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Biskupin 1933-1996: archaeology, politics
and nationalism

Danuta Piotrowska?

In 1933 a swamp fortified settlement was discovered at Biskupin, built by a Lusatian Culture
community at the end of the Bronze and beginning ot the Iron Age. Biskupin owes its
exceptional fame 1n Poland to the fact that the excavations were linked with the mythical proto-
Slavs during the growing contlict between the Third Reich and the Polish Republic. The article
tries to connect the basic trends in the interpretation of the excavations with events in recent
political history in Central Europe. The article shows the great interest in Biskupin of politicians
during the German-Polish contlict. Quotes trom news, weeklies and literature show how, 1n the
conditions described, the excavations aroused nationalistic and chauvinistic emotions.
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The functions of archaeology and archaeological tinds have never been limited to
pure science. From the beginning archaeological research has served purposes other
than scientific; its function has been educational, ideological and even mythological, not
to mention political. Such also has been its role in the 20th century (Arnold 1990, 1992;
Kohl and Fawcett 1995, Lech 1995, 1996a:185 and 188; Kobylinski 1996:238-9). The
response of the general public to archaeological studies is otten better retlected by press
articles than by scientitic publications while the studies themselves, entangled in major
politics, have often aroused patriotic tervour and nationalistic or even chauvinistic
emotions. One of the more interesting examples of such phenomena in European
archaeology has been the reception by Polish society ot the excavations in Biskupin and
their entanglement in the Polish-German contlict prior to World War II (Piotrowska
1994, 1996). The following article deals with these themes. It 1s based on studies of the
archives from the Biskupin Museum, department ot the State Archaeological Museum
in Warsaw and on the bibliography ot Biskupin, about 2500 titles, which 1s now being
prepared by the author and the State Archaeological Museum.
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Toulouse, and were well known in Europe (Kostrzewski 1936b, 1970:205-8; Rudnicka
1936; Rajewski 1950a). In Poland Biskupin became a sensation and an object ot
pilgrimage for high government officials, cardinals and bishops ot the Catholic
Church, writers, poets and actors (Piotrowska 1994:34-5). The head of the excavation
team, Kostrzewski and his energetic assistant, Zdzistaw Rajewski (Fig. 1), helped to
spread Biskupin’s fame, ably organising a propaganda campaign employing all
available media, especially films and the press (Kostrzewski 1936a:3).

AN OUTLINE OF THE BISKUPIN EXCAVATIONS

Excavations revealed the remains of two well organised and strongly tortitied
settlements, about 2 ha 1n area, situated on the peninsula ot Lake Biskupin (Fig. 2-3).
They were built one after another by the same community. The settlement was
surrounded by a 3. m wide rampart consisting ot oak boxes plastered with clay
(Fig. 3) and filled with earth and sand. The circumterence ot the rampart was 463 m
and its original height probably 5-6 m. On its outer side, tacing the lake, the rampart
was protected by a breakwater consisting of several rows of wooden stakes driven
into the bottom of the lake. Inside the rampart ran a ring road. Eleven transverse
streets, 3 m wide, cut across the settlement. Along these streets stood 104-106 houses
(in the older settlement). They all had a uniform tloor space and each row ot houses
was covered with one common roof. The houses were built of oak and pine logs, with
horizontal logs tongued and keyed into grooved uprights. Each house had a living
area of about go sq. m. with a main room and a vestibule. Kostrzewski1’s assistant and
successor Prof. Zdzistaw Rajewski wrote about the settlement (1961:121):

“The plan of the settlement reflects the organisational and socio-economic rigour of the
builders. The wooden settlement, for which about 7000 cub. m. of wood and about 10 coo cub.
m. of earth, reeds and clay were used, is a beautiful monument of wooden architecture trom the
period of primitive communities. When the first settlement was burnt down as a result of inter-
tribal warfare a second was built in its place with only slight changes”.

The scientific standards of the Biskupin excavations were extremely high, as
shown by reports from the excavations, studies and specialist analyses (Kostrzewski,
Lubicz-Niezabitowski and Jaron 19367 Kostrzewski ed. 1938, 1950; Biskupin 1984;
Coles 1980:138-40, 1006: 125-7, 466-52; Piotrowska and Piotrowski 1990).

Excavations at the Biskupin site continued until 1974. At that time most Polish
archaeologists adhered to Kostrzewski’s view that ethnically the Lusatian Culture
communities were proto-Slavic (Ostoja-Zagorski 1996). Excavations on the
peninsula also revealed a settlement from the 2nd-4th century AD, and a small
stronghold and houses from the Middle Ages which stood there, with intervals, trom
the turn of the 6/7th centuries to about 1040. Around the lake some interesting



