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Introduction
The tendency to valorise space and assign mean-

ings to its individual fragments or zones derives from 
the general human need to organise our environment. 
For, along with time, space belongs to the rudimenta-
ry categories of communication between man and his 
surrounding reality, conditioning the possibility of ex-
periencing, assimilating, and understanding the world.1 
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1 According to A. J. Gurewicz, ‘space is a very important co-
ordinate of the ‘world model’ used by people in social practice. 
Experiencing and realizing spatial relationships is an inseparable 

This stems from deeply rooted and culturally shaped 
human territorialism. Man is a ‘spatial animal,’ hav-
ing a specific and typical ‘sense’ which not only 
contributes to the practices of everyday life but also 
forms the basis of further models-images of the world 
constructed by him.2 A properly marked, structured, 
and organised space becomes a kind of algorithm that 

component of human cognition, and therefore also of conscious-
ness. While defining the extent and shape of the external space, 
man simultaneously relates it to himself and finds his place in 
the world. The spatial idea is closely related to man’s relationship 
to the social environment and to nature, where his spatial ideas are 
embodied’ (Gurewicz 1972, 23).

2 Lejman 1999, 82.
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‘A characteristic feature of traditional communities is 
that they recognize the natural opposite between the area,

which they inhabit, and the unknown and undefined space that surrounds it.’
(Eliade 1999, 23)
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gives a sense of order and cohesion to the entire 
universum.3

In various cultural and historical systems, the spa-
tial construction of the world has taken on various 
forms and methods of implementation, depending 
on the current perceptions and beliefs that made up 
the dominant worldview. At the same time, this took 
place on many levels: material, sign-symbolic, and 
behavioural.4 In the traditional, magical-religious way 
of seeing the world, space was not a coherent and uni-
fied structure – it was experienced primarily as indi-
visible and qualitatively distinct domains.5 Along with 
the autonomisation of the worldview, two opposition-
al (though interpenetrating and interactive) categories 
of perceiving space were formed: the sacrum, alien to 
man and marked by sanctity; and profanum, deprived 
of the supernatural power.

The sacrum is marked by sacred places, the do-
main of spiritual powers, in which religious activities  
concentrate. The sacrum is at the same time the centre 
of the world and the standard of all order.6 There is also 
an external mythicised area (orbis exterior), in which 
a differently organised sacrum is marked – this may be 
another community with its own religious organisation 
or an unorganised sacrum, comprised primarily of wild, 
uncultivated, and uninhabited places. In contrast, 
the profanum is an area organised according to a sacred 
pattern, tame and generally safe for humans,7 but only 
after appropriate protective measures have been taken 
to ward off or propitiate supernatural powers. These 
protective measures were carried out cyclically or at 
particularly critical moments, because forces that were 

3 The ‘taming’ of space is considered essential, primarily 
through the development of social relations and a symbolic code 
around each other (Jałowiecki 1985, 131).

4 Cackowski 1998, 35.
5 It should be emphasised that semantisation is not so much 

the space itself, but a strictly delineated and geometricised segment 
of it. It takes a specific place or designates it, thus becoming an 
organised world of meanings (Greszczuk 2005, 228-229).‘Space’ 
is a category more abstract than ‘place’. And it is only places (and 
objects – see also Toporow 2003, 30) that define space, giving it 
meaning (Tuan 1987, 16, 30). In this approach, a place is that part 
of the environment in which things and objects are arranged ac-
cording to a fixed order (statically, stably), while space is a used 
place, in motion, having its direction and time limit (Manikowska 
and Pomierny-Wąsińska 2015, 191).

6 ‘Every sacred space is associated with some hierophany, 
an invasion of holiness, due to which a certain area is torn from 
its cosmic surroundings and subjected to a qualitative change’. 
(Eliade 1999, 20).

7 The profanum is, in the first place, the everyday and closest 
space subject to spatial specification, encompassing the household 
and the family gathered around it. Further out it includes the croft 
(fenced and closed with a gate), consisting of a yard, farm buildings, 
and adjacent lands (field, meadow, orchard)  (Pelcowa 2005, 128).

alien to the human world constantly sought to violate 
and invade secular space.8

The juxtaposition of qualitatively different places and 
domains required the establishment of frontiers – zones 
with highly specific properties.9 This issue will be dis-
cussed further, but it should already be emphasised that 
the frontier, while marking the adjacent zones, does not 
belong to either of them, but simultaneously binds them 
together and separates them. Thus, as a contact area, it is 
at the same time a protection of what is inside (orbis inte-
rior) and an opening (at specific points) to the unknown, 
incomprehensible, and disordered external world, identi-
fied with the sphere of the sacred.10 The mediating nature 
of the frontier favours the activity of ghosts, demons, 
witches, and other transcendental beings in such plac-
es and the appearance of unusual phenomena.11 That is 
why many magical activities were performed there, e.g., 
throwing away objects considered unclean and burying 
the dead classified as dangerous (such as suicide victims 
or aborted foetuses)12 for which field boundaries were es-
pecially suitable.13 In order to avoid the intrusion of un-
desirable powers, protective measures were taken with 
the use of various types of apotropaic remedies.14

In spatial valorisation, it is also worth emphasising 
the significant role of categories that define the direc-
tion. The vectors of sacred space (vertical and horizon-
tal) are axiological and determined by a mythologically 
justified order. Thus, usually the upward direction (sun, 
sky, stars) is perceived positively and downward (the 
underworld, demonic world) negatively, and goodness, 
correctness, and power are associated with the right 
side, and evil, weakness, and impurity with the left.15

8 On the above topic, see, among others, Czarnowski 1956; 
Niczyporuk 1998, 45-52; Zając 2003; Zając 2004.

9 On the various aspects of the meaning of the ‘frontier’ and 
its premodern perception, see, among others, Tyszka 1995; Slivka 
2004; Janeczek 2011. A semantically related concept is ‘border-
land’ (for cultural meaning see, among others, Bukowska-Floreńska 
1994; Bednarek 2006).

10 Kowalski 1996, 8; Kowalski 1998, 149; Wójtowicz 2011, 81.
11 Czarnowski 1956, 228; Kowalski 1994, 147, 148; Kowalski 

1996, 13; Kowalski 1998, 153.
12 Kowalski 1994, 147, 149; Kowalski 1996, 13, 15; Kowalski 

1998, 155-156.
13 Adamowski 1991.
14 Kowalski 1994, 148; Kowalski 1996, 14; Kowalski 1998, 154.
15 E.g., Greszczuk 2005, 233; Jacko 2005, 177, 179; Jacko 

2008, 266; Kowalski 1998, 213, 217-218. In the Middle Ages, 
the dual nature of images was expressed in pairs of opposites ar-
ranged along a vertical axis: for example, heaven opposed to earth. 
The concept of ‘up’ was associated with nobility, purity and good, 
while ‘down’ was associated with impurity and evil. The incom-
patibility of matter and spirit, body and soul also carried within it 
the opposition of these vectors. Thus, spatial concepts were inex-
tricably linked with religious and moral concepts (Guriewicz 1976, 
74, 76, 80).
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This summarised image of the spatial percep-
tion and categorisation of the world introduces us 
to the problems of the present considerations on 
the prehistoric stone objects known from numerous 
discoveries from the Middle Ages and modern times 
and their role in the symbolic and magical protec-
tion of the human domain separated from the en-
vironment. These objects are mainly various types 
of axes, adzes, chisels, hammers, and axe-hammers, 
mainly Neolithic (notably excluding  those made 
of flint, although these were found in similar con-
texts)16 and all other ‘archaica.’17 Continuing previ-
ous investigations,18 we will therefore try to develop 
one of the interpretative directions already undertak-
en for the group of artefacts in question, involving 
their use as a magical safeguards of areas ‘tamed’ 
and ‘domesticated’ by man.

