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Although there have been a flurry of academic publica-
tions devoted to the archaeology of sacred space in the 
last three decades1, the topic has not been a strong focus 
of mainstream academic archaeology in Central Europe2, 
something we hope this volume may help amend. The 
essays collected here address the problems of geographi-
cally defined and socially constructed and religiously de-
noted space dating from the 5th millennium BC to the 
present day and ranging from Scandinavia over the Pol-
ish Lands, the Carpathian Basin and Aegean to the Near 
East. The authors approach the subject from a variety of 
theoretical standpoints and academic backgrounds but 
all attempt to describe and in some cases explain the fac-
tors that distinguish and designate liminal sacred space. 

Marta Kaczmarek opens the volume with Settlements 
of the Brześć Kujawski Group of the Lengyel Culture – 
places of sacrum or profanum?  which traces changing 
attitudes to sacred space during the 5th millennium BC 
in central Poland. Early and classic period settlements of 
this group show a typical if highly complex notion of the 
sacred involving carefully located and furnished graves 
and small cemeteries being integrated into the settle-
ment structure. In the closing centuries of the 5th millen-
nium, this complex pattern of mortal/ancestral cohabita-
tion erodes. The dead are treated in a more haphazard 
way indicating the abandonment of highly standardised 
notions governing interface between the living and the 
dead.

Votive deposition plays a significant role in the essays 
that follow. While the remarkable custom of consigning 
valuable metal to the earth in later European Prehistory 
is embedded in the broader context of underground stor-
age, much of it is part of a complex pattern of ritualised 
material renunciation connecting the mortal and immor-

1  Ernst Cassirer´s concept of special denotation and Mircea Eliade´s 
paradigmatic concept of the crucial physical division between the 
sacred and the profane lie at the base of the modern discourse on 
sacred space. For Prehistoric Archaeology Richard Bradley´s work 
has been particularly seminal (1996 and 1999). New collections 
of essays dedicated to sacred space include: Alcock and Osborne 
1994; Insoll 2011; Moser and Feldman 2014; Laneri 2015; Renfrew, 
Morley and Boyd 2017.

2  For a review of recent Polish contributions, see Baron 2009. 

tal spheres. Clear ritual intent is shown when the liminal 
space or elemental context of deposition is aquatic. The 
Chalcolithic beginnings of the use of the abundant sur-
face waters of the territory of Poland for the systematic 
deposition of metals is analysed in the contribution Cop-
per artefact deposits in waters and wetlands during the 
later 5th and 4th millennium BC in the territory of Po-
land by Louis Daniel Nebelsick and Grzegorz Łyszkowicz. 
In Jewelry depositions from the end of the 2nd millen-
nium BC from the Romanian Carpathian Basin: a survey 
of eastern Carpathian hoards, Antonia Flontaș analyses 
Early Urnfield Period jewelry deposits arguing that they 
were lavish votive gifts by women and groups of for fe-
male deities. Finally, in her contribution Early Iron Age 
hoards between Brittany and the Carpathian basin – 
a preliminary review, Imke Westhausen challenges the 
assumption that bronze hoarding ceases at the end of 
the Bronze Age by showing that in large parts of Cen-
tral, Northern and Western Europe votive deposition of 
bronzes continues, in some cases with high intensity, well 
into the Iron Age.

Cyprus and the Levant play an essential role in this 
volume. A broad review of contextual information about 
the use of anthropomorphic figurines from the 10th 
to 3rd millennium is offered by Christine Winkelmann 
who argues in Places of ritual activity in pre-Bronze Age 
Cyprus that sacred and domestic space were, in fact, ut-
terly conflated. The figurines seem to have been used on 
special occasions by selected households in rituals firmly 
embedded in their domestic context, making the struc-
tures “ordinary yet special” at the same time. 

In contrast to this domestic approach, Katarzyna 
Zeman-Wiśniewska looks upward in The space above. 
Sacred sky in Prehistoric Cyprus. She begins by demon-
strating the importance of birds in the diet of Cypriots 
from the Epipaleolithic to the present but also the role 
of migratory wildfowl who use the Island as a stopover 
in telling celestial time. The characteristic long-necked 
female figurines of the Chalcolithic are interpreted by her 
as being stargazers underlining the crucial importance 
and sacrality of the sky.

Laerke Recht analyses the meaning and consequences 
of equid remains in 3rd to 1st millennium funerary con-
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texts in her article Asses were buried with him. Equids as 
markers of sacred space in the third and second millennia 
BC in the Eastern Mediterranean. After a thorough sum-
mary of the evidence, she explores the polysemic nature 
of equids and their symbolic connotations seeing them 
playing roles as varied as embodying martial status to 
defining the borders of sacred space. 

