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abstract. This paper focuses on a copper-alloy goad discovered in 2017 in Lubniewice in Lubuskie 
Voivodeship, Poland. An interdisciplinary analysis has shown that the goad was originally part of 
a  lavishly decorated copper-alloy spur representing a type known from high-status West Slavic graves 
(e.g. Lutomiersk, Ciepłe) and settlement sites. Because objects of this kind are made of costly material, 
and because expert skills were required to produce them, it is argued that they were commissioned by 
a very specific group of people who used them as “material markers” of their distinct cultural and reli-
gious identity. It is not unlikely that the owners of such spurs were members of the elite retinue of the 
Piasts who played important roles on and off the battlefield. 
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INTRODuCTION 

There is no doubt that among many early medieval societies spurs were en-
dowed with symbolic significance. For this reason, these essential elements of 
equestrian equipment were sometimes ornamented with intricate designs referring 
to the sphere of pagan beliefs. Examples of this form of artistic and ideological 
expression can be seen on the terminals of the Frankish spur from R. Zsille’s 
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private collection which are formed into the head of an elongated snake-like animal 
with bulging eyes (Zsille and Forrer 1891, p. 7, Taf. III: 6). Also the goads of the 
eleventh-century Anglo-Saxon spurs from Everleigh, Chevington, Race Hill, 
Rotherfield Grays, Soberton, Taynton and Mundford in England were formed into 
the heads of beasts (Williams 2002, p. 115-116; Gurney 2006, p. 120). Zoomorphic 
motifs also appear on the terminals of the eleventh-twelfth century spurs from 
Icklingham, Marnhull, Pakenham and Perth (Williams 2002, p. 116-118), as well 
as on the spur terminals from the German Reich dated to the eleventh-twelfth 
centuries (Engel 1912-1914, p. 327, Abb. 1; Jaeger 1937, p. 114, Abb. 2; Koch 
1982, p. 77, Abb. 12; Schulze-Dörrlamm 1995, p. 54, Abb. 24; Kind 2001, cat. 122).

In light of the latest archaeological discoveries and interpretations, however, it 
appears that not only Western European spurs carried symbolic meanings. In a se-
ries of recent studies, Leszek Gardeła, Kamil Kajkowski and Zdzisława Ratajczyk 
have argued that West Slavic copper-alloy spurs of the Lutomiersk type also had 
special significance (Ratajczyk, Gardeła and Kajkowski 2017; Gardeła 2018; Gar-
deła 2019a; Gardeła 2019b; Gardeła, Kajkowski and Ratajczyk 2019). 

This paper examines a new example of a copper-alloy goad, which originally 
belonged to a Lutomiersk type spur. A series of specialist analyses have been 
conducted to explore the chemical composition of this object and the methods 
of its manufacture, providing interesting insights into the practical applications of 
spurs of this kind. In addition to presenting the results of specialist analyses, this 
paper also seeks to shed more light on the historical and cultural context of the 
goad’s discovery. 

The artefact in focus was found on an unploughed field, northeast of Lub-
niewice (southwest of Gorzów Wielkopolski, Lubuskie Voivodeship), about 350 m 
north of the road running to Osieck, just behind the last buildings at the edge of 
the town (Fig. 1). This area is situated on an elevation near the Lubawka River 
valley. Hoping to find out more about the artefact, the discoverer of the find pub-
lished it on an internet forum, and in February 2017 a photo of the object appeared 
on the social-network site Facebook. Thanks to the efforts of Dr. Leszek Gardeła 
and Dr. Arkadiusz Michalak, the artefact was obtained from the finder several 
months later. In April 2019, a survey of the location of its discovery was under-
taken, but no other portable finds or archaeological features were found. By the 
decision of the Provincial Conservation Office in Zielona Góra, the goad from 
Lubniewice was included in the collections of the Archaeological Museum of the 
Middle Odra River Area in Zielona Góra, based in Świdnica, Poland.

DESCRIPTION AND TYPOLOGICAL ATTRIBuTION OF THE GOAD

The goad from Lubniewice was cast from copper-alloy. It has the form of 
a tapered bar, oval in section, 5.6 cm long and 0.9 to 0.5 cm thick (Figs. 2-3). 
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A short distance from the thicker end of the bar there is a ball-shaped knob (1.0 cm 
in diameter) with an interlace motif. Next to the ball, on the upper edge of the 
goad, a horse-like figure with the head turned backwards is depicted (1.6 cm long, 
1.7 cm high). The other end of the goad is decorated with three encircling grooves. 
The copper-alloy goad has an iron tang by which it was originally attached to the 
main body of the spur; an X-ray photograph confirms that the tang/core passes 
through the full length of the goad (Fig. 4). Judging by the position of the thick-
er end of the goad, it may be surmised that it was aligned at an angle of around 
15° upwards in relation to the spur’s arms. The weight of the artefact is 18.652 
grams.

Given the very specific constructional features and characteristic overall appear-
ance, it is beyond doubt that the goad from Lubniewice originally formed part of 

Fig. 1. The location of the find. Map by Arkadiusz Michalak



Arkadiusz Michalak, Leszek Gardeła138

a copper-alloy spur lavishly adorned with animal motifs. As mentioned above, 
artefacts of this kind are labelled by some scholars as “spurs of the Lutomiersk 
type” (Wadyl and Skvorcov 2018) or “zoomorphic spurs” (e.g. Ratajczyk, Gardeła 
and Kajkowski 2017; Gardeła 2018; Gardeła 2019a, p. 228; Gardeła 2019b; Gar-
deła, Kajkowski and Söderberg 2019; Gardeła, Kajkowski, Ratajczyk and Wadyl 
2019). 