The general nature of thunderstones
Research shows that in cultural systems dominated 

by magical-religious thinking, ideas about many stone 
objects oscillated around an atmospheric phenome-
non: a lightning and thunder storm. In many cultures, 
including Slavic cultures, it was widely believed that 
stone objects fell from the sky in the form of lightning 
or together with lightning19 (Fig. 1). At first embedded 
in the ground, after a certain period of time theyrose 
to the surface where they could be found and used 

16 E.g., Sedova 1957; Eijk van 2007; Watte and Jullien 2007; 
Clavén et al. 2012.

17 They include a wide assortment of objects diversified in 
terms of form, technique, and raw material used, which were made 
much earlier than the context of their discovery would indicate (on 
this topic, see recently Knight et al. 2019; Kajkowski 2020; Ku-
rasiński and Skóra 2020; Rapan Papeša 2020; current literature in 
these works).

18 See Kurasiński 2021a.
19 See Czaplicka 1985.

for various purposes.20 Hence, they are referred to as 
‘thunderstones’ (with many semantic and synonymous 
equivalents, linguistically and regionally determined21), 
although this term may also have included natural for-
mations of both  organic and inorganic origin (e.g., bel-
emnites, echinity, or fulgurites).22 Stone products and 
fossils sometimes coexisted, fulfilling the same or sim-
ilar magical functions.23

Thunderstones were identified with divine projectiles 
– lithic weapons that acted at a distance. Hence, they were 
considered a heavenly weapon-attribute of pagan thunder 
gods (e.g., Thor, Perun), and after the spread of Christian-
ity, of God and the saints. They could be directed against 
evil forces and had fertilising and purifying power, but 
at the same time, in the form of thunderbolts, they were 
instruments of punishment and justice. The myths and 
beliefs associated with this theme may  therefore have 
significantly fed and supported the belief in the celestial 
origin of thunderstones and determined their identifica-
tion with the found prehistoric products. This was reflect-
ed in folk rituals (e.g., Scandinavian and Slavic) as well as 
in the naming of the objects in question.24

It should be emphasised that the mythic/be-
lief-based conceptualisation of the world associated 

20 Sometimes the observed phenomenon of meteorite falls 
is given as the real reason for the above beliefs (Andree 1889, 
30; Olbrich 1987, 328; Fröhlich 1992, 239; Muhonen 2006, 5). 
This is suggested by an axe with an engraved image of a comet 
from Lhánice (Moravia). Although no details have been given for 
the discovery of this specimen, the image was undoubtedly applied 
at a later date (Skutil 1963, 85, Fig. 1:a; Koštuřík et al. 1986, 211, 
Fig. 23:4; Fröhlich 1992, 239). On the origin of thunderstones, see 
Sklenář 1999, 41; Kurasiński 2021a, 29-32.

21 Examples with reference to literature collected in Kurasińs-
ki 2021a, 6.

22 Kurasiński 2021a, 6-7.
23 John 2003, 17; see also Samdal 2000, 51, 76-77; Johanson 

2018a, 134.
24 More on that Kurasiński 2021a, 29-30; see also Kowalski 

1998, 452; Niebrzegowska-Bartmińska 2016.

Fig. 1. A 15th-century engraving depicting the town of Ensisheim being struck by lightning. Source: Carelli 1997, Fig. 4.
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with these objects was not limited only to the way 
of thinking of uneducated social classes. For a long 
time, no clear distinction was made between natural 
creations and those of human origin in the belief that 
prehistoric stone tools were thunderstones or elf-arrows 
dropped from the sky.25 They gained their unique shape 
through a kind of natural process – they were created 
when lightning hit the ground. The scholars, thinkers, 
and antiquarians who dealt with these finds grouped 
them under the old Greek name ceraunia (also ceraunium, 
ceraunius, ceraneus), i.e., ‘thunderstones’ (Latin lapis 
fulminaris).26

During the Middle Ages, belief in the mag-
ical power of these artefacts met with approval 
even among the clergy. Marbod, Bishop of Rennes 
(†1123), in his work Liber Lapidum seu de Gemmis, 
written between 1061 and 1081, discussed the med-
ical and magical properties of the stones, including 
the finds discussed in this paper. According to Mar-
bod, thunderstones falling from the sky protected 
man and his household from lightning strikes. They 
also protected those on river or sea voyages, con-
tributed to victories in battles, and ensured a good 
night’s sleep.27 The Dominican theologian St. Albert 
the Great (Magnus) (†1280) spoke in a similar way 
in his treatise De mineralibus et rebus metallicis libri 
quinque.28 About a century later, Conrad of Megen-
berg (†1374), a German scientist and writer who held 
various ecclesiastical positions, noted in the Book 
of Nature (Buch der Natur) that a thunderstone 
(dornstein) from heaven would protect the place 
where it was currently located.29

At the end of the 17th and 18th centuries the prove-
nance of prehistoric stone products began to be more 
widely questioned and arguments were put forward 
in favour of their correct interpretation. As a result 
of growing debate and scientific advances, the belief 
was that there was a period in European history when 
its inhabitants produced and used stone tools in a vari-
ety of ways became firmly established.30

However, the scientific explanation of the origin 
of thunderstones had no impact on the popular belief 
in folk culture, where belief in the magical powers 
of these objects persisted for much longer, as evi-
denced by folklore accounts from the 19th and early 
20th centuries. People still did not realise that these 

25 Trigger 2006, 85, 92.
26 Abramowicz 1979, 128.
27 Marbodi Liber Lapidum, 28, p. 56.
28 De mineralibus et rebus metallicis, II, 3, p. 127; English 

translation in Book of Minerals, II, 3, p. 79.
29 Buch der Natur, VI, 21, p. 441; see Franz 1909, 41.
30 For a summary discussion of the meanders of views on thun-

derstones in the history of science, see Kurasiński 2021a, 30-31.

were man-made artefacts.31 Instead, the essential point 
of reference was their supernatural origin.

Thus, to their finders, thunderstones appeared as 
extraordinary creations to which in the Middle Ages 
and modern times were attributed supernatural proper-
ties, used in various spheres of life, although nowadays 
it is not always possible to recognise their function and 
meaning. They may have attracted attention because 
of the type of raw material, their shape, size, or colour, 
but we have little insight into this.32 Nevertheless, it can 
be expected that the specific use of the thunderstone 
depended on the people’s immediate needs, current be-
liefs and ideological beliefs, or local  traditions.33 As 
rightly pointed out by C. Houlbrook, each thunderstone 
is ‘a product not just of its anonymous prehistoric mak-
er, but also of those finders, users, and relinquishes who 
pass through its biography’.34

From previous research supported by ethnographic 
data, we know that the objects in question were consid-
ered useful in the treatment of humans and animals and 
in the prevention of diseases.35 Some specimens were 
also incorporated into medieval and modern ceremoni-
al weapons.36

Particularly important in the interpretation of the 
archaica in question is where they were deposited. In 
many parts of Europe they were very often deposited 
in residential and farm buildings, sometimes religious 
buildings, located within medieval and modern forti-
fications, as well as in villages and towns. There are 
also known cases of placing thunderstones in fortifi-
cations and cemetery walls.37 This was primarily due 
to the need to magically protect the space occupied by 
man, especially against lightning, fire, hail, and other 
natural disasters (more on this later).

