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AbstrAct

Skóra K. 2019. Liegt da der Hund begraben? An aspect of post-funerary intrusions from the Wielbark culture 

cemetery in Czarnówko in Pomerania. Sprawozdania Archeologiczne 71, 125-153.

In comparison with other Wielbark culture necropoles, the cemetery in Czarnówko is remarkable not only due to 

its size, but also because of a very high percentage of disturbed graves. It is estimated that nearly 90% of inhuma-

tion grave pits were disturbed in antiquity. This paper deals with the practice of deposition of a dog’s body into 

a grave in the course of post-funerary intrusion. This habit is unknown in other cemeteries of the Wielbark cul-

ture. Bones of the animal underwent examinations using absolute dating methods. Possible reasons behind the 

deposition of the animal in the trench are discussed with reference to similar discoveries from the Central Euro-

pean Barbaricum in the Roman Period. The role of the dog in funerary rites in antiquity is stressed. 
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IntroductIon

The Wielbark culture cemetery in Czarnówko is located in northern Poland, about 

25 km from the shoreline of the Baltic Sea. It is the largest necropolis of this culture (re-

search is ongoing) and was in use until phase C1b of the Roman Period (Schuster 2014; 
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Krzysiak and Andrzejowski 2015, 10). People arriving from Scandinavia during the Migra-

tion Period also selected this site as the place of rest for their deceased (Schuster 2015). 

The cemetery stands out in terms of the richness of grave furnishings in the burials of local 

elites. With regard to their lavishness, these graves are comparable with elite graves from 

the Early Roman Period (Lubieszewo grave horizon) and the Late Roman Period (Hassle-

ben-Leuna-Zakrzów grave horizon). Some of these are also comparable to the so-called 

royal grave in Mušov in Moravia, which is dated to the second half of the 2nd c. (phase B2/

C1 – see, e.g., Mączyńska and Rudnicka 2004; Tejral 2004; Schuster 2014). However, this 

parallel is not completely apt as in the past the graves from Czarnówko were disturbed 

with trenches, which are usually referred to as robbery trenches in the literature. Traces of 

such post-funerary intrusions were revealed in 90% of the inhumation graves. In spite 

of the fact that in the course of such intrusions the dead were actually deprived of part of 

their grave furnishings, it does not seem proper to use the term plundering or robbing in 

order to explain all actions that took place within grave pits after burial (Schuster 2018, 

27-33; Skóra 2018). 

rudImentS of chronology of grave openIngS 
In the cemetery at czarnówKo

 

One of the keys to determining the possible motives of persons who disturbed graves is 

to identify the time of the intrusion. In view of the lack of exact temporal indicators of such 

actions, one makes use of less precise premises, which nevertheless allow for the proposi-

tion of a general chronology. If skeletal remains are well-preserved, their arrangement in 

the grave enables us to ascertain whether the intrusion took place before bodily decompo-

sition, during decomposition, or after skeletonisation. Regrettably, human bones at 

Czarnówko are either poorly preserved or completely decomposed (cf. Rożnowski and 

Cymek 2015). It is therefore generally difficult to identify the period of time between burial 

and the reopening of a grave on the basis of a skeleton’s arrangement. Most often recorded 

in the pits of inhumation graves are the remains of skulls, teeth and small fragments of 

long bones that owe their preservation to the preservational properties of metal artefacts 

near them. Although entirely preserved skeletons are absent, observed arrangements of 

skeletal material unequivocally demonstrate that bones were moved in the course of reo-

pening graves, which therefore most often took place after the decomposition of the body. 

No finds that could be related to those originally involved in the burial have been found in 

the trenches. Such artefacts would enable us to identify the cultural identity of such per-

sons and the time of intrusion (on such a possibility cf., e.g. Kümmel 2009, 147-149; Lau 

and Pieta 2017). On the other hand, abandoned parts of grave furnishings are sometimes 

found in the trenches. Discoveries of organic remains are exceptional and their presence 

in a trench is clearly of secondary nature. An example of this comes from feature 1271, in 



127Liegt da der Hund begraben? An aspect of post-funerary intrusions…

fig. 1. czarnówko, grave 1271. feature disturbed by a trench: from the top to the bottom part. 
photo by a. Krzysiak
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fig. 2. czarnówko, grave 1271. a – outline of the grave at the level of discovery; b – 30 cm; c – 55 cm; 
d – 95 cm; e – 105 cm. drawn by K. Skóra
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which a the skeleton of a dog was found (Fig. 1). It should be added here that the remains 

of a European pond tortoise were found in another grave at Czarnówko. They were located 

in the trench at the level above the skeleton (Makowiecki 2015, 140). It is assumed that its 

presence in this location is a result of its having been shifted from the bottom of the grave 

pit rather than finding its way there in the course of the reopening of the grave (informa-

tion provided by A. Krzysiak). Thus, the cemeteries in Czarnówko and in Gródek nad 

Bugiem, site 1C, seem to be similar with regard to the share of animal species in funeral 

rites (cf. Szyndlar 1989; Rogatko 1991, 166; Kokowski 1993). 

grave 1271

Inhumation grave 1271 was discovered in the northern part of the necropolis. Its cei-

ling was disturbed by the trench along nearly its entire surface (Fig. 2). Traces of post-fu-

nerary intrusion can be seen to the same degree in subsequent levels of the burial. About 

30 cm below the top, the oval trench narrowed. It encompassed the central part of the 

eastern zone of the grave, where it continued down to the level of a log coffin (Fig. 2). At 

a depth of 30 cm isolated stones were found. These were part of a fill of boulders (d=30-

50 cm) that were thrown into the trench. A vertebra of a dog was recorded on a stone lo-

cated next to the bottom of the trench, which destroyed the northern part of the coffin. The 

skull and other parts of the skeleton were deposited in anatomical order beyond the stone. 

