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Observations on Polish archaeology 1945-1995

Sarunas Milisauskas®

Since the 1960’s I have tollowed the developments in Polish archaeology. I will make
observations on various aspects ot Polish archaeology including politics, organization, method,
and theory. Major changes occurred 1n politics and archaeology during the 1945-1995 period. As
we move through the post-war years, there 1s a decrease ot politically and 1deologically motivated
interpretations of the past in Polish archaeology. There was not much Marxism 1n archaeology in
communist Poland. Most Polish archaeologists were doing culture history. Now, numerous
archaeologists are conducting research that can be considered processual or post-processual.

KEY-WORDS: Poland, archaeology, Polish archaeology, archeological history

In recent years, numerous publications have dealt with the state of Polish
archaeology since World War II (Kmiecinski 1987; Abramowicz 1991; Bursche and
Taylor 1991; Kobylinski 19915 Lech 1992, 1996, 1997; Marciniak and Raczkowski 1991;
Schild 1993; Bartord 1995; Jazdzewski 1995; Tabaczynski 199s5). I will make
~ observations on various aspects of the discipline including politics, organization,
method, and theory. It i1s important to evaluate this matter objectively and
dispassionately examining 1ts positive and negative aspects and the specitic Polish
context. Polish archaeology needs to be evaluated in two contexts: within the tormer
Soviet Bloc and within Europe.

Until the 1990’s, Poland was one of the Soviet Bloc countries because of the
Soviet Union’s military strength and not because ot the will ot the Polish people. We
should not treat the tormer Soviet Bloc countries in Europe, 1re., Bulgana,
Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary, Poland, Romania and the Soviet Union as
a single homogeneous unit, but rather as discrete entities. The Polish people enjoyed
greater freedoms than those of the Soviet Union or East Germany. During the years
ot Soviet domination, Poland underwent a number of political upheavals, particularly
in 1956, 1968, and 1981, that atfected its politics, economy, and scientific activities
including archaeology. Between 1989 and 1991, the Soviet empire collapsed, its
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component states emerged independent after nearly halt-a-century ot domination by
Moscow; and free market economies were introduced. All of this contronted
archaeology with new challenges. '

Some archaeologists who had been quietly doing archaeology until 1989, became
in the 1990’s “heroic” tigures of resistance to communism. Today, there are some
former party members who are very critical ot the communist regime. Without
knowing the archaeologists personally, 1t s ditticult to i1dentity those who, while
Party members, paid only lip-service to Marxism-Leninism.

During the communist years, much was written about the damage done to
Poland and 1ts archaeology by Nazi Germany. The Soviet Union was portrayed as an
“eternal tfriend” and a “brotherly” nation. Since 1989, it has become possible to
acknowledge that the Soviets also damaged Polish culture and archaeology severely
during World War II. For instance, archaeologists, Jan Bartys and Jan Fitzke, were
among the thousands of Polish Army otticers shot by the NKVD in the notorious
Katyn massacre of 1940 (Bgbel 1994).

The Soviet practice ot ignoring the work ot certain scholars and deleting them
from bibliographies was not imposed on Polish archaeology, as 1t was applied in
Lithuania where, Jonas Puzinas, the first pre-war archaeologist, became an
“unperson.” “Until the 1980s, the state censorship (known as GLAVLIT) did not
allow any mention of the studies of the first Lithuanian protessional archaeologist”
(PuodZitinas and Girininkas 1996:252).

When the Soviet Union dominated central and eastern Europe, Russian
archaeological publications in English, even it they were ot low quality, attracted
close examination by western archaeologists who were interested in theory and
method. They assumed that the great thoughts on Marxism 1n archaeology
originated from Moscow, the “Vatican” ot Marxism. For example, in Trigger’s (1989)
book, A history of archaeological thought, Soviet achievements in prehistoric
studies are emphasized at the expense of those ot the central European countries,
which play a minor role in that book.

Conducting scientific research in communist Poland was challenging, since
“socialism” was not very etticient. The economy demanded large amounts ot
individuals’ energy just to acquire the basic necessities. This had especially negative
implications for women archaeologists, who were expected to conduct research and
at the same time to manage the attairs ot their tamilies. Few men stood long hours
in lines tor meat or other products.

There were very tew archaeologists in the early post-war years. Regardless ot
their political orientation, archaeologists, such as Wlodzimierz Antoniewicz, Konrad
Jazdzewski, Jozet Kostrzewski, Witold Hensel, Rudolt Jamka, Roman Jakimowicz,
Stefan Krukowski, Jozet Marciniak, Stetan Nosek, Zdzislaw Rajewski, and Tadeusz
Reyman acted as Polish patriots and contributed to the rebuilding ot their heavily
destroyed country, especially within the new boundaries ot the state. The tirst years
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of the post-war period were devoted to rebuilding or creating new archaeological
institutions, training young archaeologists, and conducting excavations.