Spatial and chronological context  
– examples of finds

In the light of existing ethnographic records, every 
home in northern Europe during the Middle Ages and 
Modern Period was supposed to have an axe or other 

31 It is believed that until the industrial revolution the true ori-
gin of prehistoric artefacts remained unclear to most villagers (Ver-
hart et al. 2021, 9; on this topic, see also Kurasiński 2021b, 13-14).

32 See Kurasiński 2021a, 37.
33 The same item could even have different purposes in suc-

cession. For example, a diorite axe found in the village of Štram-
pouch (Czechia) was initially placed in the roof ridge as protection 
against lightning, then it was used to treat hernias in children, and 
finally to increase the milk yield of cows (Sklenář 1999, 57).

34 Houlbrook 2019, 200.
35 Kurasiński 2021b.
36 Kurasiński 2022.
37 The contexts of occurrence recorded so far with examples 

are discussed in Kurasiński 2021a.



113

IN ROOFS, WALLS AND TOWERS. ABOUT THE APOTROPAIC PROPERTIES ATTRIBUTES…

prehistoric tool kept to ward off cataclysms.38 Similar 
opinions were expressed in relation to other areas, such 
as the territory of Slovakia,39 Moravia,40 Germany,41 
France,42 and Spain.43 This seems to be common for 
most regions of the European continent, especially 
rural areas, as confirmed by the collection of the dis-
cussed artefacts found in medieval and modern build-
ings. Most of them are chance finds (discovered mainly 
during demolition or renovation works), but specimens 
are also known to have been recovered during archae-
ological investigations. We do not always have data on 

38 Verhart 2015, 84.
39 Klecanda 1901, 214.
40 Koudelka 1882, 159.
41 Andree 1889, 32.
42 Cartailhac 1878, 19.
43 Pedrosa 2009, 261.

where the artefacts were deposited, although based 
on the information collected it is possible to indi-
cate several recurring locations that seem relevant to 
the issue at hand – particularly noteworthy is the area 
delimited by the roof surface, within which thunder-
stones were placed near or inside wooden structural 
elements.

We have many documented cases of such depo-
sitions from Czechia and Slovakia. For example, 
stone axes were placed near the ridge in houses in 
the Czech villages of Štrampouch and Suchdol.44 A 
Neolithic shoe-last celt (Schuhleistenkeil) was found in 
Milešov in the attic of house no. 7545 (Fig. 2:1). The 
same was true for other Neolithic artefacts: a hammer 
from Prachatice46 (Fig. 2:2) and an axe-hammer from 
Železná Ruda47 (Fig. 2:3). An Eneolithic axe-hammer 
was found behind the beam of the roof truss of house 
no. 156 in Lúčnice nad Žitavou in Slovakia48 (Fig. 2:4). 
We can also refer to specimens from Germany –  during 
the demolition of a house in Malchow, a well-preserved 
axe (Grünsteinaxt) was discovered in the roof rafters, 
belonging to the products of the Single Grave culture 
(Fig. 2:5).49 In Apen (Lower Saxony), a stone axe (dio- 
rite?), also associated with the Single Grave culture, 
was found in the rafters of a local house.50 On the east-
ern side of the roof truss of a house in Klein-Hummelberg 
(Austria), a free-hanging prehistoric axe-hammer made 
of serpentine was found.51 Many other thunderstones 
located within the roofs of modern buildings are known 
from Austria (e.g., Edt, Gramastetten, Münzbach, 
Naarn, Schwertberg, Waldkirchen am Wessen, Wald-
neukirchen – Figs. 2:6-10).52 Until recently, a shoe-last 
celt from the early Neolithic period hung on a nail un-
der the thatched roof of a house in Staphorst (Nether-
lands) (Fig. 2:11). This object had been in the posses-
sion of the same family since 1880.53 In Soerendonk 
(Netherlands), an axe from the late Bronze Age was 
attached to the ridge of a house, where it must have 
been attached in the 19th century. It was discovered 
during the renovation of the roof54 (Fig. 2:12). A large 
collection of various types of thunderstones found in 
attics was obtained from Croatia (e.g., Bednjica, Gornja 

44 Sklenář 1999, 57; Hložek and Menšík 2009, 65.
45 Fröhlich 1992, 239, 242, Fig. 4:2.
46 Fröhlich 1992, 243, Fig. 4:3.
47 Menšík 2018.
48 Novotný 1991.
49 Schoknecht 1978, 391, Fig. 14:a; Heidelk-Schacht 1983, 

107, Fig. 17:b.
50 Zoller 1981, 286.
51 Mitmannsgruber 1962.
52 Reitinger 1976, 511-513.
53 Beuker 1997, 20; Eijk van 2008, 171.
54 Verhart et al. 2021.

Fig. 2. Thunderstones placed in the roof space. 1 – Milešov. 
Source: Fröhlich 1992, Fig. 4:2; 2 – Prachatice. Source: Fröhlich 
1992, Fig. 4:3; 3 – Železná Ruda. Source: Menšík 2018, Fig. 2;  

4 – Lúčnice nad Žitavou. Source: Novotný 1991, Fig. 30;  
5 – Malchow. Source: Schoknecht 1978, Fig. 14:a; 6 – Edt. Source: 

Reitinger 1976, Fig. 3:1; 7 – Gramastetten. Source: Reitinger 
1976, Fig. 1:3; 8 – Münzbach. Source: Reitinger 1976, Fig. 2:3; 

9 – Naarn. Source: Reitinger 1976, Fig. 1:2; 10 – Waldneukirchen. 
Source: Reitinger 1976, Fig. 2:1; 11 – Staphorst. Source: Beuker 

1997; 12 – Soerendonk. Source: Verhart et al. 2021, Fig. 2;  
13 – Deer Park Farms. Source: O’Sullivan 2017, Fig. 2:1737.
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Višnjica, Zlogonje, Zalužje).55 A chronologically earli-
er find comes from Ireland. A Neolithic axe was discov-
ered in an early medieval defensive settlement (rath) at 
Deer Park Farms (Fig. 2:13). It lay in a layer containing 
charcoal and fragments of twigs, interpreted as a roof 
collapse, which may indicate that the object had been 
stuck into  a thatched roof.56

Thunderstones were also deposited in chimneys 
(for example, in Germany, Lower Saxony: in Emmerm, 
a well-preserved battle axe (the Linear Pottery culture) 
was found deposited in the cavity of  a brick chimney, 
just below the roof ridge of a house built in 1823.57 
An axe with a bent butt (nackengebogenen Axt) was 
found in the chimney during renovation work on house 
no. 19 in Eimsen (today part of the city of Alfeld). The 
specimen was carefully polished and covered with 
a thick layer of soot58 (Fig. 3).

Another spatially important place for depositing 
thunderstones was the threshold, where, for example, 
a fragment of an Eneolithic axe found in house no. 7 
in Marčovice in South Bohemia59 (Fig. 4:1). During 
the reconstruction of house no. 68 in the Panoší Újezd 
village (Central Bohemia), an Early Neolithic hammer 
was discovered, probably lying under the threshold in 
the basement part of the building60 (Fig. 4:2). The cus-
tom of placing thunderstones under the threshold has 
also been confirmed in Northern Europe. It is worth 
mentioning the rich collection of prehistoric arte-
facts from medieval Lund (primarily from the Middle 

55 Šantalab 2008.
56 O’Sullivan 2017, 115, Fig. 2:1737.
57 Norkus 1959, 219.
58 Barner 1957, 5-6, Fig. 3; Barner 1968, 242, Fig. 15.
59 Fröhlich 1992, 240, 242, Fig. 4:4.
60 Vích and Kašpar 2014.