The dead animal and the stones were in all probability thrown into the grave at the same 

time. Under the boulders and the below dog skeleton, at a depth of c. 100 cm from the top, 

the trench narrowed further. Its extent encompassed solely the section of the log in which 

the upper part of the deceased person’s body should be located. However, skeletal remains 

were not found, which is quite typical in this cemetery. On the other hand, a semicircular 

iron buckle was found in the centre of the trench near its eastern wall. This was the only 

remaining item of the original grave furnishings, about which it is difficult to say more. 

The discovered fragment of the belt may suggest that the buried person was male, but this 

is not sufficient evidence to say anything conclusively.

A basic chronological indicator which allows us to date the feature is the iron buckle, of 

Type D1 according to R. Madyda-Legutko (1987). Its frame is semicircular and it is rectan-

gular in cross-section. The prong of the buckle is straight (Fig. 3). Belt parts of this kind are 

generally not very sensitive chronologically; they are quite common in the Roman Period, 

especially in the first two centuries AD, i.e., in phases B1-B2/C1 (Madyda-Legutko 1987, 

24-26). In the Wielbark culture, individual artefacts occur in assemblages dated to phase 

B1, and they are more common in the developed stage of phase B2. In the Late Roman 

Period they become rare again (Madyda-Legutko 1987, 25). Graves neighbouring feature 

1271 can increase the precision of this dating to a small extent only. Some of these were 

also disturbed with trenches, while others are burials of children with no furnishings 
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fig. 3. czarnówko, grave 1271. Iron buckle. drawn by a. Krzysiak

fig. 4. czarnówko, grave 1271 – arrangement of the dog’s skeleton in the trench. photo by a. Krzysiak

(which was either an original state or a result of “robbery”). Artefacts revealed in the neigh-

bouring features, that is, a Type B S-shaped clasp and Type A V 128 and A V 148 fibulae 

suggest that burials in this part of the cemetery took place in the late stage of phase B2. It 

is therefore probable that grave 1271 can also be dated to this period. 
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archaeozoologIcal aSSeSSment

The dog skeleton discovered in the grave was in poor condition, and some bones had 

completely decomposed (Fig. 4). It can be supposed that the bones that were preserved 

were covered by the stones in the trench and thus protected from humic acids, which are 

responsible for the decomposition of organic materials. Among the identified bones were 

the skull, both mandibles, cervical vertebrae (I and II), lumbar vertebrae and bones of the 

pelvic girdle (Fig. 5). On the basis of tooth wear and an ante mortem loss of one tooth, 

Daniel Makowiecki (2015, 139-140) proposed that the dog may have been 8-10 years old at 

the time of death. Its advanced age is also demonstrated by the fact that the lumbar verte-

brae are ankylosed. No traces suggesting that the dog was killed were identified on the 

skeleton. Of course, their absence does not exclude such a possibility. The advanced age of 

the dog can indirectly imply its natural death.  It is worth mentioning that analyses of the 

age of dogs from early medieval Germanic cemeteries, for example, demonstrate that most 

of them were less than 5 years old. This could suggest that their death was not a result of 

natural factors (Prummel 1992, 151-152). 

chronology of the tIme of IntruSIon

In view of the absence of surviving human bones, the only archaeological indicator 

which allows for a general estimation of the time of intrusion is the state of preservation of 

the log coffin and the degree to which it was damaged when the grave was reopened. The 

northern part of the coffin was damaged by the trench while the southern part remained 

untouched. Such a state of preservation of the log suggests that the period of time that 

passed since the burial was long enough to weaken the hardness and integrity of wood in 

the coffin walls. Thus, it disintegrated when the grave was dug up. On the basis of contem-

porary observations, this time can only be approximately estimated to be about 20-35 

years. In fact, the rate of decomposition of the body and the wood depends on a number of 

different factors, both case-specific and external (cf. Skóra 2017, with further reading, 

cf., e.g., Ferreira and Cunha 2013). Regrettably, it proved impossible to identify the species 

of wood that was used for the coffin.

It should also be stated that the time interval between the burial and the opening of the 

grave was in all probability not very long. Trenches were located very precisely within 

grave pits, which means that no more than a couple of decades passed, and above-ground 

markers, such as earthworks and stone and wood constructions, must have been in a good 

condition. We also know that the opening of numerous graves at Czarnówko probably oc-

curred before the decomposition of log coffins, as in numerous cases the degree of their 

integrity was very high. In spite of the fact that the graves were dug up, the coffins re-

mained undamaged. In grave R300, for example, post-funerary manipulations took place 
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fig. 5. grave 1271 – fragment of the dog’s skull. photo by J. Słomska

fig. 6. results of 14c dating of the dog’s skeletal remains 
(poznań radiocarbon laboratory – lab. no. poz-103003)
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when the log was in such good condition that a stone stela which was thrown into the pit 

during the opening of the grave caused the coffin to break and the separated part to move. 

However, the log was not completely destroyed (Schuster 2018, table II). 

In order to go beyond these general attempts at identifying the chronology of the grave 

opening, radiocarbon analyses were carried out on the remains of the dog that was thrown 

into the trench. Analyses of one of the animal’s vertebrae was carried out in the Poznań 

Radiocarbon Laboratory. The analysed sample (lab. no. Poz-103003) yielded a date of 

1755±30 BP. After calibration, it provided a date between 214-385 AD with a probability of 

95% (Fig. 6). 

This means that the opening of the grave and the deposition of the dog’s body took 

place between the final stage of phase C1a of the Roman Period and the Migration Period – 

that is, phase D. The end of use of the necropolis at Czarnówko falls within phase C1b, 

prior to 260/270 AD. Therefore, two hypotheses can be proposed: 1) grave 1271 was dis-

turbed while burials were still taking place at Czarnówko, 2) the opening took place after 

the necropolis had been abandoned. 

