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Studies on the Beginnings of the Bronze 
Age in South-Eastern Poland
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The article refers to Jan Kowalczyk’s interest in the transition from the Neolithic to the Early 
Bronze Age in Poland, as well as observations regarding the technological and morphological 
features of ceramics in the context of his research in Gródek, Hrubieszów district.
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The issue of the Bronze Age was beyond the mains focus of Jan Kowalczyk’s research 
interests. However, during the excavations in Gródek, Hrubieszów district, conducted 
in 1954–1957, he excavated four graves (Kowalczyk 1959: 1, published – Głosik 1958a; 
1958b), which in the preliminary report were attributed to the Corded Ware culture 
(Kowalczyk 1957: 301). That inferrence was based on the similarity of the ceramic 
material to vessels previously discovered in Strzyżów, Hrubieszów district (Podkowińska 
1936). At that time, about 90 sites related to the Corded Ware culture, that ended the 
Neolithic period, were known in Central and Eastern Poland. They were usually rep-
resented by single artefacts (Nosek 1957: 84–88, 423, map VI). Such a classification was 
based largely on intuition, which can be explained by the randomness of selection and 
stylistic incoherence of the artefacts. Various bifacial tools – arrowheads, bifacial points 
and sickle-shaped knives etc., of various types and varieties, were assigned to this 
culture, but much later some of them (e.g. Nosek 1957, table XVIII, XIX) were cor-
rectly assigned to cultural units dated to the beginnings of the Bronze Age (Libera 
2001: Fig. 37), others (e.g. Nosek 1957: Fig. 30) even to the later phases of this period 
(Libera 2001: Fig. 39). This also applies to some of the ceramics, arbitrarily related to 
the Globular Amphora culture, Corded Ware culture or Mierzanowice (vel. Tomaszów) 
culture, (e.g. Nosek 1957: Fig. 27–29, Table XIII: 1, XX: 5, 6). This practice clearly 
reveals that the state of knowledge about the end of the Neolithic, and the situation 
at the beginning of the Bronze Age, was very unsatisfactory. From the perspective of 
cultural taxonomy as it is currently understood, the material thought at that time to 
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represent the Corded Ware culture went beyond the framework of the late Neolithic, 
extending into the early phases of the Bronze Age.

When J. Kowalczyk classified the grave inventories from Gródek (Kowalczyk 1957), 
the results of excavations in Strzyżów, where a significant assemblage of material relat-
ing to the Early Bronze Age had been excavated, had not yet been published, but only 
signalled in a interim publication (Podkowińska 1936). However, it was widely believed 
that this was a Neolithic assemblage. In the first post-war syntheses of the prehistory 
of Poland, de facto reflecting the state of research from the late 1930s (Kostrzewski 
1939–1948: map 6) , the map of Early Bronze Age settlement in this part of the country 
is a blank area. On the other hand, it was thought that the Corded Ware culture still 
existed here (Kostrzewski 1949: map I). Stefan Nosek (1957: 92–94, 424, map VII), 
however, singled out the sites of Mierzanowice (Tomaszów) culture in the Lublin 
region, in which he, incorrectly, included, for example, the cemeteries in Skomorochy 
Małe, Zamość district, and Raciborowice, Chełm district. The cultural individuality 
of the Strzyżów complexes had not yet been recognised at that time. The separation 
of the Strzyżów culture took place at the end of the 1950s (Gardawski 1959), and the 
first monograph, written by Jerzy Głosik, appeared only in 1968.

Jan Kowalczyk, searching for similarities to the materials from Gródek, examined 
whether the material from the graves could be assigned to the Neolithic Corded Ware 
culture or the Early Bronze Age Mierzanowice culture (Kowalczyk 1959: 2). Investi-
gating this problem, he compared the “Neolithic Corded Ware” materials from 
Strzyżów with artefacts from Raciborowice, related to the Mierzanowice culture. This 
showed that the two groups of material were very similar to each other. Parallel to 
these findings, Jerzy Głosik (1958a) came to similar conclusions. Then J. Kowalczyk 
made an attempt to compare this material to the burial ceramics from Mierzanowice. 
It turned out, however, that the site is culturally heterogeneous – because burials of 
both the Neolithic Corded Ware culture and Bronze Age Mierzanowice culture coex-
isted on that cemetery (Kowalczyk 1959: 3–5). Moreover, at that time, the cemetery in 
Mierzanowice was known only from the initial publication of Kazimierz Salewicz 
(1937), more attention was paid to it much later (Machnik 1966; Bąbel 1978; 2013; 
Włodarczak 2006).

J. Kowalczyk conducted comparative studies that allowed him to prove that terms 
such as “Corded Ware culture” and (especially), “Mierzanowice culture” were ambig-
uous, therefore they could not be treated as monolithic groups in systematizing the 
source database . He postulated an acceleration in publication of the source-data from 
the key burial sites, which would allow the taxonomic and chronological verification 
of material from the turn of the Neolithic and the Bronze Age. This would result in 
the redefinition of the conceptual range of cultural units from the beginning of the 
Bronze Age.
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He also formulated the concept of the existence in the Lublin region of a specific 
group of ceramics with particular, distinct features, for which the term “Strzyżów group 
of Corded Ware culture” was fully justified (Kowalczyk 1959: 4). This term had been 
proposed by J. Głosik (1958a: 164). The distinctiveness of this material was manifested, 
among other things, in a specific treatment of vessels surface by wiping with the use 
of a straw “brush”.