In the eyes of the Polish people archaeology is associated with patriotism. The
obituaries of archaeologists reflect this: Zenon Wozniak’s (1995:321) obituary of
Kazimierz Godlowski states that he was “noble person and tervent patriot”. Jerzy
Babel (1994:199) describes Kazimierz Salewicz in an obituary as “a sincere and
fervent patriot. He loved Poland and archaeology”. Such obituaries ot archaeologists
are not found in the United States.

Bursche and Taylor (1991:558) described the direction of Polish archaeology 1n
post-war years in very narrow terms: “Generally speaking, post-war archaeology in
Poland concentrated on two main, overlapping issues: Slavic ethnogenesis and the
origins of the Polish state”, a statement which ignored Neolithic, Mesolithic, and
Palaeolithic research.

True, until the mid 1960’s Polish archaeology was unbalanced in the direction of
Medieval studies. But thereafter research on the Neolithic and other prehistoric
periods played a more significant role. We can observe the results in the varied
projects conducted by scholars from Krakow, £.6dz, Poznan, Warsaw and Wroclaw.

The Communist Party attempted to impose Marxist ideology on Polish
archaeology, especially during the Stalinist period (1949-1955). However, unlike
historians, archaeologists were not under significant pressure to contorm to Marxist
interpretations. “Ideological pressure was negligible in comparison with that in other
social sciences, particularly after 1956. A party card was helptul, but never essential
in the career, at least to the level of protessorship” (Schild 1993:146). In contrast to
the situation in East Germany, the leading archaeological positions in Poland were
not held only by Party members but by established archaeologists as well
(Gringmuth-Dallmer 1993).

Between 1949 and 1955, some older archaeologists adopted Marxism and became
champions of the new political system. For example, before World War II, Wtodzi-
mierz Antoniewicz was a successful archaeologist within a right-wing political
environment. After the establishment of communist Poland, Antoniewicz preserved
his high status in Polish archaeology by becoming an exponent ot Marxism.
Antoniewicz reminds us of Alpha in Czeslaw Milosz’s (1955) book, The captive
mind. Before World War II, Alpha was revered as a Catholic writer, but after
Communists came to power he wroté a book with communist heroes. But before we
judge such figures too harshly we should remember that relatively tew people are
heroic when a government’s policy dictates tear.

During the Stalinist period, Wlodzimierz Holubowicz was another
controversial personality. He made significant methodological and theoretical
contributions; however, in Jazdzewski’s (1995) memoirs he is portrayed as an
unethical person working for UB (Urzad Bezpieczenstwa — “security ottice”). His
ethnoarchaeological work, Garncarstwo wiejskie zachodnich terenow Biaforusi



226 l Milisauskas

(Village pottery production in western Byelorussia) was an example of excellent
research. It 1s untortunate that other archaeologists did not conduct similar research.

The small number of Polish archaeologists in the Communist Party explains the
discipline’s weak “Marxism” during the 1945-1989 period. In Czechoslovakia, the
ettects of the Communist Party on Czech and Slovak archaeology was more
protound. Many archaeologists were Party members and at least until 1968, Marxism
was more accepted in that country than in Poland.

As the post-war years went on, there was a decrease in politically and
ideologically motivated interpretations ot the past in Polish archaeology. The link
between archaeology and state objectives had been strong in the early Polish state
project of the 1950’s and 1960’s (Hensel 1946; Gieysztor 1948). There were attempts
to demonstrate past Slavic occupations in the territories newly acquired from
Germany. But, as Raczkowski (1996:212-13) observes, by the 1970’s, the Polish
government no longer relied on archaeologists to justity its western boundary.
Poland had gained international recognition ot its western border and the second
generation ot Poles living in western territories had strong beliefs that these lands
were Polish. Some older archaeologists such as Kostrzewski, continued fighting
Gustat Kossinna’s pan-Germanism even though there was hardly any pan-
Germanism 1n standard archaeological publications in Germany.

Clearly, Polish archaeology was not very ideological during the Marxist years.
Syntheses such as Hensel’s Polska starozytna (Ancient Poland, 1973) underscore this
observation. Essentially, it 1s a cultural historical approach to Polish prehistory; many
American or British archaeologists could have authored similar work. It should be
noted that Hensel wrote numerous Marxist oriented publications in the late 1940’s
and the 1950’s.

Bartord (1995) suggests that Poland had numerous Marxist archaeologists in the
1950’s, reterring to those Polish archaeologists who in their turn referred to Engels,
Marx, Stalin and Lenin in their works between 1945 and 1975. For example, by this
criterion, Godlowski (1960) becomes a Polish Marxist archaeologist, which was in
tact not true. Most archaeological textbooks in the USA or Britain contain
references to Marx and Engels and most western archaeologists, who write about the
origin ot state, usually include Engels’ explanation. This does not make the authors
Marxists; and bibliographic citations do not ditferentiate Marxists from non-
Marxists.