Assuming that the grave came into being in the late stage of phase B2, the time elapsed 

between burial and the reopening of the grave (214, as indicated by the first date from the 

range provided by the radiocarbon dating) would be at most 60 years, but it is also possible 

that the grave may have been opened soon after the burial. Longer intervals between burial 

and reopening are possible, however, taking into account the earlier possible dates for the 

grave and the younger end of the radiocarbon range for the dog vertebra. 

Bearing in mind the fact that in the cemetery at Czarnówko there are examples of 

graves with traces of intrusions which took place relatively soon after the burial, the first of 

the discussed options, i.e., the short time interval, is certainly possible. As stated above, 

however, the state of preservation of the coffin suggests an interval of a couple of decades 

(two or three?). 

dog remaInS In other necropoleS of the cIrcle 
of gothIc cultureS

A case which would be analogous to that identified at Czarnówko in grave 1271 was not 

found in any other cemetery of the Wielbark culture. Dog remains are not recorded in so-

called secondary or “robbery” trenches, which disturb pits of inhumation graves. On the 

other hand, a couple of cases in which bones of other animals were recorded are known. 

Regrettably, only in one case is species identification possible. At Waplewo, Olsztyn dis-

trict, a cattle tooth was found between stones at the top of a trench that disturbed an inhu-

mation grave of a child (7-8 years) (Mazur 2012, 159; Skóra and Troszczyńska 2012, 149, 

fig. 5). At Pruszcz Gdański, site 7, stones and animal bones were thrown into the trench in 

grave 96. The grave is dated to phase B2, and it was disturbed after decomposition of the 
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body (the skeleton was not in anatomical order; the skull was located 70 cm above the limbs 

and was placed vertically and turned to the east; the mandible was located separately at some 

distance). The deceased was a woman aged 25-35 (Gładykowska-Rzeczycka et al. 2003, 

table 2).  According to M. Tuszyńska (1995, 217), these actions were related to robbery or 

were some sort of magical rites. Thus, the deposition of stones and animal bones in the 

trench is a characteristic this case has in common with the burial at Czarnówko. Animal 

bones were also discovered in another two graves at Pruszcz Gdański, site 7, but in a diffe-

rent context (information from M. Tuszyńska from the Archaeological Museum in Gdańsk, 

9 November 2018). In addition, it is worth mentioning that several animal bones (cattle, pig, 

goose) were discovered in the “robbery” trench dug into inhumation grave 177 from the 

cemetery of the Przeworsk culture at Karczyn/Witowy, site 22/22 (Bednarczyk and Ro-

mańska 2015, 18; Makowiecki et al. 2015, table 1, 207; Pospieszny and Bełka 2015, 181).

Generally, the share of animals in burial rites of the Wielbark culture is nonetheless 

minimal as compared, e.g., to the Masłomęcz Group (Nadachowski and Wolsan 1989; 

Kokowski 2007, 146), the Chernyakhov-Sântana de Mureş culture (Rogatko 1991, 153-155; 

Hopkalo and Rudych 2017), or the neighbouring Przeworsk culture (among others, 

Węgrzynowicz 1982, 224-227; Andrałojć 1986; Makiewicz 1987; Dąbrowska 1997, 112-113, 

table 3; Kuziak 2009, 78, 79, fig. 2). This holds true for dog bones as well, which are only 

sporadically found in cemeteries (Fig. 7): between the stones of a mound covering (Mound 

12 – Jasionowa Dolina – Jaskanis 2012, 76, 212-213, table 1), in a channel-like feature 

fig. 7. dog remains discovered in cemeteries (green) and settlements (yellow) of the wielbark culture: 
1 – czarnówko; 2 – chwarzno; 3 – grzybnica; 4 – Jasionowa dolina; 5 – Słopanowo; 6 – pruszcz gdański; 

7 – rogowo; 8 – Stanisławie; 9 – warlubie. drawn by K. Skóra
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(mandible of a 2-4 year old dog in Pit 534 in Słopanowo), from stone wreath I (bones of the 

skull, the mandible, a metacarpus and a phalanx of a dog greater than 2 years of age – 

Chwarzno, Kaszuby Lake district, Gałęzowska 2007, 184, table 4). Additionally, a fragment 

of a talus of a dog, together with remains of a goat/sheep and of a bird were found to-

gether with bones of an adult individual in a pit burial (Knochenhäufchen) located near 

stone 1, which formed part of circle IV at Grzybnica (Hahuła and Wołągiewicz 2001, 53, 

plate VIII). All this demonstrates that the dog played a certain role in the funeral rites of 

the Wielbark culture A few burials of this species were identified in settlements of the 

Wielbark culture (Rogowo, site 23, Lubicz commune, Kujawsko-Pomorskie province – Bo-

kiniec et al. 2012, 164; Makowiecki 2006, 71; Bokiniec 2016, 17, 49, fig. C159; Pruszcz 

Gdański – Sobociński 1975, 517-525; Andrałojć 1986, catalogue, no. 71; Rogatko 1991, 179; 

Warlubie – https://archeowiesci.pl/2011/01/29/wielbarska-osada-w-warlubiu, access on 

12 October 2018 and Stanisławie, site 37, Tczew commune, Pomorskie province – Mako-

wiecki 2006, 71). Dog bones from Lipianki come from the Oksywie culture (Ostasz 2015, 

58) and not the Wielbark culture part of the settlement (cf. Sielicka 2015, 165-166). Such 

discoveries are rare in comparison with the situation in the Przeworsk culture, and this 

fact is sometimes explained by unfavourable soil conditions in Pomerania (Makiewicz 

2000, 222-223, fig. 35). 

