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 Settlements of the Brześć Kujawski Group  
of the Lengyel Culture –  

places of sacrum or profanum?

Marta Kaczmarek

ArchAeologicA
Hereditas 13
9–15

The issue of the existence of a sacrum among the com-
munities of the Brześć Kujawski Group of the Lengyel 
Culture1 is an extremely interesting topic, because these 
people buried their deceased within their settlements. 
The best examples illustrating this phenomenon come 
from the area of central places, that is the Brześć Ku-
jawski settlement itself, located, together with a com-
plex of other sites, on the Smętów Lake peninsula2 and 
the Osłonki settlement, which lies between two former 
lakes.3

Current state of research

Systematic research on the Lengyel Culture in Kuyavia 
began in 1933, when Konrad Jażdżewski, working with 
Stanisław Madajski, came across traces of material cul-
ture which they classified as the Brześć Kujawski Group4 
during their excavations of the settlement and cemetery 
of the Globular Amphora Culture at Brześć Kujawski it-
self. These excavations were conducted between 1933 
and 1939. Unfortunately, the outbreak of World War II 
prevented the continuation of this research. Addition-
ally, some of the excavated materials were destroyed 
or lost during the war.5 In 1952, Maria and Waldemar 
Chmielewscy explored the site at Brześć Kujawski for 
another season. Later, the site’s exploration was intensi-
fied in 1976 under Ryszard Grygiel and Peter Bogucki. 
Research at Osłonki began in 1989 and continued up to 
2003. The 28-season campaign6, provided a wealth of 
material and data for further analyses. Up to today, al-
most 180 graves of the Brześć Kujawski Group have been 
discovered in both sites.

1  The nomenclature of the Brześć Kujawski group is still not unequi-
vocally settled among researchers (see Czerniak 1996; Grygiel 1996, 
2008b).

2  Grygiel 2008c: 20.
3  Grygiel 2008a: 476.
4  Jażdżewski 1933: 1–3; Cofta-Broniewska and Stolpiak 1984: 39; Gry-

giel 2004: 26–27.
5  Grygiel and Bogucki 1981: 11.
6  Grygiel 2004: 38, 54.

Region and chronology

The people of the Brześć Kujawski Group occupied the 
area of Central Kuyavia (Kujawy).7 This territory belongs 
to the Kuyavia Plateau.8 Brześć Kujawski and Osłonki 
both lie in the catchment of the Bachorza River basin, 
which drains into the Zgłowiączka and the Vistula rivers. 
This region was an attractive settlement area, as it con-
nected the Vistula, the Noteć and the Gopło Lake with 
the southern part of eastern Kuyavia.9 Moreover, in this 
territory sixteen types and sub-types of soil can be iden-
tified10, among the most important of which was humus 
rich chernozem proper.11 The fertile soils were a natural 
resource attracting people to this land during the Neo-
lithic period.12 And that is the reason why the traces of 
houses, fragments of valuable grave inventories, as well 
as human remains of the Kuyavia´s Neolithic inhabitants 
have been perfectly preserved.13

During its pinnacle phase, the settlement at Brześć 
Kujawski occupied an area of two hectares with a ba-
sic organisational unit in the form of an up to 2000 sq. 
large household cluster.14 The timeframe of the settle-
ment has been established between 4800 and 3500 BC. 
This timespan can be divided into three phases: the early 
phase – about 4700/4600–4500 BC, the classic phase – 
4500–4300 BC and the late phase – approximately 4300–
4100/4000 BC.15 The settlements decline during the late 
phase was the result of degradation and disintegration 
of the cultural landscape, that had been caused by the 
population of the Brześć Kujawski Group, during its clas-
sic phase of development.

  7  Cofta-Broniewska and Kośko 1982: 48.
  8  Grygiel 2004: 113.
  9  Grygiel 2004: 119.
10  Grygiel 2004: 136.
11  Kamieńska 1967: 258; Grygiel 2004: 138.
12  Grygiel 2004: 136.
13  Gładykowska-Rzeczycka 2007: 198.
14  Grygiel 1986: 316.
15  Grygiel 2008b: 1917–1918.
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Burials and settlements

People of the Brześć Kujawski Group inhabited central 
places such as Brześć Kujawski, site 4 or Osłonki, site 
1, as well as satellite settlements, for example, Brześć 
Kujawski, site 5, Zagajewice, site 1, and Konary, site 1. 
The central settlements developed simultaneously16 and 
without interruptions.17 The basic unit of settlement 
constituted a household cluster18 in which intensive eco-
nomic activity was conducted.

