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Origins of towns in southern Poland: the
example of medieval Sandomierz

Andrzej Buko*

Sandomierz, a town located in south—western Poland, has a history dating back to the
origins of the state of Poland. From the beginnings of statehood it had important functions in
the political and administrative system of governing the state. The author focuses on the problems
of the origins of the state: whether the early urban centre formed thanks to the changes resulting
from the internal development of the existing before the appearance of the state of Poland main
tribal centre or the town originated as a result of the formation of the early state of the Piast

dynasty in mid—1oth century.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the main 1ssues concerning the origins of towns on Polish territories in the
Farly Middle Ages 1s the question of which factors underlie the origin and early stages
of development of towns in the period when the state of Poland was being formed.

In the post—war period, when archaeological investigations were particularly
intensive, the long (lasting for centuries) processes of growth and maturing of tribal
centres, which developed from the 8th—ogth century, and then became more advanced,
was stressed. This concept contains an implicite conviction that processes of economic
change and transtormation of socio—political structures were synchronic. According
to this approach the development and transformation of tribal centres into centres of
early urban type were accelerated particularly in the late 1oth century, z.e., after the
originating of the state of Poland (Leciejewicz 1979:550). The early centres of the Piast
dynasty were thus developed through internal evolution of older settlement centres
which had functioned 1n various regions of the country (¢f. Topolski ed. 1977:88%t.).
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This scheme was adopted, e.g., for the town of Sandomierz (located in Little
Poland), one of the main centres of the early Piast monarchy, mentioned in the
written sources as one of the sedes regni principales. These sedes regni principales were
the centres of the provinces into which Poland was divided in the 11th century.
They were administered by notables who had the right to the title of a duke. The
number of these centres in the area of Poland is not exactly known. However, it
is known that in southern Poland there existed three such provinces with centres
in Wroclaw, Cracow, and Sandomierz. They had under their rule city districts
located at their territories (Lalik 1968:214).

It 1s, theretfore, not surprising that knowledge about the origins of Sandomierz
1s particularly important especially as far as the mechanisms underlying the origins
of the state of Poland are concerned. As there are no written sources for the period
between the 1oth and 12th centuries the explanation of these issues has to be based
mainly on the archaeological sources.

It should be stated that even though archaeological investigations have been
conducted for more than half a century, up until the present time, not all of the
basic questions have been answered and many problems are still considered as
controversial (¢f. Tabaczynski and Buko 1981). On the other hand, the research
conducted 1n recent years (¢f. Tabaczynski ed. 1993) has provided facts which allow
us to look at the beginnings of Sandomierz from a somewhat different angle.

TRIBAL ORIGINS OF THE TOWN: MYTH OR REALITY?

The hypothesis of pre—state (tribal) origins of Sandomierz seen in the context
of the political history of southern Poland seemed particularly attractive and had
many followers. In the search for the origins of the city attention was drawn to
a large tumulus located at the outskirts of the town. It was believed to be
a monumental tomb perhaps sheltering the remains of an unknown tribal ruler
(Gieysztor 1967:24). An interesting analogy in this respect would be in particular
the Krakus’ Mound in Cracow dated to the 8th century and connected with the
state of the WiSlanie tribe. An eminent Polish medievalist, Henryk f.owmianski
(1973:43), assumed on that basis that the origins of Sandomierz followed the
Cracow model, where the beginnings of the town are connected with the presence
- of the huge Krakus’ Mound dated to the period of the 7th—8th century. The origin
of Sandomierz derived from the Wislanie is supported, according to f.owmianski,
by the high rank of that town even in the early period of the state, confirmed by
the sources.

One of the elements of the historical background of the territory of Little
Poland, where Sandomierz is located, in the tribal period, were according to the
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adopted approach, e.g., the large cities which were located particularly in the
catchment area of the upper Vistula (Dabrowska 1973) and the mounds—tumuli,
which accompany them (Zaki 1974).

It was discussed to which tribe these lands belonged between the 8th and gth
century; it was debated whether these were the Wislanie who occupied the whole
area ot Little Poland or the Ledzianie, a separate tribe inhabiting the Sandomierz
region; both possibilities are acceptable in the light of the written sources (cf-
Labuda 1988:108ft.).

A suggestive hypothesis about the origins of Sandomierz was formulated by
a historian Tadeusz Lalik, who carried out an analysis of the name of the city.
According to him this 1s a typical substantival name (Swudomir, Sqdomir) which often
appeared in Bohemia and Moravia, while in Poland names of that type are very rare.
This may indicate that Sandomierz was at the beginning the city of Sudomir, who
established the keep, or the commander—duke, who ruled it; otherwise human
memory would not retain the fact that Sandomierz is the city of Sudomir (Lalik 1993,
where further literature). As Lalik believes, Sudomir could have been a2 Bohemian
who came perhaps with his armed squad i1n the early 1oth century, or even
a Moravian, and that might date his presence to an earlier time, 7.e., to the gth century.

This hypothesis becomes even more attractive in the context of the abo-
ve—indicated views on the history of the territories of southern Poland before the
mid—1oth century. Its main drawback, however, 1s the lack of perceptible
archaeological proof confirming the possibility of such influence, including the
traces ot earlier adoption, through the mediation of neighbours from the south, of
Christianity, spread, as early as the gth century in Moravia by Cyril and Methodius,
and then by their pupils. Gerard LLabuda (1988:167ff.) comes to similar conclusions
on the basis of the analysis of the written sources concerning the discussed period.
The person of Sudomir himself has remained, due to lack of any substantial proof,
a fictional one, for 1t has been created by a historian on the basis of a premise
dertved from the analysis of the name of the town.

Also, 1n the discussed context, the Sandomierz hill, Salve Regina, sometimes
identified with the monumental tomb of Sudomir — the founder of the town, is
included.

In the 1980s an attempt at obtaining data about the contents of this mysterious
hill (Fig. 1) was made. The techniques applied to that end (geophysical prospection,
drilling, and digging a trial trench on the culmination) provided a clear answer.
This 1s not, as it was supposed, a tumulus, but a natural loess hill on the
culmination of which there used to function a cemetery of the so—called Ztota
Culture as eartly as in the late Neolithic (Buko 1983). Thus the argument of
a mound—tumulus used in the discussions on the origins of the town, has definitely
lost the capability to support the above—discussed train of thinking.



