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Abstract: 

   

 In 2013, Mentor Consulting undertook the excavation of late medieval/early mo-
dern age cemetery located in central part of Gliwice city, Upper Silesia. The key discovery was 
a multi-period sequence of human activity on site dated from the Roman Iron Age until 17th 
century A.D. In the last chronological phases, graves of Renaissance convicts and criminals 
were recorded with unusual frequency within the cemetery. Particularly interesting were mor-
tuary rituals such as decapitations and dismemberment. A small assemblage of grave goods 
and personal jewellery was recovered together with well-preserved human remains.
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INTRODUCTION

 The recent developments in urban archaeology in Silesia have given consi-
derable importance to the presentation of Modern Age archaeological sites to the 
public in order to raise public awareness for conservation. Our primary goal here 
is to present the results of excavations and to assess the research potential of the 
Dworcowa Street cemetery in Gliwice. The cemetery is a ‘collective representation’, 
a symbolic replica of the living community that expressed many of the communi-
ty’s basic beliefs and values. In this particular case, excavations reveal much more 
complex relationship between the dead and the living in Renaissance era. Discus-
sed site yielded new evidence for religious variations in cemetery practices and 
memorialization rituals, especially in graves of outlaws and criminals.
 The first scanty historical data regarding Gliwice derives from 1276. The 
city, as many others in this part of Central Europe had developed at the junctions 
of major international commercial routes leading from Cracow to Wrocław, and 
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from Hungary to Scandinavia. At the verge of modern era, in 16th century Gli-
wice was an independent free city that enjoyed a certain amount of autonomy. 
From political perspective it was subordinate to the Kingdom of Czechia and the 
Habsburgs Dynasty. Due to geographic location however and extensive network of 
contacts, the city also benefited from economic prosperity of Poland ruled by the 
Jagiellonians.
 The Dworcowa Street is a remnant of medieval trade route leading from 
Gliwice to Bytom and Tarnowskie Góry. According to historical data from 15th- 
18th century the road led from Bytomska Gate along the Kłodnica River nor-
thwards. The area was located on the suburbs outside of city gates and medieval 
fortifications, and until 19th century it was sparsely populated. 
 The site is situated within the central area of the modern city of Gliwice, 
and comprises a broadly rectangular portion of land 50 m2 (Fig. 1). The boundaries 
were delineated by the junction of Dworcowa and Jagiellońska Streets. As a result of 
historic levelling, the topography was flat. The modern overburden (e.g. demolition 
debris) and a series of post-medieval levelling deposits overlapped the archaeolo-
gically significant materials to a varying degree across the site from 0.5 m to over 
3 m. Geologically the site lay on Quaternary sand deposits based on older Carboni-
ferous and Triassic bedrock.

Fig. 1. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street site and trench location maps
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 The excavations in Dworcowa Street were undertaken in 2013 on behalf 
of Eurovia Polska and Bilfinger Infrastructure in advance of residential develop-
ment. The project included both hand and mechanical excavations. Topsoil and 
demolition debris were removed mechanically before the manual cleaning and ex-
cavation of features. Articulated skeletons were cleaned sufficiently to enable the 
alignments and arrangement of the skeleton to be accurately recorded (Fig. 2).