Examples of such copper-alloy spurs – in various states of preservation and 
sometimes very fragmented – are known from several graves discovered in early 

Fig. 2. Photograph of the goad from Lubniewice. By Arkadiusz Michalak
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medieval cemeteries located in the area of today’s Poland, including Cerkiewnik, 
Ciepłe and Lutomiersk (Jażdżewski 1951, p. 119-120; Nadolski 1959, p. 58-59; 
Abramowicz 1962, p. 127; Ziemlińska-Odoj 1992; Wachowski 2001, p. 158, 169; 
Wachowski 2006; Ratajczyk 2013a; Ratajczyk 2013b; Ratajczyk, Gardeła and Kaj-
kowski 2017; Gardeła 2018; Gardeła, Kajkowski and Ratajczyk 2019; Gardeła, 
Kajkowski, Ratajczyk and Wadyl 2019). Regardless of the fact that some of the 
contents of these graves are poorly preserved as a result of cremation or later 
post-depositional disturbance, it is clear that the deceased and/or the people who 
buried them belonged to the highest strata of society. This is implied not only by 
the sheer presence of the luxurious spurs within the funerary assemblages, but also 
by the fact that the graves in question contain weapons, elaborate riding gear (e.g. 
decorative bridles, stirrups, saddles), drinking vessels (buckets and ceramic pots) 
and various other utensils.

It should be noted that in addition to the zoomorphic spurs from funerary con-
texts, one analogous spur (lacking the goad) was discovered during excavations of 
an early medieval stronghold at Wrocław Ostrów Tumski in Lower Silesian 
Voivodeship, Poland (Kaźmierczyk and Lasota 1979; Wachowski 2006). Further-
more, two goads, similar to the Lubniewice find and likewise detached from the 
spurs, have recently been found at Skegrie in Skåne, Sweden (Söderberg 2014, 
p. 76; Gardeła, Kajkowski and Söderberg 2019) and at Kumachevo in the Sambia 
Peninsula, Russia (Wadyl and Skvorcov 2018). A buckle, probably belonging to 

Fig. 3. Drawing of the goad from Lubniewice. By Monika Kaczmarek
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a spur of the same type was recently found at Schwerin in Mecklenburg-Vorpom-
mern, Germany (Konze and Ruchhöft 2017). 

So far, the best preserved and complete examples of the Lutomiersk type spurs 
have been found in the cemetery at Ciepłe (Fig. 5). Based on those discoveries, 
we know that the arms of the spurs in the top view are U-shaped. In the side view 
the line of the arms is straight, and the goads are raised at a circa 15o angle 
(a constructional feature also confirmed by the find from Lubniewice). The arms 
of the spurs take the form of a narrow band with an arched profile and heart-shaped 
terminals to which leather straps were originally fastened with two rivets (Rataj-
czyk 2013a); they are decorated with a narrow and convex rib with a groove on 
both sides. Rows of circles embedded within a wavy line are portrayed on both 
sides of that rib. The upper edges of the arms are ornamented with an openwork 
motif showing three animals facing the terminals. On the lower edge of each arm, 
approximately beneath the last animal (counting from the goad), there are two 
rectangular loops with a small suspended bell (Ratajczyk 2013b, p. 289-299)1. The 
surviving decoration of the leather straps, which were used to attach the spurs to 

1 Other than the finds from Ciepłe and Lutomiersk, the only examples of spurs with suspended 
bells come from Speyer in Germany and from the collections of the Römisch-Germanisches Museum 
in Cologne, but the exact contexts of their discovery remain unknown (Jaeger 1937, p. 111, Abb. 2; 
Steuer 1979, p. 366, Abb. 4, Taf. 57:4). On typological basis, the German examples can be dated to 
the twelfth-thirteenth centuries. 

Fig. 4. X-ray of the goad from Lubniewice. By Arkadiusz Michalak
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the shoes, is also very elaborate – each strap originally had two fittings in the form 
of winged animals with long necks. These fittings served as fasteners for the 
tongueless buckle, which is also decorated with animal motifs, representing two 
snakes facing each other. In addition, the fastening strap has a ‘ring’ which serves 
as a loop holding the two ends of the strap in place. The very end of the strap 
also has a fitting with zoomorphic ornamentation, resembling a bird-like creature 
with a long beak.

The form of the spurs, although exceptionally decorative, can be classified 
as type I and variant 2 in Zofia Hilczerówna’s typology (1956, p. 22-34) and as 
variant c1 according to Krzysztof Wachowski’s classification (1984, p. 30-40), 
which allows dating them to the second half of the tenth century. It is probable, 
however, that they were used all the way into the first half of the eleventh centu-
ry. Spurs of this type resemble the finds included in Anne Pedersen’s (2014, 
p.  102-104) group B dated to the second half of the tenth-eleventh century. In 
Norbert Goßler’s (1998, p. 494-510) classification, the Lutomiersk type spurs 
would belong to type A.I.a dated to the tenth-eleventh century.

Due to its distinct form, the goad from Lubniewice definitely stands out from 
the examples of spurs typical of Hilczerówna’s group I.2. In considering the con-
structional and decorative details of spur goads in general, it is noteworthy that 
various kinds of balls and knobs appear quite early in history; for example, on late 
Roman spurs (Zsille and Forrer 1891, Taf. II), and are common on the early 

Fig. 5. One of the complete Lutomiersk type spurs from grave 42/2009 at Ciepłe. Photo by 
Jarosław Strobin. Used by kind permission of Zdzisława Ratajczyk 
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Fig. 6. XRF analysis of the goad from Lubniewice. By Patryk Bielecki  
and Arkadiusz Michalak
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 medieval spurs as well (Goßler 1998, 643, Taf. 1, Kind 2002, Abb. 3; Pedersen 
2014, Fig. 4.14). Balls or knobs appear less frequently in the middle part of the 
goad or at its base; examples include the spur AIIIa from the stronghold Groitsch, 
Ldkr. Borna, Germany dated to the tenth-eleventh centuries (Goßler 1998, 643, 
Taf. 5:97), as well as the finds from the strongholds at Łęczyca and Moraczewo, 
Poland (Kara 2009, Fig. 77:4-5), and the spur from a grave from Kasmusmølle, 
Ullerup parish, Denmark from the tenth century (Pedersen 2014, Pl. 46:4). A ‘ball’ 
also adorns the base of a tenth-century spur goad from Varivode, Šibenik-Knin 
county in Croatia (Kind 2002, Abb. 3:19). This feature appears to have been 
a widespread motif and thus cannot play a decisive role in determining the chronol-
ogy or geographical origin of a particular spur type.

Likewise, the three encircling grooves at the end of the goad from Lubniewice 
is something that is commonly noted in the decoration of early medieval spurs. 
Among others, this motif appears on the goads of spurs from Oldenburg and Köll-
michen, Germany dated to the eleventh-century (Goßler 1998, Taf. 2:29, 33).