Nor 1s 1t possible to identity archaeologists who were Communist Party
members using Barford’s method. I realize that this was not Barford’s objective.
However, one would assume that Party members, as an ideological vanguard, would
have produced some clearly Marxist publications. This was not the case. Party
archaeologists who conducted typological and chronological studies of Palaeolithic
and Neolithic artitacts, rarely appear in Barford’s article; there was not much
Marxism 1n scraper and burin typology. But Bartord’s article did have a positive
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ettect, stimulating a discussion ot Polish archaeology in the post-war years (Barford
1997; Lech 1997). ' - _ '

Most pre-World War II trained archaeologists were very traditional. Konrad
Jazdzewski once told me that the tuture ot archaeological research lay in excavation
ot sites in bogs, where the excellent preservation ot material would help us to recover
data or “facts.” '

The theoretical approaches ot most Polish archaeologists were not explicit.
Most, however, were doing culture history. The so-called cultural-historical
approach with emphasis on archaeological cultures, their migrations, ethnicity, and
origins dominated Polish archaeology during the 1950’s, 1960’s and-1970’s.

Some Polish archaeologists, such as Stanistaw Tabaczynski (1971) and Kazimierz
Godlowski (1976), stressed the importance of model building in archaeological
research. The tew Marxist oriented archaeologists stressed the need to study the
evolutionary development of human societies (Wartolowska 1964).

Polish archaeology participated on a moderate scale in the developments of
Anglo-American archaeology in the 1970’s (Kobylinski and Tomaszewski 1980). The
dynamic developments in Polish archaeology originated in the Polish Academy ot
Sciences in Krakow and Warsaw and the Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan. It is
interesting to note that the two leading archaeology departments, at the Jagiellonian
University in Krakow and the University ot Warsaw, are quite traditional.

The countries of central Europe, including Poland, have a hierarchical academic
system 1n which it is ditticult tor young scholars to challenge accepted archaeological
approaches. Such systems hampered innovation in Polish sciences including
archaeology. Some young scholars attempting to apply Anglo-American approaches
in archaeology ended up without academic degrees or had to transter to another
scientific 1nstitution.

In the 1960’s new or processual archaeology made its appearance in the USA
(Bintord 1962, 1968, 1965), based on ecological materialism and historical
evolutionism. The “new archaeology” had positive and negative implications. One
positive result was a clearer definition ot archaeological research objectives. Digging
a site without clear objectives was no longer considered appropriate. But the
positivism and ecological materialism ot processual archaeology needed criticism. In
‘the late 1970’s and 1980’s, a reaction appeared in the torm ot so-called post-processual
archaeology (Hodder 1985). This reaction has included a wide range ot diverse
approaches: symbolism, critical theory, gender studies, ideology, structuralism, and
semiotics. Post-processual archaeologists present a muluplicity ot personal pasts.

Some Polish scholars have been conscious ot the various theoretical debates in
Anglo-American archaeology. That they have evaluated these developments
realistically 1s shown by Schild’s (1980:8-9) observations: “Perhaps, one ot the very
important propositions in modern science 1s the understanding that none ot the
existing explanatory models in epistemology, be it the HD account, inductionism,



228 | Milisauskas

reductionism, idealizational method, etc., are satisfactory. ..and that both, the
method ot explaining or learning as well as the world which 1s being explained are
too complex to be understood without a total dynamic, multiaspectual and
multidimensional explanation of interrelations between all of the elements at all
levels ot complexity” However, Schild (1980:9) realized that the new archaeology
was producing many positive results. “There 1s little doubt, however, that the great
impact of, in tact, many-faceted ‘new archaeslogy’ was in enforcing more rigorous
procedures ot thinking in archaeological explanation, in bringing in new questions to
be answered by archaeological researches, as well as 1n arousing self-consciousness
ot the discipline”.