The community of the Brześć Kujawski Group of the 
Lengyel Culture buried their deceased as inhumations, 
usually in the vicinity of houses. The burials were located 
within the dwellings or just outside of them.19 They were 
found over and under the foundation trenches or were 
adjacent to them. A rule that governed their location, 
in reference to residential buildings, has not yet been 
established. Probably, the deceased were buried in un-
der-developed areas of the settlement compounds.20 As 
a result, individual features intersected each other – and 
younger features partially damaged the older ones.

During the pinnacle development of the Brześć Ku-
jawski Group, graves located within particular houses 
were grouped in clusters. Probably, such isolated, smaller 
clusters of graves constituted family backyard cemeter-
ies which may have served to illustrate ancestral ties.21 
These burial clusters may represent may a group of 
people inhabiting one house. However, locating graves 
within the settlement points to profound connections 
between the place of the burial and the living who were 
functioning in that very place.

The tradition of burying the dead near houses be-
came common during the early phase of the Brześć Ku-
jawski Group. This custom would also characterise the 
later phase of the group. Neither do the location of these 
burials follow fast rules, nor are they regularly oriented 
according to cardinal directions. The woman’s head from 
grave no. XXXV, Osłonki site 1 was directed towards the 
west22 but the woman’s head from grave no. VI, site 4a 
at Miechowice – to the north.23 However, in the Brześć 
Kujawski site the oldest graves were laid out on a south-
eastern axis, which later became standard.24

In the classic phase, small cemeteries set up near 
houses became common. Archaeologists have identified 
several domestically bound burial clusters. An example 
is the cluster near house no. 56 in site 4 at Brześć Kujaw-
ski. As many as ten burials were chronologically linked 

16  Grygiel 2008c: 8.
17  Grygiel 1986: 316, 2008c: 22.
18  Grygiel 1986.
19  Czerniak and Pyzel 2013: 146.
20  Gabałówna 1966: 66–67.
21  Grygiel 2008c: 314.
22  Grygiel 2008a: 485.
23  Grygiel 2008a: 1015.
24  Grygiel 2008b: 1854.

to the structure.25 At that time burying the dead with 
their heads pointing south or south-east became a rule.26 
Typically, the bodies were arranged due to sex – dead 
women were put on their left side, and men – the right.27 
All cemeteries of the Brześć Kujawski Group feature this 
arrangement with the exception of Biskupin, site 15a, 
where women in all three graves which were recovered 
were put on their right side.28

The classic phase of the Brześć Kujawski Group relates 
to the peak development of settlement and use of cop-
per among its people. At that time, two central settle-
ments at Brześć Kujawski and Osłonki were established.29 
The emergence of these settlement is the result of the 
inclusion of these communities in cultural network of 
the large complex of the Lengyel Culture, located in the 
south Middle Europe. At the time, with the increase in 
wealth, a demographic upsurge occurred, and, as a result, 
a rapid growth of the size of buildings and the number of 
graves.30 The presence of cellars in houses on Osłonki, site 
1 can be linked with access to ample copper resources31 
– as a result the wealthier residents were able to elabo-
rate their dwellings. At the same time, graves of women 
with rich copper inventories and male graves with ant-
ler axes appear.32 These male graves are interpreted as 
evidence for the rise of a class of warriors protecting the 
settlements. In the case of the Osłonki site, the erection 
of a defensive circuit in the form of a ditch and a palisade 
is linked to the decline of the classic phase and the end of 
copper imports to the Brześć Kujawski Group.33

The late phase of the Brześć Kujawski Group, dated to 
4300–4100 BC, was characterised by social and econom-
ic disintegration. It is also linked with numerous house 
fires. Sometimes, multiple burials were dug next to the 
remains of the burned dwellings. Bones from 31 phase III 
burials bear traces of at times fatal injuries.34 Grave no. 
LXXIII, from Osłonki, site 1 in which a woman with two 
children was buried, serves as an example. Her skull and 
those of her older child show traces of fatal wounds, in 
the form of round holes. They were probably made using 
of an antler axe.35

