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Sacred space of the Iron Age enclosed sites  
in the north-eastern Poland

Zbigniew Kobyliński
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Introduction

It might seem that strongholds – the remains of Prehis-
toric and Medieval wooden and earthen fortifications, 
which have their own characteristic  field form, are 
a category of archaeological sites that are the easiest to 
identify. Therefore one could assume that, we are fully 
informed about their number and have precise data on 
their location in Poland. However, as we could demon-
strate during the implementation of the research project 
Catalogue of strongholds of Warmia and Masuria. Part 
1. Pomesania, Pogesania and Warmia, which was con-
ducted as part of the National Program for the Devel-
opment of Humanities in 2012–2017 by the Institute of 
Archaeology of the Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University 
(UKSW) in Warsaw1, the reality in this matter in Poland is 
completely different than one would suppose. This is at 
least true in relation to areas covered by forests, and It 
must be remembered that forests now cover up to 30% 
of the Polish landscape.2 

Already during the project’s planning stage, in 2011, 
based on previous experience with using data from aerial 
laser scanning as part of projects identifying archaeologi-
cal heritage resources in various parts of the country3, 
that were implemented by the Institute of Archaeology 
UKSW thanks to funding from the National Heritage In-
stitute, it was considered that airborne lidar scanning 
should be one of the integral elements of the work on 
the catalogue of fortified settlements. Initially we sup-
posed that the results of airborne laser scanning would 
be used primarily to verify the correctness of the geodet-
ic plans of previously-known fortresses. We also hoped 
to detect eventual additional elements of their structure, 
which could be difficult to see from the earth`s surface. 
Bearing in mind the intense development of German 
archeology in East Prussia in the pre-war period, begin-
ning already in the nineteenth century, and preceding 

1  Kobyliński (ed.) 2012, 2016, 2017.
2  Raport 2016.
3  Budziszewski and Wysocki 2012; Kobyliński et al. 2012.

by amateurish Heimatkunde (local history studies)4, as 
well as the existence of very precise pre-war cartographic 
studies, not to mention the intensive post-war work of 
Polish archaeologists, conducting field searches in the 
Warmian-Masurian Province, we assumed that the loca-
tion of these defensive settlements were already gener-
ally recognised, and the task of the project team would 
be not to discover them, but to complete their modern 
documentation and determine their chronology.

Thanks to public availability of the results of aerial 
laser scanning (ALS) throughout Poland, it has been pos-
sible to perform analysis of the digital terrain model for 
the entire vast area covered by the project, namely the 
area of a large part of the districts of Iława (communities 
of Iława, Kisielice, Susz and Zalewo) and Ostróda (com-
munities of Ostróda, Miłomłyn, Morąg, Miłakowo and 
Małdyty) in the western part of the Warmian-Masurian 
Province, corresponding historically to regions of eastern 
Pomesania, Pogesania and part of Warmia.

This new information led to a revolution in the know-
ledge of archaeological sites, and their characteristic 
shapes which were located in forested areas. This is 
not only due to the fact that new, previously unknown 
strongholds were discovered5, but also because of the 
fact that a previously unknown category of fortresses 
from the Iron Age, most probably rather having a magic-
religious than defensive function, was identified and par-
tially excavated (Fig. 1).

This particular form of fortresses, usually has a round 
or oval contour, and is surrounded by several – usually 
three – rings of ramparts and ditches. Prior to the imple-
mentation of our project, only one such defended set-
tlement was known. It is located on the island of Lake 
Radomno in the community of Nowe Miasto Lubawskie  
and had been considered to be a completely unique 
form. As a result of the project, further sites of this type 
were discovered and excavated: at Stary Folwark, site 1 
and 2, community of Kisielice, and at Tątławki, site 2, 

4  Hoffmann 2013. The comprehensive inventory of Prussian defenses 
in 1826–1828 by Johann Michael Guise deserves a special mention: 
Hoffmann 2007.

