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TACTICAL AND STRATEGIC SETTLEMENTS IN THE EARLY NEOLITHIC
OF LOWLAND POLAND

Peter 1. Bogucki
Department of Anthropology, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA 02138

Attempts to correlate the earliest Neolithic sites in lowland Poland with various soil
types and Topographic features have been generally unsuccessful, due primarily to the
quite diverse character of the soil cover and subtle physiography in this area. In this
paper, a model of “tactical” and “‘strategic” sites is developed, based on Clay’s (1976)
model to account for the diversity of Mississippian sites in the midcontinental United
States. The argument is presented that this very diversity of site locations, coupled with a
uniformity of site size, is an tmportant aspect of the initial settlement of new territory.

A NUMBER OF ATTEMPTS to seek regularities in the settlement locations of the
earliest farming populations in central Europe have appeared in recent years (Quitta
1970; Wislariski 1966, 1969; Kruk 1973; Sielmann 1971, 1972, 1976). These have tended
to emphasize the associations of Bandkeramik (a.k.a. Linear Pottery, Danubian I) and
later sites with particular soil types, especially the loess belt which stretches across
Europe from Slovakia to the North Sea. Although these studies have been important
contributions to our knowledge of early Neolithic settlement in central Europe, their
concentration on soil type as a determinant of settlement location has had several effects
which are a potential hinderance to future work. First of all, in areas on or near the loess
belt, the very high (although not at all complete) correlation of Bandkeramik and later
“Danubian” sites with this particular soil has tended to blind researchers to the possibility
that there may be other factors operating to determine the location of Neolithic settle-
ment within the loess zone, such as political or economic (other than subsistence) con-
siderations. Secondly, in areas of intensive Bandkeramik and later “Danubian” settlement
not on loess, such as the Kujavia area of central Poland and the Pyrzyce-Anger munde-
Prenzlau area near the mouth of the Odra river in western Pomerania, attempts to corre-
late early Neolithic settlement with soils have been, in my opinion, relatively unsuccessful.
Wislariski, the primary researcher on the early Neolithic in this area, has noted (1969:71)
that early Neolithic sites tend to be found near the borders of ecological units and near
areas of “fertile” soils. These are important observations, but they really do not tell us
much. In lowland Europe, the very diversity of the glacially-deposited soils and the
number of lakes and bogs which dot the landscape make it very difficult to find aloca-
tion not on the border of two ecological zones. The correlation of Neolithic settlement
with “fertile” soils is not particularly informative beyond a certain point, since, as with
the correlation of settlement with the loess further south, it tends to make researchers
believe that only subsistence factors were responsible for the location of settlement even
within these areas of fertile soils.

It is possible to examine this early Neolithic settlement in central Europe and the
changes in it over time from a different perspective. R. Berle Clay (1976), looking at
Mississippian sites in the mid-South of the United States, was faced with a situation much
like the one which we encounter in lowland Europe, where single variables like soil type
or topography are not particularly informative about preferred settlement locations. I feel

238



NEOLITHIC SETTLEMENTS OF POLAND 239

that his approach to the problem has merit and propose to apply it to the area of early
Neolithic settlement in central Europe which I know best, the Kujavia and Wielkopolska
region northwest of Warsaw in central Poland.

SYSTEM ENVIRONMENTS

Clay draws on the work of Emery and Trist (1965) who define a typology of what
they call “system environments” within which organizational systems operate. These
types summarize and relate the characteristics of the environment (in a broader sense
than that used by writers like J.G.D. Clark in that it includes not only the physical
surroundings but also other organizational systems operating in the same area), the
perceptions of this environment by the organizational system, and the response of the
system to it. (It should be noted that Emery and Trist’s original study does not deal with
traditional societies usually studied by anthropologists but rather with American corpor-
ations and British trade unions. However, I do not feel that concepts expressed in it are
confined to modern Euro-American society.)

Of the four “system environments” defined by Emery and Trist, two are relevant
to this study. The most elementary environment type is one to which Emery and Trist
refer as “placid-randomized.” In this environment, which is that encountered by an
organizational system in novel surroundings, the “goods and bads” (such as suitable farm
lands, good defensive positions, communication routes, grazing land, ranges of exploited
species of wild animals, and the like) are effectively randomly distributed in space because
the system has not yet had the opportunity to map enough of the relevant variability in
the world around it. The system entering such an environment is not completely certain
of just where the optimal locations are. As a result, it responds tactically to this type of
environment: “it does its best on a local level,” to use Emery and Trist’s words. There is a
shifting relationship between the community and its surroundings as the group becomes
increasingly familiar with the resources and other variables in the world around it.