THE CEMETERY

 In 2013 a total of 41 graves containing the skeletal remains 43 individuals 
was present on the site (Fig. 15-18).  Anthropological assessment carried out by 
J. Wróbel revealed the presence of 12 non-adults (10 children and 2 adolescents) 
and 31 adults. For adults it was possible to determine gender in 25 cases, for 19 
males and 6 females.
 The condition of the skeletal remains is mostly very good. Modern con-
struction activity can be seen to have disturbed the archaeological deposits, lea- 
ding to some skeletal elements being truncated and lost by their redeposition. The 
excavation revealed an unquantifiable portion of a cemetery, with the true extent 
undetermined due to the limited excavation area and modern redevelopment de-
struction.
 The first known accidental discovery of human remains (2-3 individuals) 
in the area of the site, derives from ca.1905 when, a now demolished building was 
constructed.
 In 2011 another six interments (only two in situ) were recovered by the 
Archaeological Museum in Gliwice (unpublished materials). In summary, be-
tween 1905 and 2013, fifty one skeletons have been recovered from the site,                                 
in addition to large deposits of disarticulated human bone.
 Across the site two separate burial alignments can be seen. In most nor-
thern part (including children’s cemetery) graves are orientated NW-SE. In so-
uthern and central sectors burials were aligned NE-SW (Fig. 3). Most of the burials 
(53.8%) had been made NE-SW and nine NW-SE (46%). The graves were roughly 
organised into several rows running approximately NE-SW with a concentration 
between the features 33 and 21 (accumulation of graves in central part, Fig.2). 
Segmented spatial arrangement and stratigraphy indicates that the burial ground 
was probably used in two consecutive chronological phases. It may be possible to 
draw parallels between the grave alignments, and that of the surrounding streets.
 The fact that some graves accumulate/intercut in certain places suggests 
strongly that they were marked with wooden, rapidly decaying crosses which in 
turn can explain large quantities of organic matter surrounding features. Grave 
dimensions were influenced by the size of the associated inhumation and varied 
between 1.5-1.9m in length, however with some exceptions. Grave 6 contained 
only the upper portion of a mutilated body (half torso), while the overall size of the 
grave pit was 1m x 0.5 m (Fig. 7).

Archaeological excavations of Modern Age cemetery in Gliwice...
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Fig. 2. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Site plan 1:50
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Fig. 3. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Spatial arrangement of graves according to demo-
graphic criteria 1:100

Archaeological excavations of Modern Age cemetery in Gliwice...
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 The upper fill of most graves comprised dark brown silty clay and sand with 
frequent organic intrusions. Where graves lay below a modern soak-away it was 
noted that the fill was siltier and darker, particularly towards the base and had been 
detrimental to skeletal preservation. Large fragments of bricks were noted in some 
of grave backfills. In graves 33 and 34 it was tentatively proposed that one or two 
bricks might have been placed to keep the burial in position e.g. between the skull 
and grave edge and up against bent limbs, although the pieces may well have gravi-
tated towards the otherwise vacant spaces during backfill and settling (Fig. 16).
 All deceased were positioned in an extended and supine manner. Coffins 
were present in at least 11 interments. In those graves without any coffin furniture 
(burials 9, 10, 11, possibly 33) the tight position of the arms and legs suggest that 
the corpse was shrouded.  Some deceased were buried with items, or burial goods, 
such as jewellery (glass bead, ring) or metal accessories of clothing (hook and eye, 
sew-on badges). Grave 41 contained what has been tentatively interpreted as a coin 
possibly kept in a pocket during inhumation (distinctive green staining on left 
femur). The excavations have produced an extremely limited assemblage of finds, 
among which very few was associated with the burials. 

Grave 
ID Coffin

Body 
arrang-
ment

Sex/age Decapita-
tion

Grave 
goods Comments

12 x W-E
Male/Adults

Female/ 
Adults

-
Iron 

breastpin 
(Female)

20
x 

Coffin 
nails

NE-SW Male/Adults - Iron belt 
buckle

23 ? ? ?/Adults
?/Infans I -

Unidenti-
fied iron 

item

Intersection of two 
burials

30
x

Coffin 
fitting

NE-SW Min. 6 
individuals x (1) Silver ring

Mass grave/ 
intersection of 

multiple burials

31 x NE-SW Female/ 
Senilis x Single shard 

of ceramic

34 x NE-SW Female/ 
Maturus x Glass bead

41
x

Coffin 
fitting

NE-SW Male/Adults x Single shard 
of ceramic

42 x W-E Female/ 
Adults -

Cooper 
dress ador-

ments
Cooper 

breastpin

Tab.1. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Summary of all graves containing coffins and/or grave 
goods
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Other features

 In the north-western corner of the site there was a small building-like 
structure G15 (Fig. 2). It was formed by a semi-circle of 9 post-holes with a large, 
shallow pit in the entrance area. The structure measuring 1.6 m x 1.0 m was located 
in NE-SW alignment with ‘entrance’ towards SW and apsidal back. No artefacts 
have been recorded inside therefore its function remains unknown. Another iso-
lated feature G43 was located in the SE corner of the site (Fig. 2), comprising of 
three large post-holes (c. 25-30 cm in diameter) in a single 2m-long row. Its dating, 
function and relationship to adjacent burials remains unknown.

THE FINDS

Table 1 presents global distribution of grave goods on site. 