SPECIALIST ANALYSES 

In order to analyse the chemical composition of the goad from Lubniewice, 
a sample was taken from the lower part of the ‘ball’2. An XRF analysis showed 
that it was made of an alloy the main component of which, apart from copper 
(Cu – 67.9503%), was lead (Pb – 14.8736%) and zinc (Zn – 6.7872%). The total 
share of other elements did not exceed 10% (S – 2.0,803%, Sn – 2.8672%, 
P – 1.8887%, Fe – 1.4607%, Si – 2.0901%) (Fig. 6). 

Because specialist studies of other Lutomiersk type spurs have not been con-
ducted yet, we are compelled to refer to comparative analyses of copper-alloy 
hooked spurs from the eighth-ninth century. The material of the tested samples 
from Pień and Słodkówka in Poland, however, is characterised by a much larger 
share of copper, significantly exceeding 80% and over 10% of zinc (Janowski 2016; 
Janowski 2017, p. 184). In both cases, the raw material is aurichalcum, i.e. an 
alloy displaying properties of bronze, in which the source of zinc is not the me-
tallic elements but its ore – calamine. The examples originating from the Czech 
Republic, Moravia and Slovakia have a lot more diverse composition (Profantová 
2016, tab. 1). Most often they have 80% copper and tin (usually over 15%), but 
only a fraction of zinc ranging from 0.1-2.9% (most often 0.3-1.6%) (Profantová 
2016, tab. 1). There are no spurs among these items with a composition similar 

2 The analysis was carried out by Dr. Patryk Bielecki from the Poznań Science and Technology 
Park of the Adam Mickiewicz University Foundation in Poznań. The surface composition of the ar-
tefact was analysed using a Bruker S1 Titan LE XRF spectrometer equipped with a rhodium anode 
lamp (Rh) and a silicon drift detector. The measuring instrument uses X-ray fluorescence technology 
with wave dispersion (WDXRF).



Arkadiusz Michalak, Leszek Gardeła144

to the goad from Lubniewice. Moreover, the tenth-eleventh century spurs that have 
a chalice-like goad (Menzlin type) from Klim and Pasym (Kind 2002, Fig. 6) are 
made of brass containing over 80% copper and 11% of zinc as well as lead 
(1.6 and 4.55%), tin (2.31 and 1.28%) and about 1% iron, and so they cannot be 
used as parallels. 

With regard to chemical composition, the most similar artefact to the goad from 
Lubniewice is the bronze spur from Radachówka in Masovia, Poland, dated broad-
ly from the eighth to the eleventh century, which was made using a high-lead 
content tin-zinc-lead bronze containing 76.31% copper, almost 15% lead, about 6% 
zinc and more than 2% tin (Hensel 2003, Table 1). No direct connection between 
the two artefacts can be seen, however. On the other hand, the sword scabbard 
chape from Łekno had a very similar composition of copper alloy (67.43%), zinc 
(14.54%), lead (9.72%) and tin (1.01%) (Wyrwa and Janowski 2014, p. 329). 

In light of the above, we feel that to be able to draw any further conclusions, 
it is necessary to examine the remaining examples of copper-alloy spurs of the 
Lutomiersk type and to intensify analyses of other early medieval elements of West 
Slavic equestrian equipment. Perhaps, however, one should not expect any patterns 
in the selection of raw material for making such objects, as has recently been 
suggested in the analysis of the cheek piece from Ostrów Lednicki (Banaszak and 
Tabaka 2017, Table I).

It is highly probable that the goad from Lubniewice was made in two stages. 
In the first stage the iron core was forged, and was then placed in a casting mould. 
The second stage of production involved pouring metal into the mould with the 
intention to obtain the final highly decorative form of the object. A similar tech-
nique was used in the production of iron-bronze spurs with a chalice-like goad 
(Kind 2002; Hensel 2003).

The use of iron (a material more flexible than bronze) to connect the goad with 
the main body of the spur strengthened its structure and made it more flexible, 
which enabled riding the horse without fear of hurting the animal. Furthermore, 
using a goad with an iron core covered with bronze would have given the animal 
a very precise signal without causing too much pain. 

Specialist research on the chemical composition of the goad from Lubniewice 
clearly shows that we are dealing with a fully functional and technologically ad-
vanced product. This is an important counterargument to the views of earlier schol-
ars who considered the Lutomiersk spurs to be only used in ‘parades’ (in fact, 
some scholars literally called them ostrogi paradne or parade spurs). It is beyond 
doubt that these were luxury objects of a very sophisticated form, which only 
individuals of exceptional status and prestige could afford to own, but our analyses 
show conclusively they could be effectively used in military endeavours.

The complex technological features and the remarkably broad geographical dis-
tribution of copper-alloy zoomorphic spurs (and their fragments) strongly suggest 
that the people to who these objects originally belonged were members of a very 
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mobile group operating both within and outside the remits of the emerging Piast 
state (Fig. 7). Before we expand this thought further, however, a few remarks must 
to be made about the turbulent and somewhat controversial history of the spurs’ 
interpretations.

Fig. 7. Distribution of the Lutomiersk type spurs and their fragments

1 – Cerkiewnik, Olsztyn District, Poland; 2 – Ciepłe, Tczew District, Poland; 3 – Kumachevo, Zeleno-
gradsky District, Russia; 4 – Lubniewice, Sulęcin district, Poland; 5 – Lutomiersk, Pabianice District, 
Poland; 6 – Skegrie, Skåne, Sweden; 7 – Wrocław-Ostrów Tumski, Wrocław district, Poland. The cop-
per-alloy buckle found at Schwerin, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Germany, which probably belonged to 
a Lutomiersk type spur, is not included here. Map by Skvorcov, Wadyl 2018 and edited by the authors 
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SPURS OF THE LUTOMIERSK TYPE: A CONTROVERSIAL HISTORY  
OF RESEARCH AND RECEPTION

The first four examples of copper-alloy spurs with zoomorphic decorations were 
found in the 1940s in two separate graves in the early medieval cemetery at Lu-
tomiersk in Central Poland3. In view of the graves’ rich contents, including weap-
ons, equestrian equipment, drinking vessels and other small objects, many scholars 
interpreted them as belonging to foreigners or mercenaries who had come to the 
area of Poland from Eastern Europe, Asia or Scandinavia. A close and critical 
reading of the first publications on Lutomiersk (Jażdżewski 1951; Nadolski 1959) 
clearly shows the fallacy of such views, and it is now evident that the real basis 
for the idea of foreign provenance of the people from Lutomiersk was simply that 
the grave contents seemed, to the scholars who interpreted them, too unusual and 
too rich to have been West Slavic. 