The second Emery and Trist environmental type which is germane to our study is
one which they call “placid-clustered.” Here, the goods and bads are clustered in space or
at least their locations are sufficiently mapped by social groups becoming increasingly
familiar with the regional variability. These groups respond strategically to this sort of
system environment by locating their centers of activity cognizant of the optimal areas on
a regional scale. This allows them to exercise some degree of planning and foresight in
their site location rather than simply trying to make the best of local situations.

The other two system environments defined by Emery and Trist will not be discussed
here (even though Clay, in fact, has made use of one of them). But confining myself to
the first two Emery and Trist environments, I find that Clay’s predictions of the formal
characteristics of Mississippian sites responding to these environments quite applicable to
my Polish study area. Settlements in a placid-randomized environment can be expected to
be of relatively uniform size and duration (generally short) with a low density of sites in
the region as a whole and a relatively rapid use-abandonment-reuse of the site area. The
settlements in a placidclustered environment, on the other hand, should be of longer
duration, exhibiting the greater investment, of labor in a particular location and con-
tinued rebuilding (not just reoccupation) on the site over time. They should be located in
areas accessible to nodes of interregional communication networks (such as rivers) and a
general diversity of site sizes and (possibly) functions.
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The most attractive thing about the Emery and Trist system environments is that they
take into consideration the perceptions of the environment held by the organizational
system. With the spread of the Bandkeramik food-producing population into central
Europe, we have one of the few documentable population expansions in prehistory
(Tringham 1968, 1971:73). Studies of perceptions of terrae incognitae indicate that the
images held by the penetrating population may be based on beliefs about the nature and
content of the land which are far removed from reality (Wright 1947). Not only are there
differences in the processes of image-formation about unknown areas but also such
perceptions can become further divorced from reality in the course of their transmission
from person to person or from group to group (Lewis 1975:23-41). The Great Plains of
North America, for instance, were perceived by the earliest Euro-americans to penetrate
them to be anything from lush, fertile grasslands to barren wastes (Allen 1975:3-11). If
such a variety of perceptions of resource location prevailed, then it would not be particu-
larly informative to look for regularities in settlement location during the Bandkeramik
penetration of lowland Europe.

TACTICAL AND STRATEGIC SITES IN LOWLAND POLAND

In the Polish study area examined in this paper, the earliest traces of Bandkeramik
settlement occur in the late fifth millennium B.C. (supported by a sole radiocarbon
date from Strzelce of 4310 + 60 BC: GtIN—5087). The subsequent culture history of
the next millennium is not as yet well supported by radiocarbon dates, but it sees the
occupation of this area by the Lengyel culture which begins around 3800/3700 BC
and continues to about 3200/3100 BC, divided into several periods. A model widely
used by Polish archaeologists (e.g. Jazdzewski 1965) treats these phases of settlement as
representing new migrations of colonists from the area of the middle Danube, up through
the Moravian Gate, and north along the major river valleys onto the North European
Plain. I do not feel that there is any evidence to support this model of continued influx of
new peoples after the initial Neolithic settlement of the area. Kamienska (1969:207-218)
has shown the local continuities of the Bandkeramik-Lengyel sequence in Matopolska
(near Krakéw), and a recent article by Kosko and Bednarczyk (1973:9-26) makes similar
observations on the lowland material. The fact that a number of local variants of Lengyel
pottery assemblages can be recognized (Kamienska and Koztowski 1970) strongly suggests
that major population movements were not taking place. In this paper, the terms ““Band-
keramik” and “Lengyel” will not be used to distinguish populations akin to ethnic
groups, but rather as chronological units defined by changes in ceramic assemblages.