Ceramics

 The excavations at the site have produced a small assemblage of pottery 
purporting to various periods. The ceramic material can be subdivided into finds 
relating to the Iron Age settlement and incidental finds recovered from grave fills, 
which can be regarded as either residual or intrusive. In total 39 sherds have been 
recovered from site. The assemblage is highly fragmented and comprise of mostly 
uncharacteristic remnants of bases, rims and handles. The largest volume of finds 
derives from the Roman period (18 sherds) and represents crudely made and ro-
bust cooking pots. One fragment can be dated to the period of 11th-12th century. 
Seven sherds were associated with the late medieval and early Modern Age. Spa-
tial distribution of ceramics on site was uneven and concentrated in the southern 
sectors, the most disturbed by buildings and modern earthworks. It seems feasible 
that the Dworcowa Street represents a multi-period site, since the cemetery was 
located on settlement layers dated to the Roman Iron Age (2nd-4th century A.D). 
The earthworks at the beginning of 20th century undoubtedly resulted in the rede-
position and abrasion of earlier materials.

Bricks

 Within cemetery, only three brick fragments were recovered. They were 
crumbling, red in colour and made of clay with an admixture of grog. Two of these 
were discovered inside grave 33, where they were used to secure the wicker mat 
covering the body of the deceased convict.

Archaeological excavations of Modern Age cemetery in Gliwice...
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Glass bead

 A small, cylindrical glass bead has been found in grave 34 (Fig. 4). Located 
around the pelvic area, near the hands of a beheaded female; the bead was made of 
black glass with green and pale yellow eyelets (6 in total), which resemble simple 
a floral motive. There were several methods for making drawn beads, but they all 
involve pulling a strand out of a gather of glass in such a way as to incorporate a bub-
ble in the centre of the strand to serve as the hole in the bead. The diameter of this 
item is 1.6 cm. It was dated to roughly 11th-13th century.

The metalwork

 All the ironwork from the site had suffered heavy corrosion and in some ca-
ses appears to have become totally mineralised. The assemblage comprise of coffin fur-
niture, dress adornments and a silver ring. There was no pattern to be noted in the 
distribution of grave-goods, both spatially within the cemetery or between age and sex                      
of burials.

Silver ring

 A ring was discovered in grave 30 (layers C-D). It was made of silver and cop-
per alloy. The stone was made of transparent resin with two crossed strands of copper 
or bronze.  The ornament decoration composed of triangles slipped into each other. 
The diameter of the ring: 2.0  x 2.2 cm, width: 0.15-0.2 cm; diameter of the stone: 0.7 cm, 
thickness 0.03 cm (Fig. 5).

Elements of dress

 Two fasteners were found in grave 12, one of which heavily corroded and 
dissolved during the conservation effort. The adornments were made of copper and 
iron wire. They were located nearby the neck of the deceased. The remaining fastener 
is shown in Fig. 4. Dimensions: high: 1.1 cm, width: 0.3-0.9 cm, wire thickness: 0.1 cm.

Fig. 4. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Metal fastener (grave 12) and glass bead (grave 34). 
(Photo D. Pokutta)
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Coffin furniture

 
A few partially preserved iron nails indicative of coffined burials were fo-

und on site. They were loosely scattered in the southern sector of the cemetery 
though this can be attributed to redeposition by modern overburden disturbance. 
Table 2 shows the summary overview of this group of artefacts. 

Coffin 
nails
ID

Location 
on site Material Lenght Cross-section Dating/

Reference Comments

GI 11 Grave 30
layer C-D Iron 1.5 cm Rectangular Uncertain

14th century /
Gierlach 1972, 124

Poorly preserved
Vanished during 

conservation

GI 26 Grave 20
layer  B Iron 10 cm

Rectangular
0.7 x 0.4 cm 

to
0.4 x 0.3 cm

14th -15th 
century /

Gierlach 1972, 124

Partially 
preserved

GI 28 Grave 35
layer B Iron 2.9 cm Rectangular

0.6 x 0.4 cm

Type B2a
14th -15th 
century /

Gierlach 1972, 
124, tabl. 25a

Partially 
preserved

Twisted nail head 
0.6 x 1.1 cm

GI 51
Grave 
23-41

layer B-E
Iron 3.3 cm Rectangular

0.4 x 0.5 cm

14th -15th 
century /

Gierlach 1972, 124

Partially
 preserved

GI 52
Grave 
23-41

layer B-E
Iron 4.3 cm

Rectangular
0.7 x 0.7 cm
0.2 x 0.4 cm

Type C1a
14th -15th century/

Gierlach 1972, 
124-125, tabl. 28

Hammered rec-
tangular head
 2.0 x 0.7 cm

Fig. 5. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Silver ring from burial 30. (Photo D. Pokutta)

Archaeological excavations of Modern Age cemetery in Gliwice...