Neolithic), one of which was discovered in a row 
of sill plate stones of a house dated to the 15th-16th cen-
tury61 (Fig. 5). A stone axe (Funnel Beaker culture) 
was discovered under the threshold in Lynderup Sogn 
(Denmark), where on the grounds of the Lynderup-
gaard mansion archaeological excavations revealed 
the remains of a late medieval stone building owned 
by the bishop.62 Found in the same position was a per-
forated axe (the Corded Ware culture) from Hønborg-
gård farm in the parish of Folding Sogn (Denmark) 
(Fig. 4:3), deposited in the 18th or 19th century.63 A pol-
ished stone axe was also discovered under the stone 
threshold of the main entrance to the house in Killa-
moat Upper (Ireland)64 (Fig. 4:4). Most likely, the same 
practice of depositing ‘thunderstones’ under the thresh-
old was identified while investigating remains of three 
wooden buildings from the 17th and 18th centuries in 
Tartu (Estonia)65 (Fig. 4:5). A large, carefully shaped 
axe was also found at the threshold of an old house in 
Martot (Normandy, France).66 Similarly in Mitterkirch-
en (Austria), an amphibolite axe was found.67

The location of the discussed items in foundations 
and under floors is well confirmed. A stone axe was 
found under the floor in a hole in a foundation beam 
in Rusava (Czechia).68 An interesting find comes from 
Kroměříž (Moravia), where, as a result of archae-
ological research carried out in the area of Riegrovo 
náměstí 160, the remains of a medieval house (end 
of the 13th–beginning of the 14th century) were uncov-
ered. Under the floor there was a clay vessel turned up-
side down, under which there was a prehistoric wedge-
shaped tool and some animal bones (Fig. 6). This 
artefact, with signs of intensive use, was made of fine-
grained sandstone.69 Another find is the preserved cut-
ting edge of an axe made of polished local serpentine 
discovered in Zitternberg bei Gars am Kamp (Fig. 7:1). 
The item was placed under the wooden floor of a house 
from around 1900.70 In the village of Nienhagen (Low-
er Saxony, Germany), around 1933, a stone axe was 
discovered in the foundation between the household 
and the cowshed. The buildings were constructed in 
1700.71 Inside a house in Hyllie (Sweden), directly un-
der the floor level, there was a four-sided polished axe 

61 Carelli 1996, 155, 168, Fig. 3; Carelli 1997, 396, Fig. 3.
62 Søvsø et al. 2016, 66.
63 Søvsø et al. 2016, 66, Fig. 6.
64 Rynne 1964-1965, Fig. 1:B.
65 Johanson 2018a, 148, Tab. 3, pos. 117.
66 Vesly 1909, 50.
67 Reitinger 1976, 516.
68 Červinka 1897, 49; Sklenář 1999, 54.
69 Chybová 2009, 145-146.
70 Maurer 2012.
71 Barner 1957, 180; Reitinger 1976, 529.

Fig. 3. Thunderstone from Eimsen found in a chimney.  
Source: Barner 1957, Fig. 3. 
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(Finland).74 An axe with a pointed butt (spitznacki-
ges Beil) was discovered under one of the buttresses 
of the church in Alsfeld from the 14th century (Hesse, 
Germany).75

In this group of finds, thunderstones buried in an 
entrance hall (Polish: sień) , as found in Saxony (Ger-
many) in Pockau76 (Fig. 8) and Wiesa77 (Fig. 7:3), 
and in the abandoned village of Bor on Lake Kenoz-
ero in northern Russia78 (Fig. 7:4), deserve a special 
mention.

Associated with the foundations are sill plates, in 
which thunderstones were also placed, as in the village 
of Ahmoo (today Karkkili, Finladia)79 and Groß Stei-
num (today part of the city of Königslutter am Elm, 
Lower Saxony, Germany).80

Thunderstones also appeared in large numbers in 
other parts of walls. The oldest deposits of this kind 
come from the Middle Ages. In the stronghold in Cher-
nivtsi (13th century), a granite axe from the Bronze 

74 Hukantaival 2016, 82, 360.
75 Ramminger 2007, 11.
76 The house was built between 1650 and 1700. Next to a re-

paired or reworked stone axe, there was a vessel dated to the sec-
ond half of the 17th century, which confirms that the entire deposit 
was deposited during the construction of the house (Geupel 1987, 
2-3, Fig. 1).

77 The house was built around 1700 (Geupel 1987, 3-4, Fig. 2).
78 The carefully polished stone axe represents the Fatianovo 

culture. It ended up in one of the local peasants’ cottages (Shevelev 
2005, 2).

79 It is a Neolithic chisel from a demolished building belong-
ing to the Anttila estate. This item was stored there for at least 
200 years after its discovery, which means that it was found at 
the end of the 17th century (Hukantaival 2016, 182-183, 342).

80 The discovery was made during the renovation of the house 
at least 300 years ago (Demuth 2002).

with a coin from 1525. The house, however, is much 
older (dated to the 14th century).72 It is worth mention-
ing a recently discovered small fragment of a polished 
Neolithic axe found during the removal of layers under 
the kitchen floor of a house in Silverdale (United King-
dom) (Fig. 7:2). Dendrochronological analysis showed 
that the house was erected at the beginning of the 
18th century, most probably around 1713, although some 
beams are older and come from the Middle Ages. The 
axe is made of fine-grained volcanic tuff.73 Furthermore, 
a Neolithic adze was found under the corner of a wood-
en house with a stone stove from the 15th-16th century 
during investigations of the fortified settlement in Lopotti 

72 Carelli 1996, 163; Carelli 1997, 412.
73 Elsworth and Boughton 2016, 8, Fig. 1.

Fig. 4. Thunderstones placed under the threshold: 1 – Marčovice. Source: Fröhlich 1992, Fig. 4:4; 2 – Panoší Újezd.  
Source: Vích and Kašpar 2014, Fig. 2; 3 – Hønborggård. Source: Søvsø et al. 2016, Fig. 6; 4 – Killamoat Upper.  

Source: Rynne 1964-1965, Fig. 1:B; 5 – Tartu. Source: Johanson 2018a.

Fig. 5. Location of the thunderstone discovered in a row  
of still stones of a house dated to the 15th-16th centuries.  

Source: Carelli 1996, Fig. 3. 
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Age was found next to the wall of a house.81 A slightly 
damaged, Neolithic serpentine axe (Corded Ware cul-
ture) was found in Wels (Austria), in the wall of the 
former hospital building (Stelzhamerstraße 6) during 
demolition works (Fig. 9:1). The object was probably 
bricked up there in the years 1583-1585, although this 
may have happened in the previous century.82 A lat-
er example is a jade axe discovered at Saint-Aubin 
(Champagne, France) (Fig. 9:2), found between two 
large stones of the wall of an early modern house.83 In 
Obervorschütz (northern Hesse, Germany), a Neolithic 
stone ploughshare (Pflugschar) was found bricked up 
in the wall of an 18th-century house (no. 66). It was lo-
cated in a cavity adjusted to its shape, with the cutting 
edge facing upwards. The discovery was made during 
the extension of the house.84 It is also worth mentioning 
Žíšov in Czechia, where a heavily damaged specimen 
from the Neolithic period was found during the demo-
lition of a house in the wall above the door.85

The presence of thunderstones in various types 
of farm buildings, where they were placed in a similar 
way to houses, is also very well confirmed.