5  Kobyliński 2018. 
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Fig. 1. Distribution map of sites mentioned in the paper: 1 – Radomno Lake; 2 – Wieprz, site 20; 3 – Stary Folwark, site 1;  
4 – Tatławki, site 2; 5 – Stary Folwark, site 2; 6–8 – Wysoka Wieś; 9 – Liksajny; 10 – Lake Sowica near Prabuty (designed by  
Z. Kobyliński)

community of Morąg. Moreover, the previously identi-
fied enclosure  at Wieprz, site 20, community of Zalewo, 
has, after excavation, also been recognised as belonging 
to this category. All these sites are located in wooded, 
sometimes densely forested areas, their embankments 
and moats are very poorly preserved, and basically, they 
are almost completely impossible to identify when ob-
served from the ground.

Through further analysis of the ALS imagery from 
the western part of the Warmian-Masurian Province we 
made new discoveries of the same type of site, which 
are not yet excavated: three strongholds in the vicinity of 
Wysoka Wieś on the Dylewskie Hills in the Ostróda com-
munity, a stronghold near the village of Liksajny in the 
Miłomłyn community, or on the island on the Sowica Lake 
near Prabuty, are located in the eastern part of the Po-
meranian Province. While it is true that their chronology 
cannot be determined conclusively at the moment, their 
form is analogous to those that have been excavated in 
the framework of the Catalogue of strongholds of Warmia 
and Masuria project. This clearly suggests that they are 
related to the aforementioned Iron Age enclosed sites. 

It is to be expected that further sites of this type, which 
I propose to call the type Wieprz-Stary Folwark-Tątławki, 
will be discovered in the near future thanks to the analysis 
of data obtained from the airborne lidar scanning.

The characteristic form of these enclosures, as well as 
the results of previous excavations, indicate their sacred 
function. Already in 2013, Kazimierz Grążawski suggested 
tentatively with reference to the then only known enclo-
sure of this type, located on an island on Lake Radomno 
(Fig. 2), that the function of this three-ring enclosure 
might not be defensive, but rather ritual. At the same 
time, he put forward a theory that the genesis of this 
kind of structures could have originated from the Neo-
lithic “rondel” sites.6

Our excavations confirmed the ritual nature of these 
sites. In this article, I would like to briefly present the 
arguments for such an interpretation obtained mostly 
during the research of two of these sites: at Wieprz, site 
20 and at Stary Folwark, site 1, referring the reader who 

6  Grążawski 2013: 106.
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Fig. 2. Stronghold on island on the Radom-
no Lake near Radomno, community of Nowe 
Miasto Lubawskie, district of Iława – DTM 
based on the ALS data (designed  
by R. Solecki)

Fig. 3. Stronghold at Wieprz, site 20, com-
munity of Zalewo, district of Iława – DTM 
based on the ALS data (designed  
by R. Solecki)

interested in full reports to the source publication, which 
is the final result of the realisation of our project.7

Wieprz, site 20

The enclosure at Wieprz, site 20 (Fig. 3) is located on 
rising ground – a promontory of the neighboring up-
land which is barely visible in the field. It is possible to 
observe four rampart lines and three moats. They are 
visible both in the south-eastern part of the site, where 
they cut off access to the headland from the plateau, as 
well as in the north-western part, from the side of the 
lowland. The preserved height of the embankments in 
relation to the current level of the fill of the ditches is 
only approx. 20–40 cm. The space surrounded by these 
ramparts is extremely small: it is only about 35 m long 
and about 15 m wide. In its area, no settlement features 

7  Kobyliński (ed.) 2017.

were found, which indicates that only a sporadic use of 
the place, for reasons other than residential purposes, 
took place. This space was most probably surrounded 
by a fence, whose post-holes were preserved, followed 
by ramparts and moats. The ramparts at the base have 
a width of approx. 4–5 m, and ditches – approx. 4–5,5 m 
at their top. The difference in height between the bot-
toms of moats identified during the excavations and the 
surviving tops of ramparts is currently about 1.4–2.5 m, 
but originally it was probably higher. Unfortunately, it is 
not possible to recognise the construction of the em-
bankments – there were no traces of any wooden struc-
tures in them, but it may be assumed that there were 
some types of wooden fences on their tops.