In Fossilising the Holy. Aniconic standing stones of the 
Near East Nicola Scheyhing contributes the first attempt 
to summarise the phenomenon of betylism in the Levant 
in this century. She reviews the evidence for this remark-
able phenomenon which sees highly archaic aniconic 
rough-hewn standing stones being integrated into and 
indeed defining sacred space in Levantine urban settings 
since the third millennium. Moreover, she interweaves 
textual and archaeological evidence to show that despite 
the rustic nature of the stones themselves they evoked 
complex religious perceptions and ritual action. 

A highly original approach to what was always con-
sidered a military and political construction is taken by 
Krzysztof Narloch who interprets the Roman Limes not 
only as a physical barrier towards the barbarian other 
but also as a vast pomerium enclosing The largest Eu-
ropean area of the sacred. He then offers a historically 
graded phenomenology of the integrative function of 
this enclosed space, its permeability and its ability to be-
stow coherence and identity. 

In his Towards a sacred topography of Early Byzantine 
Thessaloniki Roman Szlązak offers a sweeping account 
of the gradual iconographic and architectural appropria-
tion of public and space that accompanies the transition 
of Late Antique Thessaloniki from a cosmopolitan pagan 
metropolis cast in a geometric city plan and dominated 
by imperial palatial architecture to a crowded Medieval 
Byzantine city dominated by monumental churches and 
encrusted with lesser ecclesiastical buildings and me-
morials. Once espousing imperial ambition, the Medi-
eval city is reborn as an embodiment of ecclesiastical 
celebration.

In a summary article Edvard Zajkovski explores The 
Central European Watershed as a part of the space of the 
pagan sacred. The segment of this watershed which ex-
tends from northern Moravia through the north-western 
part of Ukraine was a focus of ritual activity and religious 
architecture in the pagan as well as the Christian period 
indicating an awareness and veneration of this crucial 
continental divide. 

Adriana Ciesielska offers an explicitly theoretical ap-
proach in her paper Selected concepts of power and sa-
cral space. She begins with a theoretical introduction re-
hearsing various approaches to human psychological and 
social interactions with real and constructed space. She 
then she takes the visual interaction of the Early Medi-
eval Polish island fortress of Ostrów Lednicki with its sur-
rounding landscape as an example for different degrees 

of sensual awareness among visually interlinked commu-
nities and resulting patterns of awareness and behaviour.

For anyone familiar with traditional accounts of the 
archaeology of North East Poland Zbigniew Kobyliński´s 
contribution Sacred space of the Iron Age enclosed sites 
in the north-eastern Poland will come as a big surprise. 
His pioneering work on hilltop enclosures from Warmia 
and Masuria once thought to be Early Medieval fortifi-
cations have revealed that they are concentric Iron Age 
multivallate constructions which are likely to have served 
ritual purposes rather than being fortresses. This is a new 
category of enclosed sacred space both for the region 
and the period.

Starting from the analysis of meanings of the Prehis-
toric and Early Medieval ship-shaped stone-settings and 
boat burials Zbigniew Kobyliński and Kamil Rabiega ex-
plore The symbolic role of boats and ships in pagan and 
Christian Medieval Northern Europe in a holistic fashion. 
The authors weave a grand narrative tracing the role of 
that most liminal of all vehicles, the ship, in funerary cult 
from the dawn of the Metal Ages into the Medieval Pe-
riod and embellish archaeological evidence with a wealth 
of literary sources.

This volume is concluded by Bożena Józefów-
Czerwińska who offers a fascinating and intimate view 
of traditional patterns of sacred landscape denotation 
and ritual interaction in Sacred environment and sacred 
communication process according to ethnographic field 
research in the Nadbuże Region. The intense religiosity 
of the inhabitants ethnic and religious border region in 
north-eastern Poland has led to patterns of creating, 
maintaining and at times overcoming both positively and 
negatively charged sacred space.

Finally, before we invite you to enjoy this book we 
would like to thank Professor Zbigniew Kobyliński – the 
editor of the “Archaeologica Hereditas” series – for ena-
bling and robustly encouraging the printing of this vol-
ume and Professor Sławomir Zaręba – the Dean of the 
Faculty of Historical and Social Sciences of the Cardinal 
Stefan Wyszyński University in Warsaw for granting us 
the vital funding for the publication of this book.3 

This volume is dedicated to Professor Maria 
Miśkiewicz, initiator of research on the archaeology of 
spirituality at the Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University. 

Louis Daniel Nebelsick, Joanna Wawrzeniuk and 
Katarzyna Zeman-Wiśniewska

3  This essay volume, which has a Central European and Eastern Medi-
terranian focus has been inspired by the results of the international 
conference Sacred space in the past: between archaeological the-
ory and practice organised by the Institute of Archaeology of the 
Cardinal Stefan Wyszyński University in Warsaw and the Institute 
for European Art History and Archaeology at the University of Hal-
le-Wittenberg in 2015, which was made possible through the gen-
erous funding of the Foundation for German-Polish Cooperation.
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