A partial demolition of a 19th-century utility room 
in Horst near Greifswald (Mecklenburg, Germany) 
uncovered a Neolithic basalt axe (Funnel Beaker cul-
ture), which lay on the ceiling joist86 (Fig. 10:1). An 
analogous situation was found in the case of a barn in 
Taltitz (Saxony, Germany).87 A Neolithic axe was found 
while demolishing the old cowshed at Rauskala estate 

81 Pyvovarov 2008, 108.
82 Riess 1981.
83 Daunay 1978, 7-8.
84 Heintel 1961, 129, Tabl. 6:2a; Reitinger 1976, 529.
85 Fröhlich 1992, 240, 243.
86 Samariter 2014.
87 Geupel 1987, 4, Table 1:d.

in Viitaila village (Finland), located in the ceiling in 
a hole carved in the beam and, interestingly, the ar-
tefact was girdled with twigs.88 In the ruins of the 
Martha Hof Cistercian monastery in Bonn, a large 
jade axe was found, which was originally placed on 
the roof of the granary.89 In the production and work-
shop part of the monastery of San Vincenzo al Voltur-
no (Isernia, Italy), a fragmentally preserved stone axe 
made of non-local, fine-grained dark grey igneous 
rock such as basalt was discovered (Fig. 10:2) among 
the burnt tiles inside the granary, destroyed in the sec-
ond half of the 9th century. This location suggests that 
the object hung on the rafters or was placed on top 
of the roof.90

Thunderstones have also been found in the walls 
of sheds, cowsheds, stables, and pigsties, e.g., at 
the Nordli farm in Stjørdal (Norway),91 Ballintogher,92 
Cloonagun93 (Fig. 10:3), and Drumeague94 (the latter 
three located in  Ireland).

From Obermödlham (Austria) comes a Neolithic 
serpentine axe, which was discovered while demol-
ishing the plinth wall of a granary from 200-300 years 
ago. Probably the object was inserted into the stone 
foundation of the building, as evidenced by residues 
of mortar on its surface95 (Fig. 10:4). From under 
the floor of a stable comes a stone axe discovered at 
Newmarket-on-Fergus (Ireland).96 In Fretheim (Nor-
way), a stone axe with the engraved annual date ‘1617’ 
(Fig. 10:5) was excavated from the remains of the foun-
dations of the old brewhouse building (ildhus).97

Thunderstones have also been found within cas-
tle fortifications. Among the most interesting are 
finds from Czechia. In particular, we should mention 
the axe-hammer (Stroke Wared culture) discovered 
at Křivoklát castle (Fig. 11:1), discovered in the de-
struction layer of the late Gothic Golden Bastion (Zlatá 
bašta), associated with the remains of its top part, 
where the object was most likely located (Fig. 12). It 
was placed there sometime between the time of the 
construction of the tower at the turn of the 15th and 
16th centuries and the 1640s, when the building suf-
fered a minor fire.98 At Týřov castle, a volcanite tool 
was excavated in the destruction stone layer adjacent 

88 Hukantaival 2016, 182, 343.
89 Evans 1897, 58.
90 Francis and Kline 2014, 402, 409 [cat. no. 70], Fig. 9.5.
91 Kalseth 2000, 30.
92 Penney 1976, 70.
93 Dowd 2018, 463.
94 Penney 1976, 71.
95 Hell 1962, 30-32, Fig. 2; Hell 1964, 301.
96 Dowd 2018, 463.
97 Lødøen 1993.
98 Durdík 1997.

Fig. 6. Group of finds from Kroměříž,  
Riegrovo náměstí 160. Source: Chybová 2009. 
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to the eastern wall from the first half of the 13th cen-
tury, at the round tower of the upper castle (at this 
point, traces of an undefined frame construction were 
discovered) (Fig. 13). This artefact was probably an 

Eneolithic small anvil (kovadlinu) used in the produc-
tion of copper and gold ornaments99 (Fig. 11:2).

Similar finds were also recorded in other European 
regions, such as the fragment of a stone axe (similar to 
Corded Ware culture specimens) found at the castle hill 
in Lihula (Estonia). The fragment was made of lime-
stone, which is rare among such finds (Fig. 11:3). The 
item was located near the remains of a 13th-14th cen-
tury building, so perhaps it was originally placed 
in the eaves.100 A partially preserved axe was found 
in Tartu (Estonia) in a destruction layer created after 
the collapse of a medieval castle wall. The axe has 
damaged surfaces that indicate intensive use. The cir-
cumstances of the discovery may indicate that the item 
might have been placed in the wall.101 A Neolithic axe 
made of hornblende was obtained during the removal 
of the buildings of the medieval castle in Ibm in Austria 
(Fig. 11:4). Presumably, this item was embedded in 
the building.102 During the research on the foundations 
of the late medieval castle Groesbeek (Netherlands), 
a Neolithic stone axe made of quartzite was found in 
the destruction layer of one of the rooms. The object 
has large blade defects103 (Fig. 11:5). At Ketzelburg 
castle in Haibach (Bavaria, Germany), two Neolithic 
amphibolite products were found under the foundations 
of the wall of the residential tower and in the filling 

99 Hložek and Menšík 2014.
100 Johanson 2018a, 149-150, Tab. 3, pos. 28. However, one 

should take into account the possibility that it is not a fragment 
of an axe, but a limestone construction element.

101 Johanson 2018a, 147, Tab. 3, pos. 110.
102 Hell 1959, 96-97, Fig. 2; Hell 1964, 301; Reitinger 1976, 

513, Fig. 4:3.
103 Tuijn 1992.

Fig. 8. Group of finds from Pockau.  
Source: Geupel 1987, Fig. 1. 

Fig. 9. Thunderstones placed in the walls. 1 – Wels.  
Source: Riess 1981, Fig. 1-3; 2 – Saint-Aubin. Source: Daunay 1978.

Fig. 7. Thunderstones placed under the floor. 1 – Zitternberg bei Gars am Kamp. Source: Maurer 2012, Fig. 1; 2 – Silverdale.  
Source: Elsworth and Boughton 2016, Fig. 1; 3 – Wiesa. Source: Geupel 1987, Fig. 2. Fig. unscaled; 4 – Bor. Source: Shevelev 2005.
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of the gate wall.104 Both items were placed on the castle 
hill in the second half of the 12th century.105

Another manifestation of the presence of prehistor-
ic tools within medieval fortifications is their placement 
within the town walls, as was the case in Northeim 
(Lower Saxony, Germany).106

To the above list of thunderstones it is worth adding 
the Neolithic stone axe discovered in 1932 in the wall 
of the church cemetery in Ostroróg near Czaplinek107 
(Fig. 14).

104 Roth 2006.
105 Rosmanitz 2006, 58.
106 Mildenberger 1961, 5; Sklenář 1999, 29.
107 Kunkel 1932, 126-127, Fig.1; Galiński et al. 2012, 95; 

Kowalski and Matuszewska 2012, 69.