Researchers dealing with the Banderamik settlement of this area have attempted to
divide the known sites into two categories, which can be very generally characterized as
large, extensive sites and small, short-term ones (Wislariski 1966, 1969). There are no
consistent differences in the ceramic inventories between the two varieties and in both
types pits of varying shapes and sizes are the primary feature. [ would argue that this
dichotomy is not borne out in the archaeological evidence. First of all, no traces of
structures have been recognized on any of the sites, even the larger ones (Soudsky’s 1969
suggestion that there may be Bandkeramik post-construction longhouses at Brzes¢ Kuj-
awski 4 nowithstanding), suggesting that the durations of occupation of sites called
“large” Bandkeramik sites are contemporary and the product of the same occupation
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episode. Moreover, the dichotomy between these two classes of sites is exaggerated by
differences in the sizes of areas excavated by archaeologists.

S, d km

Figure 1. Kujavia and Wielkopolska regions of Poland (inset) with locations of sites
mentioned in text: A—Adolfin; B—Biskupin 15a; BK—Brzesc’Kujawski; BR—Broniewice;
BY —Byczyna; D—Dobre; DS—Dobiesiewice; K—Krzywosadz; KZ—Krusza Zamkowa; R—
Radziejéw; S—Strzelce; WK—Wola Kozuszkowa.

An examination of the evidence indicates instead that the Bandkeramik settlements
in lowland Poland consist uniformly of several pits, some of which have dense concentra-
tions of potsherds, flint debitage, and faunal remains. At Brzesé Kujawski 4, for instance,
the Bandkeramik settlement (considered by Wislanski to be a large one) left just five pits
in addition to some material in the mixed cultural layer (Grygiel 1976). Admittedly, this
site has seen much later occupation which did not contribute at all to the preservation of
the earlier features. Still, I would not consider it to be markedly larger than sites like
Wola Kozuszkowa (Grygiel 1975), Strzelce (Wislariski 1959) or the complex of sites near
Radziejéow (Gabatéwna 1963). In addition, there are a number of uniformly small sites
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scattered across the area, most of which are known only from surface finds although
some (like Adolfin near Aleksandréw Kujawski and Byczyna near Radziejow) have been
excavated (Grygiel 1976:96-8). The picture begins to emerge of a number of small,
undifferentiated temporary settlements scattered across the landscape of lowland Poland.

These can be viewed as the tactical responses of Bandkeramik settlers entering an
environment quite different from the loess belt of central Europe, doing their best
on a local level while in the process of mapping out the variability in the lowland environ-
ment. These sites are found in a variety of locations: at Brzes¢, on the top of a slight rise
in the ground moraine next to a glacial kettle-lake; at Krzywosadz (Komorowski 1959),
on top of a large dune. At Radziejéw, a series of Banderamik sites is located along the
base and lower slopes of a large moraine (a distribution markedly different from the
later Funnel Beaker Culture sites in the area, all of which are located on top of the
moraine). Wislariski’s observation (1969:63) that the Bandkeramik sites occur on the
boundaries of different soil types may be quite significant since the desire to maximize
imperfectly known resources (and minimize short-term risks) over a short period of time
would make such diverse areas attractive. In some cases, it is possible that short-lived
features of the landscape such as forest clearings accounted for the location of Band-
keramik sites. The relatively long duration of this tactical response to an incompletely-
mapped environment (perhaps 500 years) is very possibly due to the low overall popula-
tion density of the Bandkeramik settlers and the resultant low degree of information
exchange about the location of significant environment variables.

What motivated the Bandkeramik penetration of lowland Europe? Many authors
might simply invoke the hypothesis that due to the depletion of the fertility of the loess
soils to the south, the Bandkeramik agriculturalists were forced to seek fertile land
further afield in order to maintain a growing population. I have argued elsewhere (Bogucki
n.d.) against the validity of such carrying capacity hypotheses in connection with the
Banderamik expansion, contending that the loess soils were not occupied to their capacity
and that new evidence from the Rhineland (Kuper et. al. 1974) suggests that Banderamik
sites were occupied for quite a long period of time. Rather than representing the overspill
of the Bandkeramik population from the loess, I would suggest that these tactical sites
are those of groups interested in finding and developing resources other than arable land.
Sherratt (1977:561-2) has recently called attention to the fact that while Bandkeramik
settlement is indeed concentrated on the fertile loess soils of central Europe, many
important nonorganic raw materials, such as tool-grade flint and amphibolite, could be
found only at great distances from these soils. I would argue that the motivation to find
sources of such materials provided the impetus for this first push out onto the North
European Plain by food-producing groups.