In this late phase the burial custom which man-
dated arranging the body with its head pointing 
east, was abandoned and burying the dead in refuse 
pits became a rule; for example, at Brześć Kujaws-
ki, site 4, pits no. 891 and 893.36 Moreover, the deceased 

25  Grygiel 1986: 296–297, table II, 2008b: 1855.
26  Czerniak 1980: 118.
27  Grygiel 2008b: 1855.
28  Maciejewski, Rajewski and Wokroj 1954: 72, 76–77.
29  Grygiel 2008b: 1909.
30  Grygiel 2008a: 528.
31  Grygiel 2008a: 529.
32  Grygiel 2008a: 993.
33  Grygiel 2008a: 562.
34  Lorkiewicz 2012b: 75.
35  Grygiel 2008b: 1912–1913, fig. 1389–1393.
36  Grygiel 2008b: 1916.
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were not given any recognisable grave goods.37 The only 
thing that remained from earlier funerary traditions was 
to lay out women on their left side, and the men on their 
right.38 However, this did not always apply, in many cases 
bodies were lain their back or buried as extended inhu-
mations, for example, at Brześć Kujawski, site 4, grave 
no. XVI, or at Osłonki, site 1 grave no. XXX, with a male 
extended inhumation.39 At the same time, numerous ani-
mal burials appear as well.40

The youngest settlement phase of the Brześć Kujawski 
Group is also characterised by a sudden cessation of cop-
per import and other resources, as well as the cessation 
of ornamental bone production, whose products were 
extremely popular in wealthier graves up to that time.41 
The changes in burial tradition are connected42 with infil-
tration of indigenous population from the area of Osłonki 
by ethnically foreign communities. Evidence for the pres-
ence of foreigners among the Brześć Kujawski Group 
comes from an untypical cemetery, Konary, site 1a, 
where the dead were buried in single or double graves, 
in a place separate from the settlement itself, and not in 
within its limits, as in other sites in the area of Brześć Ku-
jawski or Osłonki. An exceptional is also location of eight 
graves from site 1 at Osłonki, dated to the earliest phase. 
They were placed within a younger section of the moat, 
from the south side, that is from outside the palisade. 
These graves (no.: XLIX–LII, LV, LVI, LIX) are totally iso-
lated from the rest of the burials at Osłonki. Moreover, 
most of them are orientated in a different manner than 
the generally accepted east-west axis.43

Sacrum for the people  
of the Brześć Kujawski Group

As indicated above, the people of the Brześć Kujawski 
Group took great care of their deceased. This is reflect-
ed by the carefully composed grave good inventory, the 
layout of the bodies and the choice of burial places.44 
Yet despite this, graves are regularly found which had 
been disturbed during the construction of new dwellings. 
There are a series of possible explanations for this. Per-
haps we can assume that after the body was buried the 
skeleton lost all its significance. Or, that after time had 
passed the people simply forgot where the bodies had 

37  Grygiel 2008a: 754.
38  Grygiel 1984: 298.
39  Grygiel 2008b: 1914–1915.
40  Grygiel 2008a: 754, 1099, 2008b: 1916.
41  Grygiel 2008b: 1914.
42  Grygiel 2008b: 1916.
43  Grygiel 2008b: 1916.
44  However, another question arises – where was the rest of the pop-

ulation buried, because only about 20% of the population were 
buried inside the settlement?, see more: Czerniak and Pyzel 2013: 
147, 2016: 110.

been buried. We cannot settle this issue today but the 
question of what sacrum amounted to for the people of 
the Brześć Kujawski Group still remains open. Perhaps 
the deceased and his/her grave constituted sacrum only 
until the body was buried and after that became a part 
of the settlement, that is the profanum. It is also possible 
that the entire settlement was treated as sacrum.45

As the rich grave inventories show, the deceased were 
treated with great respect. In the classic phase of the 
Brześć Kujawski development, women were buried with 
imported copper items or hip belts incrusted with shells, 
and the men with antler axes. Therefore, we do know 
that at the time of burial, the deceased were of great 
importance for the living. Interestingly, in cases when 
the dead did not receive prestigious grave goods, their 
graves were filled with many pottery vessels. Moreo-
ver, an example of marking or delineating the space of 
such backyard cemeteries is known. In the Osłonki site, 
trenches near a grave cluster were found that were in-
terpreted as the remnants of a construction surround-
ing the sepulchral area.46 This could be seen as evidence 
that the area of the cemetery, at least during the time it 
was operative, was treated as sacrum; and that this small 
cemetery was separated from the dwelling.