Discussion
These considerations touch on the extremely 

important issue of human relationship to their sur-
rounding environment. In the course of taming and 
taking possession of space through ritual actions, it 
becomes necessary to define the boundaries within 
which a ‘safe’ and ‘orderly’ existence becomes pos-
sible. This is reflected in the opposing categories: 
cosmos vs. chaos, orbis interior vs. orbis exterior, 
wild vs. tame, alien vs. familiar. According to M. Eli-
ade’s concept, in traditional societies the inhabited 
area becomes a cosmos (as opposed to the demonic 
and chaotic ‘other world’ outside) due to the ritual 
repetition of cosmogony. ‘Taking over the world’ is 
identical to the repetition of the divine act of cre-
ation, which is the model according to which it was 

Fig. 10. Thunderstones placed in outbuildings. 1 – Horst. Source: Samariter 2014, Fig. 1; 2 – San Vincenzo al Volturno.  
Source: Francis and Kline 2014, Fig. 9.5; 3 – Cloonagun. Source: Dowd 2018, Fig. 8. Fig. unscaled; 4 – Obermödlham.  

Source: Hell 1962, Fig. 2; 5 – Fretheim. Source: Lødøen 1993.

Fig. 11. Thunderstones in castle buildings. 1 – Křivoklát. Source: Durdík 1997, Fig. 2:1; 2 – Týřov. Source: Hložek and Menšík 2014,  
Fig. 3; 3 – Lihula. Source: Johanson 2018a; 4 – Ibm. Source: Hell 1959, Fig. 2; 5 – Groesbeek. Source: Tuijn 1992. 
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possible to give it a proper form.108 This is the ritual- 
-mythological sense of the act of erecting a house, 
with the most important stages – the foundation 
offering, the laying of the sill plate, and the laying 
of the roof.109 The same applies to residential110 and 
temple111 buildings. Thus, each structurally separated 
human residence, both on a microscale (homestead, 
croft) and macroscale (settlement, village, town, 
fortifications), was a place saturated with sanctity. 
Its separation from the surroundings was associat-
ed with a ritual establishment of the border, e.g., by 

108 Eliade 1999, 23.
109 See Bajburin 1990; Dalewski 1990; Benedyktowicz 

and Benedyktowicz 1992; Sulima 2007; Józefów-Czerwińska 
2017, 168-173. As B. Kunicka emphasized, ‘The series of mag-
ical treatments accompanying the construction of the house 
was aimed at distinguishing it from the space as an individual 
of a different sacred quality. Due to the magical construction 
of space, it has become a habitable area with a clear positive val-
ue as opposed to the external space, which had a negative value’. 
(Kunicka 1979, 191).

110 Ziembiński 1996.
111 Wesołowska-Starzec 2016.

walking, driving, or ploughing around it,112 as well as 
by erecting dikes, walls or other barriers. All efforts 
could then be directed to defending the inhabited 
area from ‘alien’ influences and controlling contact 
with fear-arousing forces, using all sorts of magical 
means and treatments. The domesticated sphere has 
never been a monolith, completely separated from 
the outside world. In the case of a household, all 
crevices and openings through which demonic crea-
tures could penetrate were particularly dangerous.113

Due to the beliefs about the relationship of thun-
derstones with the heavenly sphere, it becomes under-
standable to use them in protection against lightning 
and the destructive effects of storms.114 The placement 
of the objects in question in this role is deeply rooted in 
the past and observed in many cultures, as evidenced by 
the above-mentioned medieval sources and numerous 
ethnographic and folklore mentions, due to the overrid-
ing belief that lightning never struck twice in the same 
place. It was therefore believed that a thunderstone 
found at the site of a lightning strike and taken home 
would protect its new location from storms.115 Widely 
recognised as an effective fire-fighting measure, it was 
to provide protection and safety to the household mem-
bers and their property.116

The motivated action was therefore to place objects 
considered to be thunderstones in those points of the 
house and farm buildings that were most exposed to light-
ning strikes and, consequently, to fire and destruction. 
Towers were especially vulnerable to this kind of disas-
ter. Despite its revelatory and purifying nature, lightning 
caused fear with its destructiveness, imposing the need to 
develop methods to prevent contact with it and the pow-
ers it manifested.117 The most obvious step was to protect 
the roof and chimney, hence the frequent presence of pre-
historic artefacts found in these places118 (Fig. 15).

112 Dalewski 1990, 20.
113 Piotrowski 2019.
114 Reitinger 1976, 528.
115 E.g., Blinkenberg 1911, 70-71; Olbrich 1987, 327; Muhonen 

2006, 8; Belaj 2007, 118; Verhart 2015, 84. The principle was that 
where there is one thunderstone, others will not fall (Pedrosa 2009, 
262, 267, 269; Rúa Aller and García Armesto 2010, 65).

116 Carelli 1997, 404. In northern European countries (Swe-
den, Finland) the thunderstones in question were used as a kind 
of fire protection measure. It was believed that the fire would not 
spread beyond the area around which it was moved with an axe 
or other ancient stone tool (e.g., Kjellmark and Thordeman 1939, 
80; Muhonen 2006, 8). This was the use of specimens from Ent-
sebo and Huskölen in Sweden (Hammarstedt 1920, 15, 16, Figs. 
12, 18). In the 19th century, thunderstones were taken on ships to 
protect against thunderstorms (Cartailhac 1878, 17; Baudouin and 
Bonnemère 1904, 498; Sébillot 1904, 104).

117 Kowalski 1998, 456.
118 See Reitinger 1976, 528; Heidelk-Schacht 1983, 108.

Fig. 12. Location of the thunderstone at Křivoklát castle.  
Source: Durdík 1997, Fig. 1. 
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On a symbolic plan, the roof (with an attic) as 
the culmination of the house was associated with the up-
per zone of the cosmic universum – the sky. For this 
reason, it showed positive connotations. On the other 
hand, it was a horizontal border between the ‘safe’ res-
idential zone and the frightening outside world. It was 
believed that the roof space was inhabited by demons 
that harm people and animals. Items through which at-
tempts were made to establish contact with the afterlife 
were also placed in the roof to protect from storms and 
other misfortunes.119

The roof zone included the chimney, which de-
fined the vertical order of the world as an extension 
of the furnace. It was a border place, open to heaven 
and the afterlife, but also exposed to the penetration 
of undesirable forces from outside. For this reason, 
the chimney had to be cared for and guarded, especially 
when the inhabitants of the household were in a phase 
of periodic disorganisation, e.g., death, childbirth, and 
during religious celebrations.120

However, the frequent hiding of thunderstones in 
fire-related spaces (such as furnaces, chimneys, and 
stoves) could not only be due to the fact that they were 
access points for negative forces. These spaces also 
evoked positive associations (as in ‘hearth and home’), 
hence their key importance for home and family, both 
in a literal and metaphorical sense. Thus, not only 

119 Wójtowicz 2011, 85-86.
120 Benedyktowicz and Benedyktowicz 1992, 121-122; Ko-

walski 1998, 234-235; Pascual Chanel and Serrano Simarro 2008, 
109; Wójtowicz 2011, 86; Piotrowski 2019, 306-307.

Fig. 13. Location of the thunderstone at Týřov Castle. Source: Hložek and Menšík 2014, Fig. 1. 

Fig. 14. Thunderstone from Ostroróg found in the wall  
of a graveyard. Source: Galiński et al. 2012. 