Although it is indeed true that in the late 1940s the copper-alloy spurs from 
Lutomiersk were unlike anything that had been discovered in Poland before, we 
must acknowledge the fact that at that time research on West Slavic material cul-
ture and funerary practices was still at a nascent stage. Together with the mislead-
ing conviction about the lack of animal style in West Slavic art, all this gave 
support to the idea that Lutomiersk was a burial ground of foreigners who were 
laid to rest with exotic objects which they had brought from distant places. In view 
of the above and in line with the principles of culture-historical archaeology, it felt 
natural for scholars of the 1940-1960s to look for the provenance of the spurs 
outside of Polish lands. In their attempts to ‘prove’ their foreign origin, some re-
searchers even went as far as to suggest that the spurs were stylistically similar to 
objects from the Urals (e.g. Nadolski 1959, p. 59; Abramowicz 1962, p. 127). 

Although all arguments linking the spurs with foreign cultural milieus were 
purely conjectural and without any solid grounding, the idea that they were 
non-Slavic objects (and consequently that the people they were buried with were 
foreigners) strongly influenced scholarly opinions on later discoveries of analogous 
copper-alloy spurs and other luxurious elements of equestrian equipment. The in-
terpretations put forward by Jażdżewski (1951), Nadolski (1959)4, Abramowicz 
(1962)5 and Kostrzewski (1962)6, who linked the spurs and their owners with 
Varangian/Rus immigrants or mercenaries, held strong in Polish archaeology for 
many years, in effect casting a thick veil of misinformation over this fascinating 
category of finds. 

3 Grave 5 was a cremation grave and grave 10 was an inhumation. For more details about their 
contents, see Jażdżewski 1951.

4 Nadolski (1959, p. 58-59) thought the spurs were made somewhere in the Eurasian steppes 
“probably in their western Black Sea-Ural part”.

5 Abramowicz (1962, p. 127) thought the spurs were made in Rus or somewhere in the Urals.
6 Kostrzewski (1962, p. 221) thought the spurs were made in Rus.
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In agreement with the former views of Jażdżewski and Nadolski, the fragment-
ed copper-alloy spur found in 1977 at Ostrów Tumski in Wrocław was interpreted 
by Józef Kaźmierczyk and Czesław Lasota (1979) as an object of foreign prove-
nance. When over a decade later Włodzimiera Ziemlińska-Odoj (1992) discovered 
a cremation grave with an identical copper-alloy spur at Cerkiewnik in Warmia in 
northeast Poland, she was likewise hesitant to associate it with Western Slavs. 
Although she refrained from articulating her opinion in a clear way, it may be 
deduced from the tone of her article that she thought the object was of foreign 
manufacture (Ziemlińska-Odoj 1992, p. 142-143). 

In 1993, the Poznań-based archaeologist Michał Kara (1993, p. 40) took a dif-
ferent stance and interpreted the spurs from Lutomiersk as objects originating from 
Sweden and, consequently, suggested that the people buried with them had come 
from Scandinavia, perhaps in their role as mercenaries. In 2001, Krzysztof Wa-
chowski agreed with Kara’s view that the spurs were of Scandinavian origin, but 
he failed to provide solid evidence to support it. Again, as in the case of earlier 
interpretations suggesting Varangian or Rus provenance of these finds, the argu-
ments for the spurs origin in Scandinavia were purely impressionistic and lacked 
a convincing source-critical foundation. In his brief paper, Wachowski stated that 
similar spurs had been found in Denmark (Wachowski 2001, p. 158)7, but did not 
provide any references to support this claim. In another article from 2006, Wa-
chowski referred to a spur from Denmark (again, without mentioning the exact 
place of its discovery) which, he claimed, was similar to the finds from Luto miersk. 
Upon closer inspection, the Danish spur he probably had in mind – discovered in 
grave 2 from Nørre Longelse 2 in Langeland (Brøndsted 1936, no 89; Sellevold, 
Hansen and Jørgensen 1984, p. 92; Pedersen 2014b, p. 80 and plate 19)8 – does 

7 „Dalsze okazy (fragmenty) ostróg odkryto w Polsce północno-wschodniej i w Danii, co zdaje 
się przemawiać na korzyść skandynawskiej genezy tych zabytków” / “Further examples (fragments) 
of spurs were discovered in northeastern Poland and in Denmark, which speaks in favour of the idea 
of the Scandinavian origin of these finds” – cited after Wachowski (2001, p. 158), translated by Leszek 
Gardeła.

8 Grave 2 from Nørre Longelse in Langeland, Denmark was discovered in 1926. Unfortunately, 
there is no information about the position of the artefacts and the grave’s construction; we only know 
that it was an inhumation. According to the osteological analysis of the surviving bone remains, the 
deceased individual was a man aged 45-50 years at death. His grave contained a sword, a pair of 
iron spurs, two iron stirrups (with strap mounts), an iron horse bit, fragments of another similar horse 
bit, an iron hook, two copper-alloy mounts and three domed gilt copper-alloy mounts, four iron har-
ness buckles, a set of copper-alloy scales and a box, fragments of a copper-alloy bowl, fragments of 
a wooden bucket with iron hoops, a small iron buckle, a whetstone of slate, a bone pin, a fragment 
of an iron awl, casket mounts, iron fragments and four or five rivets, as well as fragments of leather, 
down, and silk. Given the specific contents of the grave (including a bucket and a copper alloy bowl), 
which have parallels among some of the rich chamber graves from the Polish area (e.g. Janowski 
2015; Błaszczyk 2018), it is possible to put forward a hypothesis that this was a (chamber?) grave 
of a person originating from the West Slavic area. The fact that the grave was found in Langeland, 
an island where Slavic presence is well-attested through archaeological evidence, adds even more 
credence to this view. The only way to obtain further information about the provenance of the deceased 
person is to conduct DNA and isotopic analyses of the surviving osteological remains.
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not display any typically Scandinavian stylistic traits and its overall design is very 
unusual. It might as well be the case that this particular object is actually a foreign 
“import”, possibly even from the West Slavic area. The hypothesis of its foreign 
(i.e. non-Scandinavian) provenance is further supported by the fact that none of 
the other goods found in this particular grave bear diagnostically Scandinavian 
traits. 