Tab. 2. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Summary of metalwork- coffin furnishing
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 HUMAN OSTEOLOGICAL ANALYSES

 Human remains were recovered from 42 contexts, including the in situ 
remains of 27 late Medieval and early Renaissance inhumations. A minimum of 43 
individuals were identified, excluding those seen only as shadows/stains. At least 
11 have attributed wooden coffins (26%), one was possibly buried in a wicker-ma-
de coffin or mat (grave 33) and 12 individuals had been decapitated (28.5%). 
 The assemblage includes the remains of twelve (28%) immature indivi-
duals (InfansI/II and Juvenis) and 31 adults. All except of six adults were sexed, 
showing a much higher proportion of males (76.2%). Four individuals were more 
than 55-60 years of age (Senilis). Additionally, the remains of at least 6 adults (three 
males and three females) were uncovered by the Archaeological Museum in Gli-
wice during rescue excavations in 2011. If we add previously archived data from 
the early 20th century, the total number of skeletons discovered in the Dworcowa 
Street area exceeds fifty.
 Bone preservation was generally good, and the percentage of skeletal reco-
very from the in situ remains ranged from 10% to 90%. Some level of disturbance 
to the burial remains was fairly common (40-45%; White et al. 2012, 459-474). 
Landscaping of the site in the late 19th and early 20th centuries prior to redeve-
lopment included terracing and resulted in a reduction in ground level in the so-
uthern half of the site. Intercutting between graves occurred in six cases, with si-
gnificant disturbance to the remains of the burials. Some grave were compressed 
and disturbed by 19th century buildings. 
 It was possible to estimate the stature of the majority (80%) of the adults. 
The male mean is 1.68 m, being noticeably greater than that of 1.53 m for fema-
les. Variations in skeletal morphology may indicate population diversity or homo-
geneity. The noticeably greater sexual dimorphism in mean estimated stature at 
Dworcowa Street cemetery highlights the potential differences in anthropological 
structure of medieval Gliwice population. When concerning this site it can be seen 
to have been multiplied by the longevity in use of the burial ground. Several other 
common and less frequently occurring non-metric traits were observed and re-
corded in analysis, such as Inca bone (os incae tripartitium) in a few cases of adult 
females and children.

Decapitations

 Decapitated burial remains are a well-recognised characteristic in late 
medieval and early modern Europe (Andrew and Bello 2006, 14-29). In Gliwice 
nearly one-third of all burials belongs to executed individuals. There was clear 
archaeological evidence for the decapitation of 12 people, all adults, ten males and 
two females. The corpses were deposited in three different ways. All bodies were 
placed in wooden coffins of standard size but the head could be placed either in its 
normal anatomical position (graves 8 and 31), between or to one side of the legs 
(graves 1/1, 7, 14, 16, 29, 30/2, 33 and 34), or removed completely (grave 21).

Ł. Obtułowicz, D. A. Pokutta
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 In Gliwice cemetery the number and location of cuts, most commonly 
via a single blow in the cervical (C2-5) region (Harman et al. 1981; Manchester 
1983, 63), was followed in nine cases, with multiple blows to the upper and lower 
areas of the neck occurring in others. It has been suggested that the occurrence of 
multiple cuts may indicate unwilling (presumably struggling) victims (Harman et 
al. 1981). There is considerable variation in the strength of blows used to remove 
the head, the point of severance and the apparent position of both the victim and 
perpetrator.
 The axe was used for this purpose which resulted in the head often be-
ing roughly hacked off the victim, requiring several blows. When clemency was 
granted a sword was used which removed the head by one swift cut. At Dworcowa 
Street there are three recorded ‘low’ decapitations where the head was severed at 
the level of C7 and which impinged on the T1 or the clavicle shaft. This is indicated 
in the case of burials 7, 14 and 30/2. Most of the decapitations appear to have been 
undertaken from behind. 
 There is certainly evidence for interpersonal violence in Gliwice, including 
healed weapon trauma amongst the males (Fig. 6). The high trauma rates amongst 
the males, together with evidence for violence and several recidivists, may suggest 
a preponderance of unmarried veterans amongst those buried here, though equ-
ally they may be indicative of workers/tradesmen involved in stressful physical 
activities. The similarity between the males and females in terms of rates of dege-
nerative joint diseases suggests similar stress levels affecting both sexes. Another 
finding of skeletal analysis is the high proportion of adults over 55 years (Senilis 
age group). Four older individuals (2 males and 2 females) had been beheaded. In 
three cases the heads were placed in coffins in between the legs of deceased, with 
only the female in grave 31, exempt from this practise (head in regular anatomical 
position). 