Fig. 15. Thunderstone hung in the ridge of a barn in Banteln,  
Germany. Source: Barner 1957, Fig. 2.
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the need to remove evil, but also to preserve the good 
and successful, determined the above-mentioned loca-
tion of the discussed items.121

At the same time, the thunderstones were carefully 
hidden in the recesses of the walls and under the floors, 
which ensured that all liminal locations in the house-
hold and the croft were covered by their power,122 
which – as B. Hoggart vividly expresses – constituted 
‘part of the spiritual armoury of the house’.123

The threshold was a particularly sensitive place,  
very clearly defining the demarcation line between 
the internal and familiar space and the invisible, ex-
ternal space. While the walls of the house constituted 
a permanent, impassable barrier, requiring at most pe-
riodic magical renewal, the threshold was a breaking 
point in the liminal continuity: the border was constant-
ly crossed. Each crossing was associated with the dan-
ger of letting in frightening powers. Therefore, crossing 
the threshold was subject to a whole range of ritualis-
tic behaviours and the threshold itself required special 
measures to protect against external evil,124 which in-
cluded the practice of placing a thunderstone under 
it. Such an object located there brought happiness to 
people and the home while simultaneously protecting 
them from lightning.125 In Finland, it was believed that 
a thunderstone was an effective barrier against witch-
craft and witches, or simply acted as a ‘guardian.’ As 
such, it was hidden under the cowshed threshold so 
that witches could not cross it to harm the cattle.126 The 
same was done in Bohemia. When the activity of witch-
es was supposed to be a threat, housewives would bury 
thunderstones under the thresholds of the cowsheds in 
clay vessels.127

Doors also indicate a direct break in space conti-
nuity. When open they connect, and when closed they 
isolate two worlds: the friendly from the sinister, life 
from the afterlife. Hence, doors also required magical 
protection.128 This function was performed by various 
types of apotropaia and signs, including thunderstones 
hung over the door (as in the aforementioned Žíšov).

In the spatial structure of the house, it is possible 
to indicate places which, due to their ambiguity, show 
many features of the borderland, also requiring magical 
closure and protection against foreign influences. They 

121 Houlbrook 2019, 196-197.
122 Dowd 2018, 465.
123 Hoggart 2004, 182.
124 E.g., Kunicka 1979, 191-192; Lehr-Lenda 1982, 282; Ko-

walski 1998, 480-485; Marczyk 1999; Sulima 2007, 89, Wójto-
wicz 2011, 83.

125 Laurinkienė1996a, 26; Laurinkienė1996b, 112.
126 Hukantaival 2016, 183-184; Hukantaival 2019, 348.
127 Skutil 1932, 36; see also Tolstoy 1995, 562.
128 Kowalski 1998, 101-105; Wójtowicz 2011, 83-84.

include the entrance hall (in Polish sień) – a place that 
is usually dark and gloomy, a kind of buffer between 
the living area and the exterior of the house.129 As we 
remember, thunderstones were also found there (specif-
ically, under the floor).

Placing thunderstones in foundations and base-
ments and under floors, thresholds, or posts also re-
sembles a foundation offering (Bauopfer, ofiara zakła-
dzinowa),130 which has the purpose of, among others, 
pleasing the gods, defining the boundaries of domes-
ticated space, and ensurng the overall happiness of the 
erected structure. This is likely the case with specimens 
that are accompanied by other finds that are often used 
as foundation offerings, such as clay vessels or animals.

This is the case in the aforementioned Pockau, 
where a set consisting of a stone axe and a clay vessel 
was found under the floor131 (Fig. 8). Two other dis-
coveries have already been mentioned: the first at Ket-
zelburg castle in Haibach, under the residential tower 
a dog skeleton, carefully covered with several stone 
slabs and a layer of compacted earth, was discovered 
accompanied by a Neolithic tool,132 and the second 
in Kroměříž, sheep or goat bones were discovered 
together with an inverted vessel covering a stone 
wedge133 (Fig. 6).

However, in the light of the available data, it seems 
that depositing the items in question as foundation of-
fering was rather incidental. The finds described above 
should be treated only as very hypothetical cases of such 
use of thunderstones.134 Undoubtedly, however, this 
problem is far from being solved and requires further 
discussion, which can only be noted here. First of all, it 
should be noted that, according to some views, ‘foun-
dation offerings’ were not limited to the foundation part 
of the building, but were also deposited in walls, various 

129 Szlachta-Misztal 2015.
130 This is how the axe from Gnoien (Mecklenburg, Germany) 

was interpreted (see Heidelk-Schacht 1983, 107). It is worth not-
ing, however, that the location of the object within the household is 
not known, which calls into question whether it would be assigned 
such a function.

131 Such an interpretation of this find was proposed by V. Geu-
pel (1987, 2-3).

132 In the opinion of G. Ermischer ‘Die Kombination von 
Hund und Steinbeil gibt auch einen Hinweis auf die wahrschein-
lichste Interpretation des Fundes: es handelt sich hier um ‘Bau-
opfer’, die Unheil von dem Gebäude abhalten sollten’ (Ermischer 
2006, 99). Although there were no signs of deliberate killing of the 
dog on the bones, this does not exclude the choice of this animal as 
a sacrifice (Ermischer 2006, 100-102).

133 Chybová 2009, 146.
134 Kurasiński 2021a, 34. Cases of discovery of stone tools in 

postholes from Litenčice in the Czechia (Fojtík and Popelka 2018) 
and from Önnerup near Lund in Sweden (Carelli 1996, 163, Fig. 7; 
Carelli 1997, 413, Fig. 8), being a trace of the existence of con-
struction elements of medieval houses.
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structural elements, under the threshold or other hard- 
-to-reach places, and even under furniture such as a ta-
ble or bed.135 At the same time, thunderstones discovered 
within houses and other types of buildings are assigned 
a sacrificial meaning.136 However, there are no addition-
al premises allowing for their interpretation specifically 
as ‘foundation offerings.’

On the other hand, the objects in question could 
have been buried under the floor only during the use 
of the building, and such a procedure could have been 
dictated by the need of apotropaic protection against 
the ‘alien’ world.137 Also, the location of a thunderstone 
under the threshold did not have to be closely related to 
the foundation offering. As J. Reitinger has already no-
ted ‘In all den Fällen, in denen Donnerkeile in den Fun-
damenten, im Keller, unter der Türschwelle oder sonst 
irgendwo im Mauerwerk verborgen gefunden wurden, 
ist die Entscheidung, ob es sich um einen Blitzschutz 
oder umeltin Bauopfer oder umeltin Bauopfer, nicht 
immer leicht’.138

We should add that ethnographic sources men-
tion other ways of using these ancient stone tools as 
protection against natural elements. When a thun-
derstorm came, the thunderstone was often simply 
placed on the table or on the hearth in an attempt to 
ward off the storm. In the Spanish peasant tradition 
(León region), when placed in a window or in a vis-
ible place next to a burning blessed candle, it caused 
a dangerous hail cloud to turn into harmless and ben-
eficial rain.139 The same measures were taken, inter 
alia, in Westphalia.140 A case is known from Silesia 
when a candle was placed directly in the shaft-hole 
of a thunderstone, and thus the stone axe acted as 
a candlestick when placed on the table.141 In turn, in 
the province of Salamanca, to ward off storms, a thun-
derstone was put in the burning embers, which were 
carried out the door of the house to be extinguished by 
rainwater.142 In Bohemia, when fighting a fire, it was 
forbidden to hold a thunderstone with one’s naked 
hand, but only through a cloth.143 In Masuria, during 
an the approaching storm, one’s finger should be put 

135 See Vařeka 1991, 117; Hložek et al. 2015, 275; Duma 2020, 70.
136 E.g., Vařeka 1991, 117; Hložek et al. 2015, 275.
137 Cf. Chybová 2009, 146-148.
138 Reitinger 1976, 530.
139 Pedrosa 2009, 261, 263, 265; Rúa Aller and García Armes-

to 2010, 65. It was important to remember about the tendency to 
return to clouds of such stones, especially when it thundered. To 
avoid this, in the villages of the Pyrenees, an incision was made on 
the side or a heavier stone was placed on them (Pedrosa 2009, 264).