Discussions on the Lutomiersk type spurs continued in later years but the in-
terpretations did not change significantly; while some Polish scholars still held the 
opi nion that the spurs were of Rus manufacture, others claimed that they originat-
ed from Scandinavia (Grygiel 2014, p. 698) or alternatively from Baltic lands 
(Wołoszyn 2010, p. 312). Interestingly, when the Lutomiersk spurs were discussed 
by scholars from other countries, they were regarded as Slavic (e.g. Brather 2008, 
p. 328-329; Rohrer 2012). Only Norbert Goßler (2013b, p. 176; 2014, p. 19) saw 
them as having Baltic traits. 

The main and most glaring problem with all these interpretations is the fact 
that none of the above-mentioned Polish scholars were able to point out direct 
analogies to the Lutomiersk type spurs in Rus or Scandinavia. They also failed to 
demonstrate convincingly that the various stylistic features of these objects had 
parallels in Rus or Scandinavian art. This comes as no surprise, since there is 
absolutely nothing in the design or decoration of the spurs that is even vaguely 
reminiscent of artistic motifs typically found in Viking Age Scandinavia or Rus 
(on Scandinavian Viking Age art and its characteristic features, see for example, 
Graham-Campbell 1980; Williams, Pentz and Wemhoff 2013). 

In light of the above, it is fair to say that all former assumptions regarding the 
allegedly foreign provenance of the Lutomiersk type spurs were purely conjectur-
al and without solid source-critical foundations. The following facts can help 
 illustrate the basis for these misconceptions: 

 ● In the 1950-1960s (that is in the period when the debate on Lutomiersk type 
spurs was particularly heated), scholarly understanding of West Slavic mate-
rial culture (especially of objects made of ferrous and non-ferrous metals) 
was very limited. With some exceptions (e.g. Żak 1959), Polish scholars were 
convinced that Western Slavs did not have zoomorphic art and this led them 
to seek the provenance of objects decorated with animal motifs outside of 
Slavic lands. 

 ● The idea of Rus provenance of the spurs (and of the people they were bu ried 
with), advocated by several Polish scholars, was mainly based on an un-
critical reading of textual sources. By forcefully trying to piece together 
medieval written accounts (e.g. Povest’ vremennykh let or Primary Chronicle) 
with archaeological material, it was argued that the people buried at Luto-
miersk were political refugees from Rus or mercenaries and/or foreign mem-
bers of Bolesław Chrobry’s retinue (drużyna). 
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 ●  Most scholars who argued for a Scandinavian origin of the Lutomiersk type 
spurs had only a cursory understanding of the material culture of Viking Age 
Scandinavia. It is evident from the works they cited that their basic (and 
sometimes only) source of reference was Holger Arbman’s two-volume mo-
nograph on the Birka cemeteries (Arbman 1940; Arbman 1943). It is note-
worthy that nothing like the Lutomiersk spurs is known from Birka or from 
Central Sweden generally. The punchline is the fact that Holger Arbman, 
who personally visited Lutomiersk in 1949 (at the time when the site was 
being excavated), clearly expressed the opinion that none of the finds disco-
vered there were of Germanic provenance (Abramowicz 2010, p. 300; Gar-
deła 2019, p. 247-248). 

Academic debates on the purpose9 and provenance of the Lutomiersk type spurs 
(and consequently on the cultural origin of the people they were buried with) 
started to take a new direction soon after Zdzisława Ratajczyk (2013a; 2013b) 
made a remarkable discovery in an early medieval cemetery at Ciepłe in Eastern 
Pomerania, Poland. One of the chamber graves from this site (grave 42/2009) held 
the remains of an adult man buried with completely preserved Lutomiersk type 
spurs on his feet. The man was also accompanied by a richly decorated sword (Jan 
Petersen’s type Z), a spearhead, and a whetstone. At his feet, a large bucket had 
been placed, as well as a pair of stirrups and an iron horse bit, probably forming 
part of a bridle. In her preliminary articles concerning this spectacular discovery, 
Zdzisława Ratajczyk (2013a; 2013b, p. 293) was very careful in stating her opi nion 
about the cultural provenance of the individual from grave 42/2009 and about the 
origin of the spurs. However, in 2017, together with Leszek Gardeła and Kamil 
Kajkowski, she published an article suggesting that the spurs were West Slavic and 
that they possessed rich symbolic undertones referring to pre-Christian cosmolog-
ical ideas (Ratajczyk, Gardeła and Kajkowski 2017). These revisionist views have 
recently met with positive responses from other Polish and international scholars 
(e.g. Błaszczyk 2018; Wadyl and Skvorcov 2018), and while the details of the 
interpretation of the spurs as “models of the Slavic cosmos” might require some 
revisions in the future, it now feels justified to associate these finds with the West 
Slavic cultural milieu (e.g. Gardeła 2018; Gardeła 2019a, p. 246-254; Gardeła 
2019b; Gardeła and Kajkowski forthcoming; Gardeła, Kajkowski and Ratajczyk 
2019; Gardeła, Kajkowski and Söderberg 2019). 

As demonstrated above, an open-minded deconstruction of the historiographic 
circumstances in which previous interpretations of the Lutomiersk type spurs were 

9 Because the examples of copper-alloy spurs from Lutomiersk, Wrocław Ostrów Tumski and 
Cerkiewnik were fragmentarily preserved and lacked the goads, many scholars believed these objects 
to have been decorative “saddle mounts” (e.g. Jażdżewski 1959; Nadolski 1959, p. 58-59; Kostrzew-
ski 1962, p. 221; Ziemlińska-Odoj 1992, p. 142; Kara 1993, p. 40; and, to some extent, Wołoszyn 
2010, p. 312). This view was ultimately rejected after the discovery of the spurs from the cemetery 
at Ciepłe (Ratajczyk 2013b). 
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put forward, together with a source-critical reassessment of the contexts of the 
spurs discovery, additionally supplemented by a detailed survey of artefact collec-
tions held in archaeological museums outside Poland (in Denmark, Norway, and 
Sweden) and consultations with international scholars10, show unequivocally that 
there are absolutely no grounds to maintain the thesis that these objects are of 
foreign (i.e. non-Slavic) provenance. West Slavic origin of the spurs is additional-
ly supported by a range of recent discoveries of other categories of objects dis-
playing similar stylistic traits and probably referring to the same complex of ideas 
(Gardeła and Kajkowski forthcoming). 