On the other hand, in the Masłomęcz Group, whose funeral ceremonies are remarkable 

for a great variety of rituals (Kokowski 2007, 134-140), one also records disturbances of 

inhumation graves with so-called secondary trenches. Sometimes, animal remains are 

found in them. However, it is often very difficult to identify relationships between such 

remains and the original human burial. This is due to the fact that bone remains are trans-

located from their original position as a result of the reopening of graves. Furthermore, 

human-animal burials, animal additions or admixtures, and even independent animal 

burials or partial graves are recorded. One of the more unconventional practices is the re-

placement of removed human bones with animal ones (cf. Rogatko 1991, 153, 162). It also 

occurs that skeletons of animals (but not of dogs) are discovered in the secondary trenches 

themselves. As noted by J. Rogatko, “complete or headless skeletons of animals were lo-

cated on the bottom of the trench which disturbed the top (Masłomęcz, site 15, grave 132), 

the fill (Gródek nad Bugiem, site 1c, grave 50), or the bottom (Masłomęcz, site 15, grave 

134) of human inhumation burials.” Trenches were usually located in the central parts of 

grave pits. Animal species found there included the European pond tortoise, sheep and pig 

(Rogatko 1991, 155, table 2). The earliest animal grave (the post-cranial skeleton of a sheep 

dug into grave 132 from Masłomęcz, site 15) could be dated to phase C2 of the Roman Pe-

riod. The remaining animal burials, as well as the human-animal burials from Gródek nad 

Bugiem, site 1C, Masłomęcz, site 15, Moroczyn, site 25 and Werbkowice-Kotorów, are most 

probably related to phases C3-D (Rogatko 1991, 182).  

It should be noted that in spite of the fact that numerous animal species were identified 

in cemeteries of the Masłomęcz Group, the remains of a dog were found only once. At 
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Gródek nad Bugiem, site 1C, the canine skeleton was situated in feature 103 in the NE part 

of the pit. Next to it, there were two vessels (Fig. 8) (Kokowski 1993, 77-78, fig. 94, photos 

158-160). The pit was similar to those of human graves with regard to its size.

The deposition of the dog’s body in the trench of grave 1271 at Czarnówko is very loose-

ly related to the aforementioned discoveries, which were in all probability a manifestation 

of cultural ideas of south-eastern provenance. Although chronologically the burial itself is 

too early in relation to these traditions, the so-called robbery trench itself could possibly 

be closer to them temporally. 

The presence of the dog in burial rites is much more strongly pronounced in communi-

ties of the Chernyakhov-Sântana de Mureş Culture. Dogs accompany humans in burials, 

or are found in features located above human graves. Cases of independent animal burials 

fig. 8. gródek nad Bugiem, grave 103. after Kokowski 1993
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within necropoles are known as well (Petrauskas 2014; Hopkalo and Rudych 2017, 81-83). 

Such a tradition was also found among the Sarmatians and in Geto-Dacian cultures. Apart 

from the presence of dog remains in cemeteries, they are also recorded in settlements 

(Rogatko 1991, 177-178; Grumeza 2013; Istvánovits and Kulcsár 2015, 61-63). In no case 

does the evidence suggest that these animals were eaten. A narrative of Ammianus Marcel-

linus about the Goths (Thervingi) exchanging slaves for dogs in the time of famine (Amm. 

Marcell. XXXI, 4, 11) must be considered a peculiar case. There may be some truth to this 

assertion, but it calls for caution in its interpretation. Traces revealed on bones of these 

animals in Europe demonstrate the possibility of cynophagia in certain situations of crisis, 

fig. 9. velikaya Bugayevka (Kiyevskaya oblast’, ukrai-
ne) – dog remains in the trench-disturbed inhuma-
tion, grave 73. they are situated c. 40 cm above the 

pelvis and femora of the deceased. 
after petrauskas and Shishkin 2013. 

drawn by K. Skóra

e.g., during sieges of towns (cf., e.g., Ma-

kiewicz 2000, 219; Kajkowski 2015, 231; 

Sielicka 2015, 156-157), at the turn of 

winter and spring when food resources 

were running out, or for medicinal pur-

poses (Zwolska 2014, 127-129). 

An assessment of whether the animal 

was buried together with the dead person 

or was interred after the burial is impor-

tant in determining whether it was inten-

tionally killed. The disturbance of the 

grave by the trench and the resulting 

translocation of the contents of the grave 

pit renders an understanding of the chro-

nology – and therefore interpretations of 

the deposition – difficult.

An interesting discovery was made at 

Velikaya Bugayevka (Kiyevskaya oblast’, 

Ukraine): a cremation burial (burial 73) 

was deposited at the top of inhumation 

burial 74 (Fig. 9), above the chest of the 

dead. The inhumation burial was dis-

turbed by a trench, and a dog’s body was 

placed about 40 cm above the pelvis and 

femora (Petrauskas and Shishkin 2013, 

36, figs. 28 and 113, tab. 9:73; Petrauskas 

2014, 143). It is difficult to ascertain 

whether the deposition of the dog’s body 

is causally related to the reopening of the 

grave or is an independent event. In my 

opinion, these actions took place after the 
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fig. 10. himlingøje (zealand), grave 1978-35. dog skeleton on the coffin of the deceased, whose 
body was quartered (?) before burial. after lund hansen et al. 1995

skeletonisation of the body, which is implied by the arrangement of the skeleton. In some 

respect, this case is similar to the discovery from Czarnówko.  

What is more, the incomplete skeleton of a dog was found in inhumation grave 30 at 

Chervone-2 (Ukraine), near mixed human bones. This burial was also disturbed by a trench, 

and the fact that the human bones were mixed indicates that the intrusion took place after 

the decomposition of the body. The dog’s skeleton was deposited in the NW part of the pit, 

at its mid-depth (Shishkin and Petrauskas 2010; Petrauskas 2014, 143; as well as unpub-

lished information provided by O. V. Petrauskas, 30 July 2018). It seems that the incom-

pleteness of the animal’s skeleton indicates that the dog’s body found its way to the fill of 

the grave pit in connection with activities related to the first burial. The absence of some 

bones could therefore be caused by their disturbance when the feature was opened.