From the point of view of the interpretation of the 
function of this site, the most important find is the pe-
rimeter ditch running outside of all the defensive struc-
tures, parallel to the outermost ditch. This ditch had the 
form of a regular gutter with a width of about 1.3 m and 
a depth of up to 0.5 m. At its bottom was a burnt layer 
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Fig. 4. Stronghold at Stary Folwark, site 1, 
community of Kisielice, district of Iława – DTM 
based on the ALS data (designed  
by R. Solecki)

composed of charred fragments from a pine tree, and 
lumps of burnt and unburnt clay, which contained nu-
merous fragments of broken ceramic vessels.

Dating the enclosure at Wieprz, site 20 is possible on 
the basis of the analysis of the ceramic material, which 
on the basis of analogies allows to date the site to around 
the 4th-2nd century BC. This is also confirmed by the ra-
diocarbon dating of the material from the external ditch 
discussed above. The calibrated date gave an interval of 
378–202 BC, with a probability of 95.4%. Thermolumines-
cence dating was also caried out on a pottery sherd. The 
resulting time estimate ranged between 140 BC and 120 
AD. On the basis of the recovered pottery, located primar-
ily in the outer ditch filled with burnt residues, and the re-
sults of radiocarbon and thermoluminescence dating, the 
site is best dated to the Iron Age (4th-2nd century BC) and 
be connected with the transition between phase II and 
III, and with phase III of the West Baltic Barrows Culture.8

Stary Folwark, site 1

The enclosed site at Stary Folwark, site 1 (Fig. 4), occu-
pies the north-western part of a hill situated in a local 
wetland depression. The oval hill’s enclosing features 
extend over a length of about 35 m, and the entire site, 
including its slopes, is about 80 m in length. It has clear, 
steep slopes from the north, west and east. From the 
southern side, these slopes become milder and in this 
part of the site the lines of three embankments and 
three moats are best visible on the ground.

The enclosing ditches had a width of 1.2–2.8 m at their 
top, and they were at least 0.6–0.9 m deep. It seems that 
not all ditches functioned at the same time, and some of 
them probably had a kind of palisade on their bottom. 
A kind of wooden fence also probably surrounded the 

8  Okulicz 1970: 102–104.

oval space enclosed by embankments, which was about 
40 m long. Its maximum width was about 25 m, which is 
not much more than in the case of the site 20 at Wieprz. 

Against the background of other surveyed strong-
holds and enclosures  built in the times of the west Baltic 
Barrow Culture, the stronghold at Stary Folwark, site 1 
stands out above all by the presence of areas densely 
covered with pottery sherds, and a specific construction 
of the three-ring defensive structures covering slopes of 
the hill. The low number of animal bones found in the ex-
cavated area of the site suggests that it was not used for 
normal habitation purposes. For this reason, the specific 
function of this site is hard to determine, it is perhaps 
not as much a residential but rather a ritual structure, 
similarly as it could be the case with similar – in terms 
of form and chronology – strongholds at Stary Folwark, 
site 2, Wieprz, site 20, or Tątławki, site 2.

The most important features for reconstructing the 
original function of site 1 at Stary Folwark, are the two 
areas densely covered with shattered fragments of ce-
ramic vessels and burnt debris. The first of them (Fig. 5), 
about 2.5 m wide, was located in the southern part of 
the site, on its edge. A total of over 500 pottery sherds 
were found in this feature, preserved in both small and 
large fragments. It is also the best preserved ceramic as-
semblage with only a slight degree of erosion. We man-
aged to find a few vessels that were either complete or 
could be completely reconstructed. The pottery assem-
blage  included small thin-walled vessels, larger vessels 
with thicker walls and large coarse ware vessels. 