Evidence for the long-term remembrance of grave 
sites can be seen in the case of a grave cluster in site 4 
at Brześć Kujawski (graves no.: XIX, XXI, XXII, XXIV, XXV – 
Fig. 1) which is located in an area devoid of dwellings and 
not disturbed by other features.47 Perhaps the sites of 
these graves were once marked by earthen mounds. The 
shallow grave pits in which some of the skeletons lay may 
be an indication of the presence of such mounds erected 
over graves.48 Moreover, further evidence for respect for 
the dead is shown in site 4 at Miechowice. When a bur-
ial dating to the classic phase (no. VI) disturbed a grave 
from the earlier phase (no. VIa), the bones were carefully 
transferred into the new grave.49

However, there are also counter examples, i.e., 
graves destroyed or damaged by later features. Graves 
disturbed by later house foundations are known from 
Brześć Kujawski, site 4, graves no. XXII and XXIII were dug 
into by the foundation trench of house no. 4, and grave 
no. X was completely cut though by the western founda-
tion trench of house no. 2.50 However, the reverse situa-
tion usually applies – i.e., the grave is dug into the foun-
dation trench of a house. Examples include, for instance, 
graves no. VI–VIII from Osłonki 1 (Fig. 2) whose pits were 
dug into the eastern foundations trench of house 1. Both 
graves, as well as the house, can be dated to the classic 
phase of the Brześć Kujawski Group. Unfortunately, these 

45  Cf. Rzepecki 2015: 284.
46  Grygiel 2008a: 754.
47  Grygiel 2008: 218, fig. 7.
48  Gabałówna 1966: 68.
49  Grygiel 2008a: 1015.
50  Grygiel 2008c: 310, 314.
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graves were partially damaged by a further pit, connect-
ed with later settlement in the region.51

The lack of a chronological classification of graves 
from Brześć Kujawski, site 4, in relation to the three 
cultural phases makes is difficult to say whether the 

51  Grygiel 2008a: 529, 535–536.

disturbed graves came from earlier phases and were 
destroyed by house foundations from younger phases. 
However, from Osłonki, site 1, such data is available, so 
we know that the disturbed or damaged graves were not 
only not necessarily significantly older than the features 
that disturbed them but also could date to the same 
chronological phases as the features that cut into them. 
A good example of this fact is the double grave no. XI 
from Osłonki, site 1 which was destroyed by the south-
ern trench of house no. 19. The grave, as well as the 
house, date to the classic phase52, which, in turn, may 
be seen as evidence that during a single developmental 
phase of the cultural group its members had already for-
gotten the burial places of their ancestors.

As mentioned above, the declining phase of the 
Brześć Kujawski Group, was characterised by changes in 
burial ritual. The most prominent was to bury the dead 
in waste pits; for example, grave no. IX from site 4 at 
Brześć Kujawski was dug in pit no. 75.53 In the earlier 
published literature, these graves had been described as 
untypical but, in fact, this name is quite misleading. The 
only example of an untypical burial connected with the 
Brześć Kujawski Group is grave no. XXX from Osłonki, site 
1, which belongs to the late phase (Fig. 3). It contained 
a skeleton of a male extended inhumation lying on its 
back. His shin bones were cut off, probably perimortem, 
and the feet were placed next to the knees. The skull 
was also heavily damaged, its bones bear traces of about 
25 intentional cuts. The grave inventory clearly indicates 

52  Grygiel 2008a: 561, 767, fig. 404.
53  Grygiel 2008c: 314, 2008a: 754.

Fig. 1. Brześć Kujawski, part of site 4  
(after: Grygiel 2008, fig. 7, modified)

Fig. 2. Grave VIII from Osłonki 1 (after: Grygiel 2008a: 903 
fig. 765: 3)
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that this grave belongs to the Brześć Kujawski Group. 
Another highly untypical feature of this grave is a bone 
dagger with an intentionally damaged blade that was 
placed next to the head. Grygiel interprets this burial as 
an unknown ritual practice during which a killer’s dead 
body was defiled.54 However, it is not certain whether all 
injuries were caused post-mortem. In fact this may have 
included decapitation (indicated by the lack of preserved 
cervical vertebrae). It is known, however, that the body 
of this individual was treated in an exceptional manner.55