Apart from these two discoveries, which are somewhat analogous to the case of Czar-

nówko, other types of examples of the presence of dogs in funeral rites come only from the 

Chernyakhov-Sântana de Mureş Culture. At Lavrykivka (Poltavs’ka obl., Ukraine), the 

complete skeleton of a small dog was located near a pottery cluster close to the leg of a de-

ceased woman (Suprunenko and Hopkalo 2014, 208, fig. 1). In grave 13 in the cemetery at 

Pereyaslav-Khmel’nytskyy (Ukraine), a dog’s skull was found. Furthermore, dog remains 

were found in feature 287 in the necropolis at Dănceni (Moldova). This feature is inter-
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preted as a cenotaph. Remains of dogs are not always discovered directly in the grave pit. 

Sometimes they are located above the grave or in the barrow, as it is the case among the 

Sarmatians from the Carpathian Basin (Hopkalo and Rudych 2017, 81). 

In the cemetery at Nejzac (Crimea), dogs accompanied the dead who were buried in 

cylindrical pits located in the peripheries of the cemetery (Khrapunov 2013, 192). In the 

cemetery at Olbia (Ukraine), a feature with the remains of three young dogs found in 

a layer of ash was interpreted as a sacrificial burial. Potsherds and burnt bones were also 

recorded in the pit (Hopalko and Rudych 2017, 81). Moreover, the skeletons of six dogs in 

anatomical position were found in grave 165 in Velikaya Bugayevka (Petrauskas and 

Shishkin 2013, 61). Traces of knife incisions were found on some bones (Zhuravlev 2013, 

383). This discovery is considered as some kind of sacrifice or cult feature (Hopkalo and 

Rudych 2017, 83). 

I do not know any instances of discoveries of dog remains in trenches disturbing Ro-

man Period graves in Scandinavia, although a habit of common burials with humans was 

in use there (Gräslund 2014, 36-37). In Hammarby (Öland), inhumation grave 1/1954 

(phase C1) in a stone chamber contained the skeleton of a dog (?) in its southern part. This 

area of the burial pit was intact, whereas the rest was plundered – human bones and bu-

rial equipment were mixed (Rasch 2001, 198, 222). The incomplete skeleton of a medium-

size dog was discovered in a chamber grave in Ellekilde (Zealand), where a man who died 

as a result of combat trauma was buried. The fact that the animal’s remains are not 

complete is the result of a pars pro toto rule in the opinion of R. Iversen (2011, 82, 109; 

2014, 136-137). Additionally, only dentition from dogs was included in graves 30 and 100 

from (Iversen 2011, 82). 

The skeleton of a dog was found at the bottom of the coffin in grave 1978-35 in the 

cemetery from the Younger Roman Period in Himlingøje (Zealand) – Fig. 10. No archaeo-

logical traces demonstrating post-funerary intrusion were discovered in this grave. On the 

other hand, an anthropological assessment suggests that the partially decomposed body of 

a man (aged 18-25) was first quartered and then deposited into the grave. This is implied 

both by the non-anatomical arrangement of the skeleton and by cutmarks on pelvic and 

limb bones and perhaps on the shoulder blade (Lund Hansen et al. 1995, 125-127, 254-255, 

fig. 3:89-93). 

dog remaInS In So-called roBBery trencheS 
In necropoleS of other cultureS

The habit of depositing dead dogs in trenches that are classified as robbery trenches 

seems to be well established in European cemeteries from the first centuries of the second 

half of the first millennium AD. This is related to the growing role of the dog in funeral rites 

of societies of that time. Dog burials were practiced by the Thuringians, the Longobards, 
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the Franks, the Alamanni, and the Anglo-Saxons (c. 400-700 AD), as well as by the Saxons, 

the Frisians (c. 600-800 AC) and the Scandinavians (c. 600-1050 AD). 

I also know of some  graves with so-called robbery trenches in which dog remains were 

revealed. These discoveries are from Merovingian Period cemeteries located in the terri-

tory of present-day Germany, but chiefly from Longobard necropoles from the period pre-

ceding their migration to Italy, which is believed to have commenced on Easter in 568 

(Mączyńska 2013, 242-243). Of significance for proposed interpretations are the presence 

of dogs as companions of the dead, and the occurrence of a “Grabraub” (grave robbery) 

plague (Klevnäs 2013, 7), which involved necropoles of western and central Europe at this 

time. Due to this, remains of dogs in robbery trenches are very often a result of the fact that 

graves were dug through by “plunderers”. In cases in which the reopening took place 

shortly after burial, any disturbance concerned the non-decomposed body of the animal, 

whereas if the intrusion took place after skeletonisation, we can observe a disturbed ar-

rangement of animal bones and a translocation of parts of the skeleton within the pit and 

the trench. Sometimes the absence of some parts of the skeleton is noted. These parts were 

perhaps removed in the course of the intrusion. 

Ménfőcsanak (Győr, Hungary) is believed to be an example of a cemetery where dog 

remains were recorded in the trench of an inhumation grave (Tomka 2005, 248). In grave 

262 (6th c.), skeletons of two adult dogs buried with a deceased female were identified 

(Vaday 2015, 214). L. Bartosiewicz (2015, 255) assumes that these dogs were killed for the 

needs of the funeral ceremony, be it in order to manifest the status of the dead person or 

to be her companions in the voyage to the other world. An archaeozoological assessment 

did not show any traces of perimortem trauma. On the other hand, a number of patho-

logical changes were found in the case of Individual B, which demonstrated its poor living 

conditions (Bartosiewicz 2015, 251, 255, fig. 3). One of the animals (Dog B) was placed in 

a niche in the course of the burial and thus remained in situ at the time of the intrusion. 