Fig. 6. Healed fracture of radius: senile male in grave 30/2, cause of death: decapitation. 
(Photo D. Pokutta)

Archaeological excavations of Modern Age cemetery in Gliwice...
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 Removal of the head, which was placed in between legs in eight cases, is of 
apotropaic nature to prevent the ghost returning to haunt the living (Fig. 16, Fig. 
18). In this manner and in a supernatural sense, the society secured itself from the 
retribution and revenge of the criminals in the afterlife. The ritual seems to repre-
sent ‘the obvious thing to all’- a collective unconscious societal communication      
in practice. Removal of the head- the seat of wisdom-and placing it out of position 
may have represented a way of ‘confusing the dead’ and ensuring they did not re-
turn.

Dismemberment, torture and mutilations

 The investigation of dismemberment and torture techniques in cases 
when the victim and perpetrator remain unknown is difficult and heavily under-
studied in archaeology. The integrity of such analyses involves the preservation, 
exposure, and complete examination of soft and osseous tissues (Konopka et al. 
2007). In archaeological materials the anatomical orientation of cuts, as well as 
any injuries to the soft tissue, is lost. Nevertheless, some evidence from Gliwi-
ce suggests that activities involving torture played a part in executions. Graves              
6 contained the remains of an adult male, who possibly had been executed by sa-
wing/quartering or in another similar manner. The body was located in northern 
sector of cemetery in a shallow grave pit. The skeleton comprised of upper por-
tion of the torso and arm. The burial context was undisturbed and organic traces 
in natural sand below indicated that the lower part of the body has been detached 
approximately in area of 4th-5th lumbar vertebra (Fig. 7A). Specific injury of the 
cervical vertebrae (C1-C2) resembling puncture/hanging marks has been recor-
ded (Törő et al. 2008). The parts of upper limbs had been disconnected before 
burial. Identical mutilation pattern was reported in burial 1, excavated in 2011 
(Fig. 7B). Again, the body of adult male had been buried without upper limbs 
and lower parts of skeleton. Additionally, two well-preserved early Modern Age 
grappling hooks with wooden shafts were found in close proximity to the grave.
 The dismemberment, including death by sawing was a method of exe-
cution reportedly used in different parts of Europe from 16th until 19th century. 
Some evidence indicate that male buried in grave 6 suffered severe neck inju-
ry prior to death, potentially related to attempted strangulation or neck being 
puncture by a sharp implement (cf. Lemke 2013). It seems feasible that bisected 
corpses of the victims were transported from the execution place on wagons and 
dumped in the cemetery within shallow pits. Large iron hooks might have been 
used to unload the carts and to drag the bodies to their last resting place. 

Ł. Obtułowicz, D. A. Pokutta



325

Fig. 7. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Mutilated remains of adult males presumptive victims 
of torture: A) grave 6, B) grave 1 (uncovered in 2011). 

(Photos: Ł. Obtułowicz, R. Zdaniewicz )

Archaeological excavations of Modern Age cemetery in Gliwice...
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SKELETAL PATHOLOGIES

Pathological changes were observed in the remains of 21 individuals.