The second deposit of broken pottery (Fig. 6) was 
discovered in the northern part of the site. The base of 
a depressed area was filled with a layer of burnt debris, 
pottery sherds and stones. This absolutely extraordinary 
deposit lay on specially leveled ground. The length of 
the area covered with ceramics was about 3 m, and the 
width – at least 1.2 m (the western part of the deposit ex-
ceeded the limit of the excavation). It consisted of almost 
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1500 pieces of ceramics of various types, both thick- and 
thin-walled, including miniature pots. This deposit, as 
estimated on the basis of attempts to reconstructs the 
whole pots, consisted of almost 50 various vessels, bro-
ken into small pieces. Between, above and beneath frag-
ments of ceramics lay burnt stones and ash layers. 

It is impossible to be definite about the formation of 
these deposits. Certainly, however, these are not remains 
of routine settlement activities. As in the case of Wieprz, 
site 20, some form of ritual activity, in which the inten-
tional, ritual destruction of clay vessels and burning fires 
must have played an important role. 

The absolute chronology of the site at Stary Folwark, 
site 1, was determined by radiocarbon dating. Dates 
from charcoal samples were 2245 ± 30 BP (after calibra-
tion: 393–206 BC with a probability of 95.4%) and 2235 ± 
30 BP (after calibration 388–204 BC with a probability of 
95.4%). In addition, thermoluminescent dating of one of 
the fragments of daub was obtained, which gave a result of 
2.35 (21) ka, i.e., 610–190 BC. These dates – taken togeth-
er – indicate the use of the place in the 4th–3rd century BC, 
i.e., from La Téne Period B1 to the beginning of the younger 
Pre-Roman Period A1.

Other Iron Age three-ring enclosed sites 
from the area of the western part  
of the Warmian-Masurian Province

In the case of other strongholds belonging to the same 
type as the sites at Stary Folwark, site 1 and Wieprz, site 
20, we can assume a cult function with less probability, 
basing it only on their form. The hypothesis concern-
ing the sacral nature of the three-ring fort on the island 
on Lake Radomno has already been mentioned above. 
We propose a similar function in the case of other Iron 
Age sites surveyed and excavated under the project 
Catalogue of strongholds of Warmia and Masuria, such 
as the one at Tątławki, site 2 (Figs 7–8) and Stary Fol-
wark, site 2 (Figs 9–10). Moreover, on the basis analo-
gous form to the above mentioned enclosures, we can 
suggest the Iron Age dating of sites discovered thanks 
to the analysis of the ALS data, such as the enclosures 
near Wysoka Wieś (Figs 11–13), near Liksajny (Fig. 14), 
or near Prabuty (Fig. 15). In these cases, their putative 
ritual function must remain hypothetical until excavation 
is undertaken. 

Fig. 5. Stronghold at Stary Folwark, site 1. 
One of the areas covered with broken pottery 
vessels (photo by D. Wach)

Fig. 6. Stronghold at Stary Folwark, site 1. 
One of the areas covered with broken pottery 
vessels (photo by D. Wach)
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Fig. 7. Stronghold at Tątławki, site 2, com-
munity of Morąg, district of Ostróda – DTM 
based on the ALS data (designed  
by R. Solecki)

Fig. 8. Stronghold at Tątławki, site 2, com-
munity of Morąg, district of Ostróda – view of 
the ditches and ramparts (photo by J. Wysocki)

The interpretation of the ritual function 
of the Iron Age three-ring fortified sites

