom layer contained the
site’s only almost fully preserved vessel (Fig. 4). It featured an incised swastika
and broke into over a dozen pieces, recorded 70 cm below the surface level
and 30 cm below the house’s ground plan (Fig. 5), under the house main floor.
The house’s moderate depth is typical of the Sudetic sites. In most places, only
the bottom parts of the features were preserved, with original outlines dis-
turbed by ploughing.

The vessel is cream-coloured, 22-centimetre tall, with a rim diameter
of 18 cm, a maximum body diameter of 20.75 cm, and a base diameter of 14
cm (Fig. 6). The clockwise swastika with 3 cm and 2.5 cm long arms features
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‘house 3

feature No. 14 with swastika vessel

house 2

FIG. 3. Distribution of archaeological features within trench No V/2019-2021, dwelling
with swastika marked with a red arrow (developed E. Lisowska)
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FIG. 4. Feature 14 from Jelenia Gora-Grabary. A) ground plan and cross-sections of
the feature with the location of the deposit (developed by E. Lisowska) B) against other

features at the site (photo L. Melski)
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FIG.5. Vessel with the swastika in situ, August 2021 (photo E. Lisowska)

the body’s upper part, 4.5 cm below the rim. The vessel had a maximum vol-
ume of 2.2 litres. The clay mass contains fine- and medium-grained temper
(ca. 10-12%), including quartz, feldspars and micas. The surface is relatively
smooth, and the motif was fashioned in wet clay with a knife or other sharp
tool, before firing. Such practices have been observed in other Slavic vessels
with cross-derived ornaments, including swastikas (Teodor, Stanciu 2009).
In typological terms, the vessel is of the “Silesian smooth type”, which was
present in SW Poland in the gth and 10th centuries (Pankiewicz 2012, 97).
The site’s radiocarbon datings confirm this chronology (Fig. 7).

I interpreted the vessel as a foundation offering for several reasons. First,
it was deposited in the lowest part of the house and covered with occupation
layers. Second, the vessel features an unusual decorative design with a mean-
ingful, magical symbol. Last, it is the site’s only vessel with almost all its frag-
ments preserved. The remaining few thousand tiny pottery sherds collected at
the site did not allow for a formal reconstruction of even a single vessel.
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FIG. 6. Plan and cross-sections of the vessel found in Jelenia Géra. A) drawing N. Lenkow;
B) photo E. Lisowska; C, D) 3D model of the vessel made with Agisoft Metashape software
(by A. Kobytka)
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FIG.7. AMS radiocarbon dating results of charcoral samples from Jelenia Géra - Grabary
site. Calibrated with the OxCal v4.2.3. software (49). Produced by M. Furmanek
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lll. DISCUSSION

The find from Jelenia Géra might be considered in three aspects: as a founda-
tion offering, through studying the use of the swastika symbol among the Slavs,
and by analysing the distribution of similar artefacts in central-eastern Europe.

A vessel decorated with a swastika motif deposited under a building
immediately brings to mind foundation offerings with an apotropaic
function, particularly considering similar deposits from the Slavic cultural
zone. Foundation offerings might be defined as ritual-magic deposits made
during the construction of defensive, residential, sacral, and communication
structures (Curta 2019, 524-527; Kajkowski 2019, 221-222; Merrifield 1987, 116-
199; Stupecki 1994). They were meant to sanctify new space and protect it
from unwanted external intervention. Among the western Slavs, foundation
offerings tended to be horse skulls (Makowiecki et al.: 2022), food, vessels, and
other small items (Kajkowski 2019, 221-230; 2022; Rabiega 2022; Urbanczyk
2023; Wenska 2015, 280). Pottery is not often found as a foundation offerings.
For example ceramic vessels occurred also under construction of the buildings
from Opole-Ostréowek, Szczecin, Wroctaw — Ostrow Tumski and Zmijowiska
(Gediga 2022, 170-171; Mozdzioch 2000, 182; https://mnkd.pl/gliniany-garnek-
ze-zmijowisk/), as well as under the ramparts of the strongholds in Bonikowo,
Gdansk, Grzybowo, Splawie, Sleza and Zlinice (Brzeski et al. 2000, 63;
Brzostowicz 2016, 64, 69; Domanski 2000; Jarzecka-Stagporek, Kocinska 2013,
533-534; Kazmierczyk et al. 1977, 588). It’s worth to notice that these vessels
represent common type of pottery, appropriate for their times, without
symbolic decoration, such as crosses, swastikas and other.

The only published typological and contextual match for the Jelenia Gora-
Grabary find comes from Ostréw Lednicki in Greater Poland. The vessel with
a swastika and a circle surrounding a cross was deposited in the house layers
dated to the 2nd half of the 10th century (Banaszak, Tabaka 2020). However,
the authors did not directly interpret it as a foundation offering. Ostréow
Lednicki is a site of extraordinary significance, widely regarded as one of the
cradles of the Polish state. Its space harboured both Poland’s earliest Christian
traditions and the existing pagan heritage (Kara 2009).