This picture of small, undifferentiated sites changes by the middle of the fourth
millennium B.C., by which time we are dealing with the Lengyle culture-historical unit.
The tendency for the Lengyel settlements to be located on the boundaries of different
soil zones like their Banderamik predecessors has been noted by Wislariski (1969:71), as
well as their concentration in the same regions as the Bandkeramik sites when lowland
Poland is viewed as a whole. However, there is a much richer hierarchy of settlement sizes
at this time and the first evidence in the lowland for long-term structures, the well-known
trapezoidal Lengyel longhouses (JazdZewski 1938, Gabatéwna 1966 among others),
which range from 15-40 meters in length.
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Small, probably short-term sites superficially similar to those observed in the Band-
keramik occupation of this area still occur, although often they are not deliberately sought
by excavators and instead appear as chance finds in road cuts or found stratified under
sites of later periods. Two such sites with which I am familiar both occur within two
kilometers of the town of Brzes¢ Kujawski (Falborz 1: Informator 1976, and Karpaty 1:
unpublished excavations in 1977 of the Lodz Museum). Both of these appear to have
shorter and less intense periods of occupation than the short-term Bandkeramik sites,
generally with much less cultural debris and smaller and more-scattered pits. I will return
to the topic of these short-term Lengyel sites below.

The two other size-grades of Lengyel sites in lowland Poland are both characterized
by trapezoidal longhouses. The first of these has one or two trapezoidal houses with no
traces of others nearby and no superimposed structures indicating rebuilding episodes.
Many examples of such sites are known, among them Dobre (near Radziejéw) site 6
(JazdZewski 1938), Biskupin 15a (Maciejewski 1956), Dobiesiewice 2 (Bednarczyk and
Kosko 1975), and Broniewice 4 (Informator 1971). Typically, a single longhouse is found
on these sites (two in the case of Dobre) along with several trash pits and possibly some
graves (notably at Biskupin 15a and Broniewice 4). The discovery of only isolated houses
does not appear to have been the product of limited areas of excavation.

Finally, there are the large Lengyel sites with many trapezoidal longhouses existing
simultaneously and with a long period of occupation indicated by frequent rebuildings
and superimposed structures. Two of these are currently known from lowland Poland.
One is the large, multi-period site currently being excavated by the Adam Mickiewicz
University (Poznari) at Krusza Zamkowa near Inowroctaw (Informator 1974, 1975, 1976
and personal communication of Drs. A Ko$ko and J. Bednarczyk). The other is site 4 at
Brzesc Kujawski (Jazdzewski 1938, Gabatéwna 1966, and current excavations of Mgr.
R. Grygiel and the author). Since Krusza Zamkowa is still under excavation, the informa-
tion on it is still rather sketchy, but it appears that the traces of about a dozen trapezoidal
houses have been exposed, although I do not know whether or not they existed con-
temporaneously or partially in sequence. Brze§¢ Kujawski 4 has been well-known to
European archaeologists since bofore World War II on the basis of Dr. Konrad Jazdzew-
ski’s excavations there in 1933-39. Here, the complete or partial remains of over 50
longhouses have been exposed. In detailed analysis of the stratigraphic relationships of
these structures, Gabatéwna (1966) has recognized seven periods of construction activity
on the site of concludes that at any one time there were about half-a-dozen “active”
longhouses in existence. This is an analogous situation to some of the larger Bandkeramik
loess settlements, such as Bylany (Soudsky and Pavlu 1972:319), except that the settle-
ment at Brzesé¢ Kujawski 4 is several hundred years later. Large numbers of Lengyel
graves occur at both Krusza Zamkowa and Brzes¢ Kujawski 4, and some of these are
impressively furnished (JazdZewski 1938, Czerniak 1977).