Of course, the statement that an archaeological site served 
a ritual function is not a simple or obvious thing, because 
we only have material remains at our disposal, that do not 
necessary reflect phenomena of the intangible sphere at 
all. Moreover, if they reflect them – they require knowl-
edge of the mechanisms of transformation of spiritual 
phenomena into their material correlates, to enable us to 
reconstruct the past rituals and beliefs. In the Polish ar-
chaeological literature on the spiritual sphere in the past, 
the most-quoted publication by Tadeusz Makiewicz and 
Andrzej Prinke recalled the criteria for identifying sacral 
sites proposed by Carsten Colpe. That is that criterion of 
the characteristic form of the sanctuary, the criterion of the 
presence of a hidden space within the temple complex and 
the criterion of extraordinary symbolism.9 Without going 

9  Makiewicz and Prinke 1980: 63; cf. also criticism in: Posern-Zieliński 
1982: 193–196.

into any discussion on the adequacy of these criteria, we 
must of course note the difficulty of applying them in the 
archaeological practice. In the particular case considered 
here, however, we should note the close formal similarity 
of the Iron Age three-ringed enclosures discussed above. 
However, the most important criterion for interpreting 
a certain form of archaeological sites or objects as having 
a cult or magic-religious function is, in my opinion, the ir-
rationality of human past behavior when judged on the ba-
sis of our current knowledge. When we assume rationality 
of every human actions, such an observation forces us to 
state that apparently the mentality of those people was 
completely different from ours, and this included cultur-
ally conditioned assumptions regarding the sacred sphere. 

With regard to the newly discovered category of en-
closed sites from the Iron Age in northern Poland dis-
cussed in this article, it should be stated that it is im-
possible to find a rational explanation for them on the 
basis of our knowledge. These enclosures are located in 
places that are not the best places in the vicinity as far 
as the natural defensive characteristics are concerned. 
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In the post-glacial landscape of Warmia and Masuria 
it was easily possible to find higher and steeper hills, 
which would have been better suited to erect strong-
holds if defense objectives were a priority. At least some 
of these enclosures have been erected in places with no 
access to fresh water, which also call their usefulness 
into question as a refuge from an enemy. Their enclos-
ing structures, at least if we can judge by their current 
state of preservation, were not functional, because in-
stead of single, but solid and high embankment capable 
of effective defense, they were surrounded by three low 
embankments and three not very deep ditches, often 
situated on the slopes and occupying their entire sur-
face down to the base of the hill, as was the case, e.g., 
at Stary Folwark, site 1 or Tątławki, site 2. In addition, 
the available space within these fortifications remained 
very small, which is particularly striking in the case of 
the fort at Wieprz, site 20. Typical settlement features 
were found in none of the above-mentioned cases – for 
instance sunken or upstanding huts, or fireplaces, which 
could be expected. Moreover, in the more extensively 

excavated site 1 at Stary Folwark, spatially limited sunk-
en areas were discovered filled with crushed ceramic 
vessels, ashes, charcoal and lumps of daub. These were 
certainly places of intentional burning of fire and break-
ing of clay vessels, which of course also cannot find any 
rational explanation on the basis of our knowledge. 
A similar feature was found on the outskirts of the site 
at Wieprz, site 20.

All these arguments show convincingly that the ac-
tions leading to the construction of these enclosures and 
to the pursuit of undefined activities in their area were 
not for the purpose of securing defence but at delimiting 
sacred space. When looking for an analogy to this type 
of enclosed sites, it is impossible not to mention strong-
holds of the so-called Tušemla-Bancerovščina Culture 
which, while they are much later, are also found in the 
forest zone of Eastern Europe, in the basin of the upper 
and middle Dnieper River. It is especially worth mention-
ing the stronghold at the eponymous village of Tušemla 
(Fig. 16), that belongs to the category of so called hill-
fort-temples, and is generally dated to  the 5th to 7th 

Fig. 9. Stary Folwark, site 2, community of 
Kisielice, district of Iława – DTM based on the 
ALS data (designed by R. Solecki)