The arrangement of the other individual (Dog A) implies that its body was thrown again 

into the pit after the grave had been emptied. However, it is not clear where this dog was 

originally deposited. The arrangement of the body and the position of the dog demonstrate 

that the opening took place shortly after the burial (Bartosiewicz 2009, 161; Vaday 2015, 

186-187, fig. 10.1-9, grave 262). 

In the necropolis of Lužice (Moravia), dog remains were found in grave 96. They were 

originally located on the coffin lid of an older adult (senilis) male. As a result of the collapse 

of the coffin or its destruction, the dog’s remains moved downward in the pit (Klanica and 

Klanicová 2011, 289-290, fig. 41). An analogous situation was found in the “plundered” 

grave 111 with a double burial of a man and a child. The caudal portion of the skeleton of 

a dog with its hind limbs directed upward was found in the central part of the trench above 

the coffin. The cranial portion of the skeleton was destroyed in the course of the robbery 

(Klanica and Klanicová 2011, 300, fig. 47). The aforementioned examples demonstrate 

that the animals were not deposited into the graves secondarily, but rather that their pre-
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sence in the trenches resulted from the translocation of the original contents of the grave 

pit by the robbers. An analogous situation was found in Plotiště nad Labem in chamber 

grave I. In this case, the skeletons of five dogs and a child were translocated as a result of 

the collapse of the grave’s structure when it was disturbed by a robbery trench (Rybová 

1979, 467-472, fig. 84). 

It seems that the situation discovered in the Baiovarian cemetery of Viecht-Unterfeld 

(Gde. Eching, Lkr. Landshut) is somewhat related to the case of Czarnówko (Dannhorn 

1994, 295). Among nearly 300 features, grave 121 stands out with regard to its spatial ar-

rangement. It was surrounded with a ditch and was originally covered with earthen mound. 

Next to a large grave pit, post-holes were discovered. These were remains of a wooden 

structure. Inside the pit, a “robbery” trench in the shape of a shaft leading directly to the 

coffin was revealed. The skeleton of a dog was discovered in the middle of the trench’s 

depth, and below that lay the corpse of a fox. The animals had been decapitated before they 

were thrown into the pit. On the basis of grave furnishings, the burial can be dated to the 

second third of the 7th c. (Dannhorn 1992; 1994, 298). The deposition of the animals in the 

trench is interpreted as a manifestation of magical rituals undertaken by the robbers or as 

an attempt at placating the robbed dead by means of sacrificial rites (Dannhorn 1992, 133; 

1994, 299-300). Decapitated bodies of dogs found in human burials are known from Vi-

king Age cemeteries, often in so-called atypical burials (Gardeła 2012, 19-22). This, how-

ever, fits within another sphere of meanings.

Other species of animals can also be found in trenches dug into graves in inhumation 

necropoles. Apart from the aforementioned fox, red deer antlers have been discovered in 

6th c. Germanic cemeteries in the Czech Republic and Slovakia. For example, red deer ant-

ler was found in the trench of grave 45/1904 in the cemetery at Krainburg, in grave 5 at 

Prague-Kobylisy, and in grave 38 in the Avar cemetery at Kiskörös-Vágóhíd (Werner 1962, 

88; Svoboda 1965, 259-260). J. Werner (1962, 88) classified these actions as “Geweihzau-

ber”, or sorcery with the use of antler. Such magic was supposedly used by early medieval 

grave-robbers. Antler may have also been among the original content of the grave pit, ending 

up in the trench as a result of translocation. This is certainly possible, as cases of covering 

the dead with Cervidae antler are known from necropoles of that time (e.g., a moose antler 

on the bodies of a pair of children – grave 45 from Holubice in Moravia, see Čižmář 2011, 

182, plate 101:45). 

the role of dogS In funeral rIteS and the dIScovery 
from czarnówKo

Dogs whose remains are discovered in human graves are generally perceived as gifts, 

guides to the otherworld, guardians of the dead or status symbols of the deceased person. 

This does not exclude an emotional relationship between the dead person and the animal 
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(Makiewicz 1987, 248; Prummel 1992, 151-152; Scheibner 2013, 80-81) or the existence of 

more profound symbolic meanings (cf. Gräslund 2004). One crucial step in ascertaining 

the meaning behind such customs is the identification of the manner of death of the dog, 

while its breed or size can help to define its function during its life (e.g., companion ani-

mal, protection against predators, participation in hunts). 

There is no doubt with regard to the strong bonds between humans and dogs. These 

have consolidated steadily since domestication, when an ability to identify human emo-

tions and behaviours developed as part of the behavioural traits of the animal (Lasota-

Moskalewska 2005, 202). Perhaps as a result of this profound symbiosis and a high regard 

for certain traits of this species, dogs were considered to have healing properties belonging 

to the repertoire of homeopathic magic (Morawiecki 1996, 58-63, 77). A belief in the 

healing or protective power of medicines or apotropaics prepared from dogs (from spe-

cific parts of the body, internal organs or body fluids) was popular in antiquity and has 

survived in folk medicine until the present. Pups were believed to possess particularly 

strong healing properties (Scheibner 2013, 63-64). Images of dogs (e.g., depicted in mosaics) 

or vessels containing canine blood were sometimes buried under the threshold in order to 

protect a household against malicious spirits (Zwolska 2014, 57, 73, 99-100). Dogs were 

also “protagonists” of a drastic ritual known as kynomartyrion or “dog tortures”. It be-

came widespread in the Greek world in antiquity. Its aim was to protect the community 

against the malicious spirits of people who died a violent or premature death, and its 

method was to strangle, stone or drown the animal (Zwolska 2014, 101-104). Generally, 

the role of the dog in ancient rituals, not only those of Mediterranean cultures, places it 

between a remedy for poor health via agrarian sacrifice and a means of repelling evil forces 

(Scheibner 2013, 75-76). 