ANIMALS IN WEST SLAVIC EARLY MEDIEVAL ART 

Over the last fifty years, the rapid development of Central European archaeol-
ogy has substantially nuanced our understanding of West Slavic material culture. 
The discoveries of new strongholds and settlements, together with detailed inves-
tigations of graves and their rich furnishings, as well as specialist examinations of 
stray finds made of ferrous and non-ferrous metals, all show that West Slavic 
material culture was far more sophisticated than the scholars of the 1940-1960s 
believed it to be. It is now beyond doubt that, similarly to their Germanic and 
Baltic neighbours, Western Slavs produced objects with intricate zoomorphic de-
signs (Kajkowski 2017; Posselt and Szczepanik 2017; Gardeła 2019b). These items 
often come in the form of jewellery typically made of silver and copper-alloy, but 
animal motifs can also be observed on high-status military and equestrian equip-
ment (Gardeła 2018; Gardeła 2019b; Gardeła, Kajkowski and Ratajczyk 2019; 
Gardeła, Kajkowski, Ratajczyk and Wadyl 2019). While this is not the place to 
discuss the vast corpus of these finds in detail (see Gardeła and Kajkowski forth-
coming), it is significant to point out that the dominant species of animals em-
ployed in West Slavic art are horses, birds, cattle and snakes – these are exactly 
the kinds of animals that are depicted on the copper-alloy spurs of the Lutomiersk 
type discussed in the present article. 

What was the meaning of West Slavic animal art? The answer to this question 
is not straightforward, and to discuss this topic in a comprehensive way would 
require much more space than is available here (see Kajkowski 2017; Posselt and 

10 Papers providing arguments for the West Slavic provenance of the Lutomiersk type spurs were 
presented by Leszek Gardeła at major international conferences in e.g. Ribe and Copenhagen (The 
17th Viking Congress 2017), Caen (Norman Worlds 2017), Stavanger (Horses, Moving 2018) and Bern 
(EAA Annual Meeting 2019). Kamil Kajkowski presented similar arguments about the West Slavic 
provenance of the spurs at conferences in e.g. Szczecin (2018), Wolin (2018), Pruszcz Gdański (2018) 
and Wrocław (2018). The argument about the West Slavic provenance of the spurs was also sustained 
after a discussion with a group of Swedish, Norwegian, British, German and Danish scholars during 
the III International Interdisciplinary Meetings “Motifs through the Ages” organised in December 2017 
at the West Cassubian Museum in Bytów, Poland.
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Szczepanik 2017; Gardeła, Kajkowski and Ratajczyk 2019; Gardeła and Kajkowski 
forthcoming). Nevertheless, in light of extant medieval texts and ethnographic 
sources, there are strong reasons to believe that all these different animals (i.e. 
horses, birds, cattle and snakes) played significant roles in pre-Christian beliefs of 
Western Slavs.

A number of written sources inform us that horses were closely associated with 
the pagan gods Sventovit and Triglav; these animals were held in the gods’ temples 
to serve prophetic roles (e.g. Urbańczyk 1991; Szyjewski 2003; Gieysztor 2006; 
Ruchhöft 2016). Birds were likewise connected with the supernatural and with the 
Slavic idea of the soul (Posselt and Szczepanik 2017). Cattle were associated with 
the chthonic god Weles/Triglav whose cult was widely spread all across the Sla vic 
world (Uspieński 1985). And finally, snakes (sometimes with additional wings) 
seem to have been of particular importance for the Slavs, as is demonstrated by 
their prominent role in folklore (Perls 1937; Tomiccy 1975; Tomicki 1974). Using 
images of all these different creatures to decorate high-status early medieval objects 
may have served to manifest distinct cultural and religious identities of their own-
ers. In this way, these items became ‘material markers’ of Western Slavs, distingui-
shing them from other cultural groups in early medieval Europe (for a comparative 
study of warrior identity and the formation of Viking Age warbands, see Raffield, 
Greenlow, Price and Collard 2016; see also Gardeła and Kajkowski forthcoming).

In view of the above, we believe it is justified to propose an argument that the 
people who used copper-alloy spurs with zoomorphic decoration were fully aware 
of their symbolic content and its wider implications. It is therefore highly unlike-
ly that the spurs would have served as mass-produced objects intended for trade. 
Instead, we argue, they were very personal belongings whose elaborate form served 
to emphasise the wealth, status, prestige, religion and (possibly) the special function 
of their owners in society. Because the process of producing the Lutomiersk type 
spurs required expert technological skills (as demonstrated in the analyses above), 
and because such spurs always come from graves furnished with weapons, it feels 
reasonable to suppose that they belonged to heavily armed equestrian elites, per-
haps akin to the loricati known from Gallus Anonymous’ Cronica et gesta ducum 
sive principum Polonorum (Bogacki 2007). It is highly probable that in the emer-
ging state of the Piasts, the people using this kind luxurious equestrian equipment 
had important military, administrative and political duties to perform. This idea fits 
very well with the geographical distribution of the finds of the Lutomiersk type 
spurs (or their fragments), as they come from areas both within and outside the 
borders of the Piast state, suggesting that their owners were part of a very mobile 
group. Before we further elaborate on that thought, let us first take a closer look 
at the cultural, political and historical background of Lubuskie land, the area where 
the Lubniewice goad was discovered. 
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REGIO BARBARORUM. LUBUSZ LAND AS PART OF THE PIAST DOMAIN