Fig. 10. Stary Folwark, site 2, community of 
Kisielice, district of Iława – view of the ditches 
and ramparts (photo by J. Wysocki)
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Fig. 11. Stronghold near Wysoka Wieś, 
community of Ostróda, district of Ostróda – 
DTM based on the ALS data (designed  
by R. Solecki)

Fig. 12. Stronghold near Wysoka Wieś, 
community of Ostróda, district of Ostróda – 
DTM based on the ALS data (designed  
by R. Solecki)

Fig. 13. Stronghold near Wysoka Wieś, 
community of Ostróda, district of Ostróda – 
DTM based on the ALS data (designed  
by R. Solecki)
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century AD.10 Further analogies to these enclosures can 
be found among the  much earlier “fortified” sites of 
the so-called Stroke-ornamented Ware Culture from the 
basins of the Neman and Dvina (Daugava) rivers in the 
present-day Russia, Belarus, Lithuania and Latvia.11 In 
the case of the site at Tušemla, the embankments and 
ditches were located on the hillside, just as in the case 
of the Iron Age strongholds discussed in this article. 
Scholars argue that in this case the aim was to create 
a ceremonial road climbing spirally to the top of the hill, 
where there was a sacred space. A similar form can be 
guessed in the case of the Iron Age phase of the Haćki 
stronghold in the Bielsk Podlaski community in eastern 

10  Tretjakov and Šmidt 1963: ryc. 13; Tretjakov 1966: fig. 81, p. 275; 
Sedov 1982: plate 10, p. 76; Dulinicz 2000.

11  E.g., Kulikauskas 1966; Mitrofanov 1970: 247–248; Okulicz 1976: 
202–206, fig. 80;

Poland, where round trenches were discovered in the 
middle of the hill’s slope and at the foot of the hill.12

It is true that in the case of the Iron Age enclosures 
discussed in this article, we are not dealing with spiral but 
with concentric multiple fortifications, however, the anal-
ogy from Tušemla seems to be justified, especially as it con-
cerns the area inhabited also by people of Baltic origin. On 
the other hand, it does not seem justified to search for the 
source of the idea of these three-ring fortified sites in the 
Neolithic rondels, which are not only very distant in relation 
to chronology (up to several thousand years), but which 
also were distributed in completely different regions.13

The symbolism of sacred circular space, limited by 
ramparts or walls, is well recognised in ethnological, his-
torical and religious studies, also, e.g., in relation to Early 

12  Kobyliński and Szymański 2005, 2015.
13  Kobyliński et al. 2012; Literski and Nebelsick 2012; Budziszewski 

et al. 2017.

Fig. 14. Stronghold near Liksajny, com-
munity of Miłomłyn, district of Ostróda – DTM 
based on the ALS data (designed  
by R. Solecki)

Fig. 15. Stronghold on island on the Sowica 
Lake near Prabuty, district of Kwidzyn – DTM 
based on the ALS data (designed  
by R. Solecki)
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Medieval strongholds14 as well as later cities.15 Ritual, 
intentional breaking or crushing of various artefacts16, 
including clay vessels is also a sacred phenomenon con-
firmed for various regions and different eras, for example 
for ancient Egypt and Nubia17, or for the time of the Lu-
satian Culture in Central Europe, where it was practiced 
in the funeral rite.18

Taking into account all the arguments quoted above, 
I think it justified that the three-ring hillforts of the 
Wieprz-Stary Folwark-Tątławki type erected in the Iron 
Age, lately discovered in the forests of the western part 
of Warmia and Masuria thanks to ALS data analysis, 

14  E.g., Kujawska 2012.
15  E.g., Bardzińska-Bonenberg 2016.
16  On intentional fragmentation in Prehistory, see Chapman 2000; 

Chapman and Gayadarska 2007.
17  Budka 2014.
18  Nebelsick 2016.

should be regarded as sacred sites. Undoubtedly, this 
newly discovered phenomenon deserves further, de-
tailed research, including excavation.
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