Although in the course of time, the dog became a symbol of fidelity and friendship and 

its position was sometimes even quasi-human, the attitude of humans toward dogs was 

not only positive. There was room for contemptuous treatment and extreme neglect (e.g., 

keeping dogs in miserable living conditions). This ambivalence was perhaps also rooted in 

cases of aggressive behaviour against humans. 

Based on the presence of dog burials in particular locations within settlements of the 

Central European Barbaricum (e.g., household pits, pottery kilns or bloomery furnaces, 

households and post-holes), one first of all assumes their role as sacrifices, including foun-

dation sacrifices, or guardians, e.g., of precious contents (among others, Beilke-Voigt 2007; 

Beneš and Nývltová Fišáková 2009, 532; Grünewald 2009, 253; Gralak 2012; Sielicka 2015, 

154; Nohálová et al. 2016, 83-84).

Some discoveries from within settlements may be the results of actions belonging to 

the profanum sphere: an accident, individual relationships with the animal or removal of 

corpses of animals that died of sickness or old age. Obviously, it is not always possible to 

archaeologically assess the context of a discovery in a way that would unequivocally fit 

within the sacrum or profanum sphere (Šedo 2004, 473). It is emphasized that dog burials 
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should not be considered the aim of rituals, but rather a result of a series of cult and magi-

cal actions. Their presence among some sacrificial offerings discovered in bogs is a testi-

mony to their sacral role (Jankuhn 1967, 124-125; Maringer 1981, 38, 39; Ørsnes 1988, 

121-129; Makiewicz 2000, 226; Beilke-Voigt 2007, 241, 243; Gräslund 2014, 36). Dog 

bones or their complete skeletons are also recorded in wells, e.g., of the Przeworsk culture 

(Gralak 2012; Sielicka 2015, 156-157). What is more, they are not uncommon in similar 

contexts in other cultures or epochs (cf., e.g., Beilke-Voigt 2007, 201-203; Kajkowski 2015, 

234). It is assumed that taking a well out of service meant that it should be filled up, and 

animal sacrifices were made in the course of such actions (Gralak  2012, 119). Such an ac-

tivity is sometimes understood as a compensation sacrifice during the ritual of taking 

a feature out of service (cf. De Grossi Mazzorin and Minniti 2006, 64). Therefore, the dog 

was perhaps not only supposed to play a role in initiation or opening rites, but also in those 

of closing: taking buildings out of service, an abandonment of their previous function (e.g., 

as a dwelling, a workshop, or an agricultural structure). Of course, this role does not ex-

clude a belief in the dog’s ability to protect against evil spirits or misfortune. A sacrifice of 

the dog’s life held the evil in its former place and guaranteed prosperity in the new one (cf. 

Šedo 2004, 475; Beneš and Nývltová Fišáková 2009, 523). It is also assumed that such ac-

tions may have been a kind of „taboo” for the deceased’s property (Nohálová et al. 2016, 

84). The dog was also a guardian of its dead owner or of their post-mortem property (No-

hálová et al. 2016, 84). 

Wells, fissures and openings in the ground were related to the axis mundi at the level 

of mythical imagination. These were perceived as mediation places, which were spaces of 

contact between various spheres: the terrestrial and the cosmic, the real world and the 

otherworld. According to T. Gralak (2012, 122, 123), a sacrifice of a dog made in such 

a place closed this axis of contact. Making a sacrifice could also mean a termination of the 

original function of a feature and its desacralisation. It is also assumed that the dog may 

have been a proxy sacrifice, made in the place of another animal that was more valuable 

from an economic point of view. It may have also been a substitute for a human sacrifice 

(Jankuhn 1967, 146; Beilke-Voigt 2007, 240, 243). “Evil” that was re-directed against the 

dog would have otherwise inflicted the community of the living. The animal sacrifice gua-

ranteed purification (Beneš and Nývltová Fišáková 2009, 532).

A belief in the relationship between dogs and forces of chthonic nature, as exemplified 

in mythologies of both European societies (e.g., Greek, Roman, or Nordic) and non-Euro-

pean ones became a foundation for their magical properties. On the one hand, their chthonic 

association, and their use as sacrificial offerings to gods, and on the other hand, the daily 

role of dogs in human life and their advanced ability to socialize must have led to the inter-

action and intermingling of their roles (Morawiecki 1996, 69-77; Peters 1997, 511; Gräs-

lund 2004, 170; Beilke-Voigt 2007, 240; De Grosi Mazzorin and Minniti 2006, 62; Zwol-

ska 2014, 52-56; 87-94; Kajkowski 2015). Manfred Lurke (1983) stressed the double role 

of the dog in the religious dimension. As a representative of both culture and nature, good 
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and evil, this animal became not only a guardian of access to the otherworld (or a guide for 

passage between this world and the other); it also became a creature gifted with the pro-

phetic ability of foretelling impending death, and a psychopomp, which led souls of the 

dead to the reality of the otherworld. Being a creature from a liminal zone, it guarded the 

established order and prevented opposite worlds from intermingling. Thus, this property 

of dogs is manifested in the act of placing the corpses of these animals within border zones 

(e.g., peripheries of settlements and necropolis) (Kajkowski 2015, 233). 