The long-term Lengyel sites represent strategic responses to the increasingly better-
investigated lowland environment. Not only do they represent longer commitments to a
single location but there is a tendency of these sites to be located at nodal points in the
waterways of the lowlands. The settlement at Brzes¢ Kujawski is situated not far from a
bend in the Zgtowiaczka river where it joins the Bachorza river. The combination of this
nodal location and the fertile Kujavian black earth in the vicinity was probably a major
contributing factor to the continuity of settlement on this site. Krusza Zamkowa, mean-
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while, is located between the tip of Lake Gopto and Lake Pako$é, the two longest and
largest of the Kujavian glacial lakes, on the river connecting them. Nearby is another
patch of fertile Kujavian agricultural land and the opportunity for salt extraction in the
Inowroctaw (German Hohensalza) area. Lengyel features which have been interpreted as
pans for the evaporation of brine from salt springs have been found in the Krakéw area
(Jodtowski 1971, 1976:151). Should this be a correct assessment, then it would appear
that some effort was being put into salt extraction in fourth millenoium B.C. Europe.
The smaller settlements with the single or double longhouses cannot be fitted into a
regular pattern topographically, but the commitment to a single location for at least the

use-life of the house would indicate that at least some preplanning went into the choice
of a site location. However, the lack of rebuilding episodes on these sites suggests that
either some drawbacks were discovered in the location of the site or that some ephemeral
quality of the location which made it originally attractive had disappeared. The use-life
of one of these structures is a matter of some dispute. Jazdzewski (1938) estimated it at
50 years, whereas Gabatéwna (1966, 1968) argues for the more conservative figure of
20 years. Kuper (Kuper et al. 1974), dealing with Bandkeramik structures in the Rhine-
land, notes that his inquiries of people knowledgeable about post structures indicate a
use-life of 20-30 years, although he moves it up to 35 years later in the same article. Even
if we were to know the use-life of one of these structures, there is always the possibility
that it was abandoned shortly after construction. The most that we can say is that the
sites with one or two longhouses do not exhibit the duration of occupation seen on sites
like Brzes¢ Kujawski 4.

The short-term Lengyel sites mentioned above are not difficult to fit into such an
organizational model. In my opinion, they differ from the Bandkeramik tactical settle-
ments. Whereas the Bandkeramik sites have trashpits filled with large quantities of animal
bones and flint debitage, the pits on these short-term Lengyel sites are very poor in
artifactual content and faunal material (judging from the two in the immediate vicinity
of Brzes¢ Kujawski mentioned above) and instead contain just a small amount of ceramic
material. Animal bones are confined (at least at Karpaty 1, with which I have first-hand
experience) to small splinters. Whereas the Bandkeramik sites suggest self-sufficient
units participating in many aspects of economic activity, the short-term Lengyel sites
could be argued to represent specialized stations operated by the larger sites for a single
purpose, such as maintaining outlying agricultural plots or supervising herds of animals.

It can be argued that similar tactical/strategic schemes can be developed in other
parts of early Neolithic central Europe. For instance, on the loess uplands of southern
Poland, there is a noticeable lack of large Banderamik sites with typologically-early
ceramics. Sites like Zofipole (Kulczycka 1961) and Samborzec (Kamienska 1964) consist
only of small groups of trash pits with dense concentrations of artifactual material, much
like Strzelce and the Bandkeramik features at Brzes¢ Kujawski in the north. It is only
during the middle and late (late Notenkopf/Zeliezovce) phases of the Bandkeramik
occupation that large, long-term (arguably ‘“strategic”) settlements such as Olszanica
(Milisauskas 1976) appear. The timelag between the initial appearance of “tactical”
settlements and the development of “strategic™ sites in southern Poland is only slightly
shorter than that observed in the north, since in lowland Poland the earliest Bandkeramik
sites can be typologically correlated with the middle and late Bandkeramik phases in the
south.
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CONCLUSION

The above dicussion of tactical and strategic sites gives some structure to the early
Neolithic settlement of lowland Poland where previous single-factor attempts at explaining
the location of sites were found lacking. In doing so, it calls attention to the fact that a
prehistoric population entering new territory should not necessarily be expected to locate
its settlements in any sort of regular relationship to variables like topography or soils.
(In fact, if it were to do so, then some interesting organizational processes were probably
at work, such as the locator system used by the medieval Germans in their colonization of
the eastern Slavic lands.) Rather, the colonizing population should be expected to locate
its settlements in a variety of situations by virtue of the fact that it will take time to
become fully acquainted with the area. As such, diversity of settlement location may tell
us as much as any sort of regularity. Research designs developed to study such prehistoric
situations should pay as much attention to the later adaptations to a completely-mapped
environment as they do to the tactical adaptations of the initial colonizers.
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