140 Andree 1889, 33.
141 Sklenář 1999, 52.
142 Pedrosa 2009, 268.
143 Hraše 1898, 83.

into the hole of a stone axe and, while uttering spells, 
it should be rotated three times, and then thrown with 
all one’s might at the door of the room.144 Very similar 
practices were observed in the Sieradz region.145

In addition to individual buildings, a larger inhab-
ited area such as a castle or a town also required pro-
tection. Security was ensured by the surrounding walls, 
which separated the interior from the external chaos, 
not only in the military architectural and monumental 
sense, but also in the symbolic, religious, and magical 
sense.146 Walls constitute yet another material reali-
sation of the binary perception of the world in which 
there was a need to isolate oneself from what the un-
friendly orbis extra muros carried with it in the hu-
man imagination.147 Like every border zone, the walls 
focused around each other and attracted evil powers, 
hence it was no coincidence that people ‘marked with 
the stigma of marginality were located in the outermost 
areas of the town adjacent to the wall or even exclud-
ed outside the wall sanctioning the tamed space’.148 In 
the above context, the presence of thunderstones in de-
fensive walls is therefore not surprising.149

A ‘barrier’ such as a wall or fence fulfilled its pro-
tective function even when it was not really a serious 
obstacle.150 One can point to church walls that surround 
a church and the adjacent graveyard but do not create 

144 Toeppen 1867, 42; Moszyński 1967, 488; Olbrich 1987, 327.
145 Wdowiak and Wysokiński 2013, 535.
146 In early medieval centres, deliberately shaped sacral to-

pography  served to ensure divine protection by adding churches 
(dedicated to properly selected saints) to the town plan. Sometimes 
these churches were laid out in the form of a cross, with one church 
situated in the centre and four surrounding it (see Skwierzyński 
1996; Zygner 2017; for a broader meaning and chronological ap-
proach, see Manikowska 2008; Manikowska and Słoń 2017). It is 
also worth mentioning the apotropaic function of bells (e.g., Ko-
walski 1998, 123; Masłowska 2014, 76-77).

147 See Antoniak 2008. A significant role here was played 
by the gates, where objects with apotropaic effects or attesting 
to the presence of supernatural entities taking care of the town 
also appeared. These were often Marian images (Slivka 2004, 14; 
Woziński 2013, 253-254; about the sacred function of gates in 
the spatial aspect, see Swaryczewska 2013). In the Middle Ages 
and later, the castle or town chapel, situated in the gatehouse or 
in its immediate vicinity – sometimes even within the walls them-
selves – was to protect against the interference of evil forces. Such 
a chapel contained items to ward off demons: crosses, holy pic-
tures, and relics (Lasek 2005; Woziński 2013, 256-267; Saczyńska 
2016, 312). 

148 Antoniak 2008, 237. One such was a hangman who, due 
to his profession, could only live outside the town’s proper area, 
between the defensive walls or in one of the towers belonging to 
the fortifications (Zaremska 1986, 28, 107).

149 It is possible that the fragmentary early Neolithic boat-
shaped axe (Bootaxt) from the semi-circular wall in Hedeby/
Haithabu had a similar meaning (Schultrich 2018, 121, 389).

150 Slivka 2004, 10-11.
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a barrier that is difficult to cross physically.151 In this 
sense, such barriers were symbolic, isolating the world 
of the dead from the world of the living. The purpose 
of the axe found in the cemetery wall in Ostroróg re-
mains an open question:152 it could have been intended 
to protect against the interference of the dead, or – on 
the contrary – to provide peace to their souls; these con-
cepts are not mutually exclusive.

At the end of this part of the considerations, it is 
worth adding that at least some of the objects in ques-
tion could have had a different function before they 
were incorporated into the structural elements of the 
buildings. This is suggested by traces of secondary 
interference in the structure of some of them. For ex-
ample, the clearly intentional abrasion of both sur-
faces of the Křivoklát castle axe-hammer could have 
occurred as a result of using it as a whetstone or ob-
taining powder for medical purposes153 (Fig. 11:1). In 
another example, the perforation of an axe found under 
a threshold in Hønborggård could indicate that it was 
previously worn as an amulet (Fig. 4:3).

Summary
The considerations included in this work were 

aimed at drawing attention to the magical and symbolic 
meaning of the specific group of finds usually referred 
to as ‘thunderstones.’ Because of the supernatural prop-
erties attributed to them, they have been used, among 
others, in the protection of places and areas recognised 
as developed and tamed by humans (orbis interior) 
from the highly disturbing outside world (orbis exte-
rior) from which came diseases, disasters, and other 

151 Antoniak 2008, 238.
152 It is reported that the item may have been placed there by 

some farmer who found it in the field (Kunkel 1932, 126).
153 Durdík 1997, 110; on the ‘healing’ scraping of weapons 

and prehistoric tools, see Kurasiński 2021b, 14-16. The axe from 
Železná Ruda also shows scratches and defects. In this case, it can-
not be ruled out that the damage occurred only when the object 
was already used as a protective measure against lightning (Menšík 
2018, 29-30).

misfortunes. These domains shared boundaries (and 
the boundaries that formed around them) – highly am-
bivalent zones accompanied by a menacing aura. Due to 
the transitional and mediating nature of such places, pre-
cautionary measures became necessary. Thunderstones, 
deposited at peripheral points, particularly exposed to 
destructive external influences, were used to drive away, 
neutralise, and control bad powers, well-documented by 
ethnographic and folklore sources as well as the finds 
presented in this selection – mostly accidental, but also 
from archaeological research.154 The items in question 
were particularly predestined for such a role, because 
– as it was long believed – they themselves came from 
an undomesticated, anomic zone, and were therefore im-
bued with magical power that could be used in a crisis 
situation requiring ritual actions.155 The energy locked in 
the stone, having its supernatural source in the lightning, 
could be directed against lightning and other misfor-
tunes,156 according to the rule of ‘like prevents like.’ 

The clearly marked repetition of the same deposi-
tion locations of prehistoric stone products within plac-
es inhabited and used by humans, confirmed in many 
European regions, indicates that we are dealing with 
a chronologically and territorially widespread phe-
nomenon. Of course, thunderstones are only one of the 
means of apotropaic protection of the inhabited sphere 
against undesirable external interference, the reper-
toire of which over the centuries has been extensive.157 
Therefore, warding off and eliminating evil forces with 
thunderstones is part of a broad strategy of human 
struggle with the elements, plagues, and other misfor-
tunes that have always haunted us.

154 For further examples of finds of interest, see Bartels 1893; 
Kaufmann 1936; Mildenberger 1961; Reitinger 1976; Hukantaival 
2016; Johanson 2018a.

155 Kajkowski 2020, 309; Kurasiński 2021b, 18.
156 Cherici 1989, 374.
157 E.g., Vařeka 1991; Hoggart 2004; Herva and Ylimaunu 

2009; Houlbrook 2013; Hložek et al. 2015; Hukantaival 2016; 
Søvsø 2017; Johanson 2018a; Johanson 2018b; Reed 2019; Duma 
2020; extensive literature in these works.
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