To fully understand the uniqueness of the presented find, we shall discuss
the presence of vessels with swastikas in the central European Slavic world.
The swastika motif is most frequently considered a symbol of good fortune
associated with the solar cult and protection against evil forces (Freed, Freed
1980). It is also hypothetically linked to one of the Slavic gods - Svarozhits.
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The swastika’s symbolic meaning has already received substantial atten-
tion from scholars, and discussion thereof reaches far beyond the scope of
this paper. Some of the oldest swastika depictions come from Armenia and
the Mezhirichi culture in Ukraine, but they occurred in diverse cultural en-
vironments throughout time and space (Budda 2001). In the early medieval
Slavic tradition, however, these motifs were few and far between, and each
new find adds to our understanding of the symbol. At the same time, some
scholars interpret swastikas and crosses as carriers of similar symbolic con-
tent (Parczewski 2001; Volodarec-Urbanovi¢ 2018). Some artefacts bear both
a swastika and a cross symbol (e. g. the find from Ostréw Lednicki), and
sometimes various cross variants are combined into a single symbolic group
used as a cultural marker (Teodor, Stanciu 2009).

In early medieval east-central Europe, vessel bodies decorated with swas-
tikas occurred in two phases (Fig. 8). First, in cultural contexts dated to the
6th and 7th centuries AD, mostly in Romania. Isolated finds also occurred in
Bohemia, Poland and Ukraine. So far, 13 vessels/vessel fragments with swasti-
kas are known from this period. In the area of Poland the oldest Slavic motif
of swastika engraved on the bellies of two sherds is known from Ozansk, site
5, dated back to the early Slavic period (Marek 2017). One of these pieces was
found in a sunken hut (No. 395), the second one uncovered in the archaeologi-
cal feature No. 38 (Marek 2017, 5-7). It’s worth to notice that in the Prauge-type
Pottery Culture cementery Pritluky in Moravia, entire vessel with two swasti-
kas on the vessels’ body was used as a urn in a grave No. 294 (Jelinkova 2015,
134). Such use of urn decorated with swastika and other vessels with different
cross variants in Pritluky may indicate the symbolic and ritual meaning of
that decoration. The second phase includes finds from the gth and 10th cen-
turies and is represented by three specimens: from Ostréw Lednicki, Jelenia
Goéra-Grabary, and Glienke in Germany (Messal 2015, fig. 78.2). The spread of
potter’s marks in the territory of Poland in the 10th and 11th centuries, however,
made swastikas — among the many cross variants — more common. Yet, their
chronology, genesis and symbolism were different, however in some cases also
can be linked with magical practices (Buko 1982; 2008, 383-393). The swasti-
ka shaped potter’s mark on the bottoms of the vessels are quite popular, they
occur in whole area of Poland, for example in: Sandomierz, Wislica, Krakow,
Giecz and others (Buko 1982; Marek 2017). I the Lower Silesia swastikas on the
vessel bottoms are known from the archaeological sites in Bardo (Rodak 2010),
Gniewkow (Werczynski, Rodak 2012), Grodziszcze (Pankiewicz 2005), Ryczyn
(Kramarek 1969) and Wroctaw (Kazmierczyk et al. 1976; 1977; 1978; 1979; 1980).
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FIG. 8. Distribution of early medieval vessels with swastikas. Dots - 6th-8th century,
squares — oth-ioth century: 1) Straulesti-Maitsanesti; 2) Demeroaya-Bukuresht;
3) Baneasa-La Stejar; 4) Churel; 5) Bukuresht-Soldat Givan; 6) Dulchanka I; 7) Bratei 2;
8) Poltava; 9) Teterevka IT; 10) Luka-Kavetchina; 11) Ozansk 5; 12) Ptitluky; 13) Zukowice
9; 14) Glienke; 15) Ostréw Lednicki; 16) Jelenia Géra-Grabary (by E. Lisowska, based on
Volodarets-Urbanovich 2018, with further additions; map: OpenStreetMap)

The meaning of the swastika symbol among the Slavs is heavily debated.
In some views, it is a pagan magical symbol, in others, it demonstrates the
influence of Christian or post-ancient traditions on people descending from
these traditions or having direct contact with them (Parczewski 2001; Terpi-
lovskij, Volodarets-Urbanovich 2022). In the light of the present — relatively
modest - source data, we might accept all of these concepts and interpret
swastikas as universal symbols, present in the pagan traditions and adopted
by the Christians.

The find from Jelenia Gora is material evidence of a ritual with clearly pa-
gan roots, a ritual performed to protect the household and bring luck, perhaps
also to worship the sun and/or Svarozhits. The find originates from a period
preceding (with a few exceptions) the spread of Christianity in Poland, that is
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mid-gth to the mid-10th century. The archaeological evidence does not sup-
port the idea that the inhabitants of Jelenia Géra were anything other than
pagan Slavs. At the same time, some other places in southern Poland demon-
strate the influences from the former Great Moravia, including elements of
the Christian tradition (Jaworski 2014).

IV. CONCLUSION

The discussed vessel with a swastika symbol is one of three such specimens
recorded in the west Slavic area in the gth and 10th centuries. The site from
Jelenia Gora-Grabary is the only known place where such a vessel served as
a foundation offering. It is material evidence of Slavic magical, apotropaic
practices, possibly also connected to the solar cult and/or other ceremonies.
The find reopens the debate on the roots and changes in the Slavic symbolic
system, also in the context of the swastika, which in the past century was
hated by millions of people and deprived of its original sacredness.
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