Located at the north-western border of today’s Poland, Lubusz Land became 
an expansion zone of the Piast state in the tenth century. Slavic settlement in this 
area concentrated in two latitudes: the northern one lay in the Toruń-Eberswald 
urstromtal, along the Noteć River and the lower Warta River, and the southern one 
lay in the Warsaw-Berlin urstromtal, along the central and middle Warta, the mid-
dle Obra and Obrzyca rivers and along the latitudinous run of the Oder River 
(Kurnatowscy 2006, p. 91). The well-developed water network of the western 
sections of both urstromtals enabled fairly easy movement between the Oder and 
the Elbe basins. A characteristic form of settlement in these areas (especially in 
the central and lower Obra and along the central Oder) in the early stages of the 
early medieval period were clusters of strongholds surrounded by open settlements 
(Kurnatowska and Łosińska 1996, map I). Forested uplands, with very scarce set-
tlement, divided the more densely populated areas. The axes of these settlement 
zones constituted natural water communication routes in the east-west and north-
south directions. The Piasts exploited this environment by skilfully adjusting the 
main colonization activities, investments in communication, and defence to the 
natural landscape (Kurnatowscy 2006, p. 92). The incorporation of the western part 
of Greater Poland within the Piast state resulted in the liquidation of a network of 
tribal strongholds which had formerly served the role of local centres of power. 
As a result, the strongholds by the middle and lower Obra, along the central Odra, 
and in Lubusz Upland lost their importance and fell.

The Piast expansion affected, among others, Grodziszcze near Świebodzin, 
where a small stronghold might have functioned in the second half of the ninth 
century. Numerous fragments of clay vessels of Tornow and Menkendorf types 
were discovered in the remains the stronghold’s rampart dating from the mid tenth 
century (the chronology is based on the results of dendrochronological dating). 
Around the middle of the tenth century, the stronghold at Grodziszcze was expand-
ed and its area increased to about 30 ares (3280 yards / two thirds of an acre). At 
that time, a rampart in a layered earth and timber grid construction was erected 
from oak laths (the youngest tree was felled in 951) placed on a sandy loam core. 
On the outside the rampart was reinforced additionally by coating in the form of 
small stones and clay, and had an additional 1-meter wide clay pad secured with 
a single row of large erratic boulders with a diameter of up to 70-80cm. The dis-
covered remains of the rampart bear traces of a fire, an event which took place 
after 951 (Gruszka and Michalak 2018, p. 27, Fig. 11).

The lack of cultural layers from the end of the tenth- and the beginning of the 
eleventh century at Grodziszcze supports the theory that the Piasts took over and 
strengthened with ramparts only the strongholds that oversaw the most important 
land and water routes. That is why the stronghold at Santok, which was under 
their control from as early as the first half of the tenth century, and then trans-
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formed into a powerful fortress in the 60-70s of the tenth century, maintained its 
status (Zamelska-Monczak 2010). In addition, the stronghold at Międzyrzecz con-
tinued to play an important role; it was controlled by the Piasts from the first half 
of tenth century, and additionally fortified in the second half of tenth century 
(Banach et al. 2015, p. 92). Likewise, the stronghold at Lubusz was taken over by 
the Piasts at the latest at the end of the tenth century (Fiedler 1999). 

The strongholds located between Obrzańskie Lakes in Pszczew and at Krosno 
at the confluence of the rivers Oder and Bóbr (Dąbrowski 1984; 1998) also played 
strategic roles. They constituted an important defensive component of the land 
route established by the Piasts and leading from Gniezno through Poznań to 
Międzyrzecz, where the route divided into three branches: to central Germany 
through Lubusz and Brandenburg, to Pomerania through Santok, and to Lusatia 
and southern Germany through Krosno (Nalepa 1961, p. 13). 

The arrangement of the western borderlands of the state by the Piasts, howe ver, 
did not lead to intensive colonisation. In the light of previous studies, the areas 
around Santok, Międzyrzecz, and Lubusz were not densely populated in this pe riod, 
and only previously inhabited areas were maintained. The most likely reason for 
this is that the Piasts considered these areas a buffer zone, protecting the centre 
of their domain against potential invasions from the west. The vast upland areas, 
impenetrable or difficult to pass due to the dense forest cover and additionally 
reinforced by natural obstacles in the form of rivers and lakes, were to play sig-
nificant defensive functions (Kurnatowscy 2006, p. 92).

Apart from the military role, the strongholds at Santok, Międzyrzecz, and Lubusz 
probably also functioned as centres of ducal power, enabling control over the sur-
rounding areas. To maintain order, groups of warriors were deployed to nearby set-
tlements – a strategy which was also successfully applied in the heart of Greater 
Poland. It is possible that one of the three graves with stone constructions found 
before the Second World War at Bukowiec, near Międzyrzecz (Michalak and Koto-
wicz 2014) is evidence of this strategic endeavour. The grave contained a T-shaped 
axe which can be dated from the second half of the tenth to the second half of the 
eleventh century. Although the burial assemblage from Bukowiec is poorly recorded, 
we know from other well-examined archaeological contexts that axes of this kind 
served as high-status West Slavic weapons probably belonging to elite warriors with 
some administrative functions (e.g. Dobat 2009, p. 88-89; Gardeła 2014, p. 29-32; 
Gardeła 2015; Gardeła 2019, p. 234-241; Gardeła and Kajkowski forthcoming). 

The significance of the area in the vicinity of Santok is also confirmed by the 
discovery of a pair of stirrups from the town of Górki, Gorzów county, represen-
ting Świętosławski’s type II D (1990, variants 17-18) and dated to the second half 
of the tenth-first half of the eleventh century (Knorr 1936, p. 160; Nadolski 1954, 
p. 210). It is noteworthy that high-status military equipment such as these objects 
has only been found in the areas located close to important centres of power; there 
are no similar finds from other parts of Lubusz Land.
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After the conversion to Christianity, former power centres became part of the 
Church’s organisation. In the area of Międzyrzecz, a community of eremite asce-
tics, following the rule of St Romuald, was deployed with the intention to Chris-
tianise the north-western Slavic tribes (Łaszkiewicz 2003, p. 215, 233). Probably 
concurrently, the missionary centres at Santok and Lubusz began to emerge (Kur-
natowscy 2006, p. 94).