Dental disease

 Dental calculus (calcified plaque/tartar) was observed in males interred 
in graves 8, 20, 28, 32 and 41. Most deposits (60%) were mild moderate in severity 
(Brothwell 1972, Fig. 58b), with the mandibular teeth slightly more heavily affected 
than the maxillary, and with almost even distribution on all sides of the teeth. Pe-
riodontal disease (gingivitis) had affected the alveolar margin around one or more 
tooth sockets (never all) in 12% of the adult population found on site. The ante 
mortem loss of between one and 6 teeth was recorded in 9 cases.  The 1st and 3rd 

molars were most frequently affected, though most of the teeth except the canines 
had been subject to some loss. The highest rates were recorded for older individuals 
(Senilis) and there is an age-related link in frequency. Dental caries, resulting from 
destruction of the tooth by acids produced by oral bacteria present in dental plaque, 
were recorded in 10 dentitions (Fig. 8). Dental hypoplasia (developmental defects 
in the tooth enamel reflective of periods of illness or nutritional stress in the imma-
ture individual; Hillson 1979) was observed in two cases (grave 30 and 34).

Trauma
 Evidence for fractures and trauma were recorded in the remains of four 
decapitated individuals (3 males and one female). The adult male 1 had sustained 
a fracture to the inferior end of the nasal bone. The changes suggest a blow down 
onto the nose from directly in front of the individual, possibly accidental but more 
likely deliberate using a blunt implement. That resulted in permanent nasal sep-
tum deviation combined with asymmetry of inferior dental arch and degenerative 
lesions (Fig. 9C). Both males buried in graves 29 and 30 display injuries typical 
for fighters and boxers, i.e. healed breakage of radial bones. It seems possible that 
senile male (age 55+, grave 30) was able to tolerate quite a significant level of pain 
for prolonged periods of time (Fig. 6). 
 Similarly, female 34 suffered displaced fracture of the tibia. During certain 
activities such as landing from a jump or forceful impact to the front (kicking), a break 
in the tibia may occur. The ability to withstand severe ache associated with that injury 
indicate that the discussed female was accustomed to pain, and obviously did not 
seek medical assistance. She belongs to the group of beheaded individuals. 

Joint disease

 Joint diseases represent the most commonly recorded conditions in ar-
chaeological skeletal material. Similar lesions, osteophytes and micro-and macro-
-pitting may form in response to one of several different disease processes, some 
also occurring as lone lesions largely reflective of age-related wear-and-tear. De-

Ł. Obtułowicz, D. A. Pokutta
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generative changes have been recorded in 30% of the discussed population. The 
Schmorl’s nodes were found in children (2 individuals, late Infans I). Osteoarthritis 
was evident in one adult skeleton (grave 20), and sacralisation of the fifth lumbar 
vertebra has been recorded in one case (burial 21). 

Fig. 8. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Dentition of adult male, grave 20: ante-mortem loss 
of molars, traces of undergone teeth extractions, dental caries, abscessus subperiostalis; 

black staining of hard palate (unknown nature). (Photo D. Pokutta)

Archaeological excavations of Modern Age cemetery in Gliwice...
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Metabolic conditions

 Cribra orbitalia (manifest as pitting in the orbital roof) is believed to re-
sult from a metabolic disorder associated with childhood iron deficiency anaemia, 
though other contributory factors are also recognised (Molleson 1993; Roberts 
and Manchester 1997, 166-169). Slight (burial 10) and moderate (burial 11) pa-
thological lesions were observed in the orbits of two non-adults. In certain context 
Cribra orbitalia may be indicative as to circumstances of death in adults. One de-
capitated convict (male 41, Fig. 10) displayed bilateral porotic lesions probably as 
a reaction to long-term stress and starvation.

Animal bones

 A total of 24 animal bones was recovered from the site and all purport 
to a single context. An isolated feature 23, was located in the southern part of the 
site (Fig. 2). It represents a dual inhumation of adult individual with child. The 

Ł. Obtułowicz, D. A. Pokutta

Fig. 9. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Dentitions of adult males: A) grave 7, B) grave 20, C) 
grave 1, D) grave 30.  (Photo D. Pokutta)



329

secondary deposit contained the remains of at least 2 (3?) wolves and perhaps a dog 
(Canis lupus, Canis familiaris, Fig. 11). Cattle bones were found as well (Bos taurus). 
The presence of hounds in Dworcowa Street cemetery can be explained by accumu-
lation of cemeterial wastes and other organic products (Galtés et al. 2014). Wolves, 
scavenger dogs and crows frequently exploit roadkill and cemeteries searching for 
food and shelter.  