Remains that can be related to ceremonial activity 
also include a concentration of burnt wheat in pit no. 
892 (Fig. 4), at Brześć Kujawski, site 4. This pit was in-
terpreted as a workshop where antler axes were made. 
After the workshop was abandoned and just before the 
pit was refilled a shock of unripe wheat was thrown into 
it and burnt. This remarkable find  has analogies in Fun-
nel Beaker Culture features from the Kuyavian sites of 
Radziejów Kujawski, Opatowice and Zarębowo. The fact 
that green grain can neither be consumed or stored un-
derlines the votive character of such deposits.56

An exceptional amphora (Fig. 5) of the Brześć Kujaw-
ski Group can also be seen in a ritual context. The “oily” 
composition of the clay its temper made up of a small 

54  Grygiel 2008a: 758.
55  Lorkiewicz 2011: 430–433.
56  Grygiel 1984: 281, 320; see also Woźny 2005: chapter II.2.2.

Fig. 3. Grave XXX from Osłonki 1 (after: Grygiel 2008a: 931 
fig. 793:1)

Fig. 4. Pit 892 from Brześć Kujawski 4. Location of materials in the antler workshop: 1 – clay, 2 – stone, 3 – antler, 4 – animal 
bones, 5 – potsherds. “X” indicates the area with burnt wheat (after: Grygiel 2008: 130 fig. 107)
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Fig. 5. Fragments of an amphora from Osłonki with rich decoration (after Grygiel 2008a: 642 fig. 526)

addition of ash coloured dry sand and its surface treat-
ment resulting in a smooth, shiny and hard surface are 
unique in the usual pottery repertoire. Its cylindrical neck 
merges with a pronounced belly with two zoomorphic 
handles connected to indented cordons Its main orna-
ment is made up of cordons on the upper part of the 
belly forming an enigmatic figural scene.57 The ritual pur-
pose of this vessel is unclear.

Conclusion

Cemeteries are generally considered sacrum because 
they contain burials, which are the result of rituals of 
passage aimed at maintaining the functional  continu-
ity of society. Each necropolis connects the world of the 
living with the realm of the dead.58 It usually comprises 
three elements: the first sphere is especially marked with 
sacrum in the context of a ritual, the site of the grave 
itself. The second sacrum involves the place where the 
participants gather, adjacent to the sacred centre and, 
at the same time, separated from it. The third involves 
sites of transition – where ritualised acts take place, for 
instance a street leading to the burial place. In order for 
the cemetery to function as sacrum, spheres of burial 
contexts must be distinguished and correspond to spatial 
layouts present in the land of the living.59 On this basis 
we can assume that small backyard cemeteries, set up 
within settlements, as well as single burials of the Brześć 

57  Grygiel 2008a: 547.
58  Woźny 2000: 43, 123.
59  Woźny 2000: 43–44.

Kujawski Group, were treated as a kind of sacrum. Simul-
taneously, in these settlements, the symbolism of dwell-
ings intertwines with that of the graves. Thus, graves may 
have had the same meaning as houses because they con-
stituted temporary dwelling of the dead.60

However, the dynamics of changes during the devel-
opment of the Brześć Kujawski Group seem to indicate 
the lack of a unified interpretation of sacrum during the 
entire time span involved. In every developmental phase 
of the Brześć Kujawski Group its communities perceived 
the settlement itself, as well as area it contained, that is 
the entire notion of sacrum, differently. We do not know 
whether the entire settlement was treated as sacrum. If 
the sepulchral space was not marked nor fenced off from 
the area used for economic purposes and the deceased 
were buried directly in waste pits, perhaps the entire 
settlement was deemed as profanum. Or maybe only 
the grave itself was considered sacrum, during the time 
when memory of the deceased was kept alive, which, 
in turn, would be enmeshed in wider cultural traditions 
which were an integral part of their world view and thus 
no need for it to be manifested.61 Changes in the percep-
tion of sacrum by the Brześć Kujawski Group is also indi-
cated by changes in the burial tradition during the phase 
of decline, as well as introduction of new elements con-
nected with later Globular Amphora and Funnel Beaker 
cultures, whose genesis is linked to the Brześć Kujawski 
Group.62 

60  Woźny 2000: 135–138, 2002: 51.
61  Woźny 2000: 112.
62  Cf. Grygiel 2008b: chapter 9; Lorkiewicz 2012a: 175–177.
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