Another important question, raised by J. Kowalczyk in the article titled: Zagad-
nienie kultury mierzanowickiej zwanej także tomaszowską [The issue of Mierzanowice 
culture, also known as Tomaszów culture], is the problem of production and dating of 
faïence beads (1959: 6–7), in older literature considered as Egyptian imports (e.g. 
Kozłowski 1928: 28, Kostrzewski 1939–48: 204). He expressed the opinion that the 
studies, including laboratory analyses, of this type of objects from Poland would allow 
the establishment of their technological details and – as a result – their origin. Such 
research, conducted a bit earlier (Clark 1957) for finds from the Balkans and the area 
of Great Britain, revealed the presence of local European centers of production of the 
faïence beads. In relation to Polish findings, this postulate was realized only a few years 
ago and fully confirmed the local production of such jewellery. They were made for 
specific recipients, using local mineral and plant raw materials, which were natural 
components in the technological process (Robinson et al. 2004; Purowski 2019).

Jan Kowalczyk returned to the issues of the Strzyżów culture and the transition 
from the Neolithic to the Bronze Age in later publications as a sideline on his Neolithic 
studies, at the same time repeating the call for intensification of research on that period 
(Kowalczyk 1961: 36; 1963a: 74; 1968; 1971; 1976: 181–182; 1977). In particular, it is 
worth mentioning the article titled: Z zagadnień kultury ceramiki sznurowej [The issues 
of Corded Ware culture] published in the book: Liber Josepho Kostrzewski octogenario 
a veneratoribus dicatus (Kowalczyk 1968). There he raises, among other things, the 
question of the specificity of the ceramic products in the Strzyżów culture and at the 
same time, noticed the similarity of this culture’s flint-working to that of the other 
groups of that time (Kowalczyk 1968: 120–121). The correctness of these observations 
is proved by the first analytical studies on Early Bronze Age flint production, published 
about twenty years later (e.g. Kopacz and Valde-Nowak 1987; Budziszewski 1991). He 
also wrote about the genesis of the Strzyżów culture, which – in his opinion – is a fairly 
clear example of migration from the north (Kowalczyk 1968: 121). According to J. Kowal- 
czyk, this was indicated by the technique of surface treatment of the vessels, for which 
he saw analogies in the forest zone. This hypothesis, however, did not find adherents 
in later times. It was not supported by the material evidence or developed in subse-
quent monographic studies.

Since the publication of the above-mentioned works by Jan Kowalczyk, in which 
he appealed for an intensification of research on the beginnings of the Bronze Age, 
views on these issues have changed radically (see Kadrow 2000; Machnik 2000). This 
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is mainly due to the increase in the source data, also for the Lublin region (Machnik 
et al. 2009; Bargieł et al. 2012), closest to the interests of this researcher. The issues of 
taxonomy and chronology of the early phase of the Bronze Age were successively 
studied and published, mainly by Jan Machnik. The first works, which redefine the 
nature of the turn of the Neolithic and Bronze Age in the areas of south-eastern Poland, 
were published in the 1960s (Machnik 1960; 1963; 1967). The new approach proposed 
by this researcher, reflecting the evolution of the Corded Ware culture, was related to 
the separation of – on the one hand – the Chłopice-Veselé group/culture1, and – on 
the other – the Circum-Carpathian Epi-Corded Cultural Circle (Machnik 1967) as 
part of the Central European Early Bronze Age civilisation. Jan Machnik established 
this opinion in the 1970s (Machnik 1972; 1977; 1978).

In the last 25 years, the research on the beginnings of the Bronze Age in the Polish 
lands has been experiencing a tremendous growth. This also applies to the areas of 
southern Poland, where communities of Epi-Corded cultures functioned. The issues 
were studied further by J. Machnik, but were also examined by other archaeologists, 
including Sławomir Kadrow (Kadrow 1994; 1995) and lately Paweł Madej (2016; 2017). 
A summary of the state of research on the Mierzanowice culture, including the state 
of the source basis in the mid-1990s, is the book entitled: Kultura mierzanowicka. 
Chronologia, taksonomia i rozwój przestrzenny [Mierzanowice culture. Chronology,  
taxonomy and spatial development] (Kadrow and Machnik 1997).

At the same time, republishing of the material from old excavations and recent 
studies on the Strzyżów culture settlements and cemeteries, as well as the possibility 
of obtaining a series of radiocarbon dates, allowed for its more precise dating within 
the Early Bronze Age (e.g. Ślusarski and Ślusarska-Polańska 1988; Banasiewicz 1990; 
Bargieł 2006; Hyrchała 2005a; 2005b; Włodarczak 2017).

The intensification of field studies, especially extensive excavation work in advance 
of large road developments, has led in the present century to constant corrections in 
the picture of the Neolithic and the beginnings of the Bronze Age in the Polish lands. 
This picture has already been presented by the latest synthetic publications (Włodarczak 
ed. 2017; Bugaj ed. 2017). However, the full analysis of these valuable source data has 
not been completed yet, and subsequent publications – which appear every year (e.g. 
in the series Via Archaeologica Ressoviensia) – will probably soon result in the need for 
further verification.

Translated by Tomasz Myśliwiec

1 This idea found the acceptance of J. Kowalczyk (Kowalczyk 1963b). Machnik himself later withdrew 
this idea (Machnikowie and Kaczanowski 1987: 103–107, Machnik 1989).
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