In 1086, I wrote that a small group ot Polish archaeologists was conducting
research that, in the USA, would be called new archaeology. For example, Janusz Kruk
(1973, 1978, 19802, 1980b) and Zbigniew Kobylinski and Przemystaw Urbanczyk (1984)
were presented as archaeologists who shared Anglo-American research interests. Now,
a decade later, numerous Polish archaeologists are conducting research that can be
considered processual or post-processual. For example, Grygiel (1986) adapted the
concept ot the household cluster to Neolithic data at Brzes¢ Kujawski from Flannery’s
(1976) and Winter’s (1976) research on Mesoamerican villages. It should be noted that
Grygiel’s extensive work The household cluster as a fundamental social unit of the
Brzes¢ Kujawski Group of the Lengyel Culture in the Polish Lowlands was published
in excellent English, and Peter Bogucki should be complimented for his excellent
translation. Stawomir Kadrow’s Gospodarka 1 spofeczenstwo, wczesny okres epoki
bragzu w Mafopolsce (The Early Bronze Age economy and society in Southeastern
Poland) i1s an impressive work. In the introductory chapter, Kadrow discusses
theoretical and methodological issues related to his research. Some Polish
archaeologists have been intluenced by Hodder’s post-pocesssual archaeology. For
example, Czerniak (1994) explains the transition to agriculture in Kuyavia, by stressing
ideological and mental processes; hunters and gatherers found the farmers’ ideology
appealing. I admire Czerniak’s erudition, however, we should not assume that foragers
were so naive that they were duped by the 1deology ot tarmers. Exporting ideology is
not simple. There are some recent trends in Anglo-American archaeology, gender
studies, tor instance, that have not made much of an impact in Poland.

Until the 1960’s, Polish archaeology was heavily oriented toward the excavation
ot individual sites. The first systematic regional settlement studies were carried out
in the late 1960’s by Kruk (1973; 1980a) in the loess uplands of the Krakow region.
Kruk examined the relationship of Neolithic sites to different ecological zones in
a specitic region and studied changes in land and resource utilization through time.
His data was used by Hodder and Orton (1976) to illustrate settlement changes
statistically. Other archaeologists have since conducted similar studies, e.g,
Kulczycka-Leciejewiczowa (1973; 1993), Rydzewski (1973), Liguzinska-Kruk (1981),
Ostoja-Zagorski (1980, 1982), Valde-Nowak (1988), and Godlowski (1985).
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Polish archaeologists have made impressive contributions to the study ot thint
artifacts, sources of raw materials and prehistoric mining. Balcer (1975; 1983)
examined the frequencies, production, and distribution ot Neolithic artitacts while
Kaczanowska (1985) did the same tor the Middle Danube area. J.K. Kozlowski and
S.K. Kozlowski (1979) produced numerous typological and chronological studies
ot lithic artitacts. The prehistoric mining ot tlint has been examined by Lech (1981;
1983), Dzieduszycka-Machnikowa and Lech (1976), and H. and J. Lech (1984),
Borkowski et al. (1991) and Borkowski and Budziszewski (1995).

The results from numerous site excavations are still unpublished, a problem by
no means unique to Poland. The technical quality ot published works (paper,
illustrations, etc.) has improved greatly in the last tew years. |

[ think that Kobylinski (1991:223) in his excellent article on archaeological
theory in Poland overemphasizes the “isolation of the Polish scientitic milieu trom
external, foreign intluences”. Poland’s isolation was not as great as that of other
countries of the former Soviet Bloc. Polish archaeologists traveled to West Germany,
France, Austria, Denmark, Italy and other European countries. Western
archaeologists visited Poland and interacted with various scholars. The majority of
these had the same outlook on archaeology as did Polish scholars. A visit by a Polish
archaeologist to France or Italy did not produce new theoretical insights, since
archaeologists trom those countries were quite conservative in their research
approaches. Furthermore, the prestige ot some aspects ot Polish archaeology, such as
Medieval studies, stood very high and westerners were willing to tearn trom their
Polish colleagues.

Few American archaeologists have conducted cooperative research in Poland.
Bogucki (Princeton University) and Grygiel (£.0dz Museum) are doing research on
the Neolithic in Kuyavia (Grygiel and Bogucki 1981, 1986). The State University
of New York at Butfalo and the Polish Academy of Sciences have carried out
cooperative archaeological projects in southeastern Poland (Burchard 1977; Hensel
and Milisauskas 1985; Kruk and Milisauskas 1985, 1996; A. and J. Machnik 1973; A. and
J. Machnik and Kaczanowski 1987; Kadrow and A. and J. Machnik 1992; Milisauskas
1086; Milisauskas and Kruk 1984, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1993; Kadrow 1991, 1994).
Milisauskas (1986) carried out excavations at the Linear Pottery Culture site ot
Olszanica (Fig. 1) and worked with Kruk on a regional project in the Nidzica Valley
around Bronocice (Fig. 2). Milisauskas and Kruk (1984, 1989) used regional
settlement data to demonstrate the development of a complex society during the
Neolithic in the Bronocice region. In 1977, Peter Reid ot the University of Windsor,
Canada, wrote a dissertation on trade using amongst other data, some trom the
Polish Neolithic. Maloney (University of Louisville, 1982) and Dymaczewski (Polish
Academy of Sciences, Poznan) have done research on the Medieval site ot Mietlica.
John Bower (Iowa State University) with archaeologists trom the Polish Academy
of Sciences in Poznan carried out research on post-glacial hunters and gatherers.