The results of archaeological research of major strongholds in the western part 
of Greater Poland do not provide clear evidence of conflict related to the crisis 
that affected the Piast state in the 1030s, also known as “the pagan uprising” 
(Borawska 2013); the traces of fire in the destruction layers of the strongholds at 
Międzyrzecz and Santok are dated to a later period and to the very end of the 
eleventh century. Nonetheless, it seems that the ecclesiastical facilities functioning 
in these areas fell due to the crisis of the entire Church organisation of the Piast 
dynasty, and were not rebuilt in the second half of the eleventh century (Kurna-
towscy 2006, p. 95; Banach et al. 2015, p. 144-145). The reasons for this are 
probably found in the fact that these areas lay outside the Piasts’ jurisdiction. 
Historical and archaeological sources from the second half of the eleventh century 
clearly indicate that Międzyrzecz and Santok, as well as their neighbouring areas, 
remained under the political influence of Pomerania (Kurnatowscy 2006, p. 95), 
something that is additionally supported by the discovery of an eleventh-century 
grave situated on the left-bank of Santok, containing a spur with stylistic parallels 
in northern Germany (Michalak and Sinkowski 2017, p. 142).

The restoration of the Piast rule in Lubusz Land took place during the reign 
of Bolesław Krzywousty. In his Chronicle, Gallus Anonymous (1965, p. 82) re-
counts the siege of the stronghold at Międzyrzecz, an event whose results might 
perhaps be seen in the burnt layers from the end of the stronghold’s sixth settlement 
phase, and in the discovery of the skeletal remains of a man with an arrowhead 
in the chest found in the stronghold’s rampart (Gładykowska-Rzeczycka 2015; 
Kozłowski 2015) dated to the end of the eleventh century. Traces of fire damage 
were also discovered in the layers of Santok dated from the end of the eleventh 
century (Zamelska-Monczak 2010, p. 47-48). These events are probably connected 
with the deposition of a hoard of coins in the eleventh-twelfth century cemetery 
at Jordanowo near Świebodzin (Felis 2008; 2009; Osypiński 2010, p. 217; Osy-
pińska and Osypiński 2012), comprising cross-denarii of types V, VI and VII, 
denarii of type I and II, several denarii of German dioceses and two Anglo-Saxon 
coins of Æthelred II. The youngest coins had been minted at the end of the  ele venth 
century, which suggests that the hoard was deposited around 1090 (Osypiń ski 2010, 
p. 219; Murawska and Tabaka 2010, p. 37).

In the context of Bolesław Krzywousty’s expedition to restore the Piast rule 
over Lubusz Land, Gallus Anonymous called these areas “land of the barbarians” 
(Gall Anonim 1965, p. 82). It seems that the term could be related to the very 
particular nature of this area, representing the lands lost from the Piast state, lo-
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cated far from the centre of their power and on the periphery of their domain. The 
ambiguous term “land of the barbarians” could also be related to the still prevail-
ing paganism in this area reflected in an unusual form of settlement – so-called 
“insular central places”, dating to the period from the eighth to the eleventh cen-
tury. In light of the latest research conducted by scholars from the Institute of 
Archaeology of the University of Nicolaus Copernicus in Toruń, at least several 
places of this kind were established in Lubusz Land (Przełazy, Chycina, Lub-
niewice), (Chudziak, Kaźmierczak and Niegowski 2011, p. 173-177; Chudziak, 
Kaźmierczak and Niegowski 2016, p. 31-41, 81-116). 

The most remarkable results have been provided in the course of the excava-
tions of the island on Lake Paklicko Wielkie in Nowy Dworek near Świebodzin. 
It has been discovered that the island was entirely artificially built, with piers 
running around its parameter and a 150-meter bridge connecting it with the main-
land (Chudziak, Kaźmierczak and Niegowski 2016, p. 164-186). The results of 
dendrochronological research have revealed that the piers were used in the 60s of 
the tenth century, and that the island and the bridge crossing were constructed in 
the years 873-874. Some scholars (Chudziak, Kaźmierczak and Niegowski 2016, 
p. 185) have observed similarities between Polish islands of this kind and Irish 
crannogs, the latter being traditionally interpreted as having domestic purposes, but 
also serving the additional role of shelter used in times of danger. Crannogs are 
also seen as a means to manifest social status and inheritance, legitimising power 
over a particular ancestral area (O’Sullivan 2000). It seems that the island at Nowy 
Dworek could have had similar functions. It is noteworthy that a log boat dated 
to the second half of the eleventh century or the beginning of the twelfth century 
(Chudziak, Kaźmierczak and Niegowski 2016, p. 185, Fig. 195) was found there, 
implying that the island continued to be used in later times as well. 

There is no doubt that the reinstatement of Lubusz Land by Bolesław Krzy-
wousty, combined with further expansion into the areas at the Noteć River, was 
for the Piast rulers a prelude to re-establishing their control over Pomerania (Kur-
natowscy 2006, p. 95). The restored strongholds at Międzyrzecz and Santok be-
came once again the centres of ducal power and castellanies. The organisation of 
the Church was also renewed. Essentially, the period of Bolesław Krzywousty’s 
reign witnessed a clear tendency to rebuild the north-western part of the state so 
that it would resemble the shape it originally had during the time of the first Piasts.

CONCLuSIONS

The goad from Lubniewice, originally forming part of a Lutomiersk type spur, 
is a small but remarkable object that can substantially enhance our understanding 
of the turbulent history of Lubusz Land in the early Middle Ages. Because the 
survey of the immediate context of its discovery has not yielded any other portable 
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finds or archaeological features, it is possible to suggest that the goad detached 
from the spur during a journey on horseback. The geographical distribution of the 
Lutomiersk type spurs and their fragments, extending from Silesia in the south, to 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern in the west, to Skåne in the north and Sambia in the 
east, strongly implies that this luxurious riding equipment belonged to a very mo-
bile and militarized group of people. In view of the overall design of the spurs, 
which as we have argued had profound symbolic undertones referring to Sla vic 
pre-Christian beliefs, we are compelled to suggest that they belonged to warrior 
elites closely associated with West Slavic aristocracy. The exact role these people 
played is still shrouded in mystery – they may have been political advisors, dip-
lomats, members of elite retinues or local chieftains who the Piast rulers deployed 
on various errands within and outside the remits of their domain. This interpreta-
tion fits very well with the cultural and historical background of Lubusz Land, 
a “land of the barbarians”, where old beliefs and customs held strong long after 
the formal adoption of Christianity. The small bells attached to the spurs’ arms, 
produced a jingling sound and manifested profound symbolic meanings (Mali-
nowski 1993; Wrzesińska and Wrzesiński 2016), announcing that the rider was 
nearby and evoking an unsettling feeling of fear and respect. 
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