In antiquity, dog sacrifices were perceived as purification rituals that averted crises of 

various nature (De Grosi Mazzorin and Minniti 2006, 63-64). Dogs were sacrificed to se-

cure prosperity, but also to remove unfavourable consequences of events. By means of 

killing a dog, a “daemon” was being killed. Sacrifices offered to the goddess Genita Mana 

protected household members, especially children, against death (Morawiecki 1996, 68-

70; Zwolska 2014, 96). An offering of a dog was also thought to secure prosperity in mili-

tary activities (Zwolska 2014, 97). The Greek goddess Hekate was depicted with the head 

of a dog and in the company of dog-like daemons named Lamio, Gello and Empus. This 

goddess accompanied the souls of people who died a premature death and did not receive 

a proper burial (Mainoldi 1981). 

The significant place of the dog in the religious practices of the North is testified to by 

Adam of Bremen and Thietmar of Merseburg, among others, who report on sacrifices of 

horses and cocks, as well (Gräslund 2004, 171-172). Gods who set out on a journey, mainly 

to the otherworld, meet dogs on their way, which guard access to the realm of the dead 

(Gardeła 2012, 12-13). We also know of Odin’s wolves, devouring warriors who fell on the 

battlefield (Słupecki 2003, 49; Gräslund 2004, 172). Garm is a dog howling near the cave 

of Gnipahålan, which one must pass through in order to access Hel. Garm still has a role 

to fulfil during the Ragnarök, which is to fight against the god Tyr (poetic Edda: Völuspá, 

Strophes 44, 49, 58; Gardeła 2012, 13). A barking dog, covered with blood, also appears 

near the gates of Hel (poetic Edda: Baldrs draumar, Strophes 2-3). A.-S. Gräslund (2004, 

173) believes that dog remains in funerary contexts should be discussed at the level of 

symbolic-mythological meanings and as being connected to the transition from life to 

death, rather than simply as companions of their owners or signs of their high social sta-

tus. In general terms, a dog’s burial or the sacrifice of a dog is related to the idea of transi-

tioning from one stage to another in many European cultures.  

It is usually problematic to determine whether the deposition of a dog in a feature was 

actually synchronised with the cessation of use of this feature, or whether the dog’s corpse 

was simply disposed of opportunistically – that is, it was thrown into a feature that had 

long since been abandoned. This was certainly easier than digging a new pit. In order to 

answer this question, it is necessary each time to carefully examine the context of the dis-

covery and to consider whether we are dealing with the removal of the corpse due to hygie-

nic reasons or a burial-sacrifice should rather be taken into account (although these func-

tions are not mutually exclusive). 
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concluSIonS

Determining the significance of the actions that took place in the trench leading to the 

inhumation grave in Czarnówko is not easy, particularly given that the skeleton of the de-

ceased person did not survive. It seems that considering the presence of the dog to be inci-

dental would be the easiest explanation. However, on account of the context of this discovery 

and due to the peculiar ritual role of the dog in general, other interpretations can be supposed. 

The originators may have intended to place the dog’s body and the stones in the trench in order 

to block the way back to the deceased person. Therefore, this act may have been some sort of 

self-protection against the reaction of the dead person, or protection for the community 

against a “Wiedergänger”. Some Iron Age burials of dogs whose bodies are covered with 

stones are interpreted in such a manner (Scheibner 2013, 77, plate 7, chart 16). Looters, 

for example, protected themselves against the revenge of persons whose post-mortem 

rest they disturbed. In such an interpretation, trenches disturbing inhumation graves 

are not only a testimony to past looting (which is the simplest way of seeing this issue); 

they are also places in which ritual actions took place, or spaces of communication with 

the dead. 

Remains of dogs in Wielbark culture cemeteries are few, and they are typically repre-

sented by fragments of the skeleton only. Sometimes, excavation reports do not provide 

data on whether bones were in contact with fire or on which skeletal elements were identi-

fied in a given feature (e.g., at Chwarzno these were the skull and limb bones – Gałęzowska 

2007, table 4). Furthermore, we are offered no explanation of whether or how the animals 

were killed. On the other hand, in many cases the context of discoveries of dog remains in 

cemeteries – inside a wreath, in the stone covering of a mound, in a channel-like feature 

– demonstrates their ritual nature. 

The presence of the dog in the trench, that is, in the pit which connected the world of 

the dead and the world of the living can be seen as the remnants of a chthonic ritual, or 

making a do ut des type sacrifice. In some societies, the very act of opening the ground 

often means gaining access to “chthonic forces which are indispensable in the ritual.” 

These forces offer support in carrying out various sacrificial rituals and in communications 

between various realities. This, in itself, could be of use – for example, in soothsaying (cf., 

e.g., Słupecki 2017, 197). 

Grave 1271 does not stand out against the background of other burials in the cemetery 

in Czarnówko with regard to its furnishings (although we know only of the artefacts which 

were left). The construction of the grave does not place the dead person in the group of 

representatives of local elites, either. It can be assumed that the person (or the memory of 

this person) was known to the group of people who disturbed the grave. The place of the 

deceased person in the community – which was a result of various factors, such as social 

role, function (e.g., in holding rituals), personality or physical traits, etc. – may have been 

related to this peculiar ritual. As the bones of the dead underwent a complete decomposition, 
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rendering it impossible to assess his or her biological condition, there is no reason to go 

any further in these considerations. 

On the other hand, it cannot be excluded that this grave was randomly selected for the 

deposition of this kind of sacrifice. Thus, the sacrifice may have been related not only to 

this grave, but to the entire series of post-funerary practices that took place at Czarnówko. 

The degree of disturbance of this necropolis is very high and there are firm grounds to sup-

pose that the intrusions that we call grave reopening (without any binding interpretations 

at this stage of research) took place throughout the entire duration of its use. In the case of 

this particular grave, the intrusion may well have taken place at the very end of use of the 

cemetery.

Certain questions in archaeology are doomed to remain without any unequivocal an-

swer. Placing a sequence of past actions within a broad religious, social and customary 

system yields a result which may be very general and thus not always seen as satisfactory. 
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