Fig. 10. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Cribra orbitalia: adult male (grave 41). (Photo D. Pokutta)

Fig. 11. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. The remains of wolves and dogs.  (Photo D. Pokutta)

Archaeological excavations of Modern Age cemetery in Gliwice...
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CHRONOLOGY AND RADIOMETRIC DATING 

 The stratigraphic complexity enables in-depth analysis of the site develop-
ment, but it is combined with the lack of consistent distribution of datable finds. 
Dating evidence was restricted to ceramics, some elements of coffin furnishing and 
jewellery. A small quantity of probable Iron Age pottery (2nd-4th century A.D) was 
recovered from three distinctive clusters (G42 level D, G23/41 level B-E and G 40 
level E-F) located in the southern part of the trench. This is the only evidence for ac-
tivity in the Iron Age, recorded in the deepest stratigraphic layers on the site. Whilst 
the recovery of pottery dated to Roman Period is both interesting and potentially im-
portant, it is difficult to assess the significance of such a small and isolated assemblage.
 During the excavations in 2013 numerous sherds of the early and late me-
dieval pottery were recovered scattered across the site, in several features and in dif-
ferent stratigraphic deposits. These finds, usually small fragments of locally-made, 
coarse sandy wares, provide few clues as to the character of the activity in this area, 
although the presence of sherds from cooking pots might indicate settlement in the 
near vicinity. The glass bead found in grave 34 (Fig. 4) can be broadly dated to 11th- 
13th centuries due to several analogous finds. That type of locally-made adornment 
was popular in medieval period and similar glass beads were found in Starogród 
(No. 38, Dekówna 1980; 2007, 176), in Kniaża Hora (Ukraine, settlement context; 
No. 384, Dekówna 2007, 177) and in Belarus (burial context, No. 396, Dekówna et 
al. 2007, 179).
 In medieval and early Modern Age cities nails were expensive and difficult 
to obtain. The older way of making nail rods was by drawing out large bars to a smal-
ler size. This was accomplished by the smith, using a hand-hammer or with a helve-
-hammer. Nail making was a rather slow, labour-intensive process, but it continued 
to be used even after later technological developments had made it obsolete. Several 
wrought handmade nails discovered in Gliwice are indicative of C1a type dated to 
14th-15th centuries (Tab. 2; Gierlach 1972, 125, tabl.28).
 As at Dworcowa Street, many late medieval/modern age cemeteries display 
the influence of pre-existing boundaries (buildings and the road in this case) on the 
location and orientation of the graves.  Certain subsectors can be marked out, for 
example, children’s cemetery was clearly located in the NW of the excavated area 
(features G9, G10, G11, Fig. 2-3). 
 A number of post-holes, pits and at least two structures were recorded over-
lying the northern and the southern edges of the trench. It seems feasible that two 
of these post-hole structures (G15 and G43) probably defined a cemetery doorway 
facing south and north.
 At Dworcowa Street intercutting between the differently aligned burials, 
occurred only within the interaction zone between the two separate alignment clu-
sters segregated to the north and south areas of the site. The location of many earlier 
burials was unmarked on surface and probably unknown. Successive deposition of 
burials often on top of each other resulted in raising the ground level of the historic 
graveyard. The most obvious stratigraphic evidence of this practise is the intercut-
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ting grave no. 30, where six consecutive interments have been compressed into a sin-
gle stratigraphic sequence.
 Three samples were selected for radiocarbon dating. The samples included 
a burnt charcoal spread deposits in features no. 40 (MKL-1886) and 35 (MKL-
1887, Radiocarbon Laboratory in Skala), as well as human remains from grave 
no.2 excavated by the Archaeological Museum in Gliwice in 2011 (adult male, 
GdS-1312, Radiocarbon Laboratory Silesian University of Technology in Gliwice). 
The radiocarbon determinations were calibrated using OxCal 4.1.7 (Bronk Ram-
sey 2001; 2009) and the IntCal09 calibration curve (Reimer et al. 2009). All three 
samples cover the same broad date range and the period between 1430 and 1610 
cal AD, as shown in Fig. 12-14.

Fig. 12. Summary of radiocarbon dates from Dworcowa Street, Gliwice

Archaeological excavations of Modern Age cemetery in Gliwice...

Fig. 13. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Radiocarbon dating of the feature 35; charcoals

OxCal v4.2.4 Bronk Ramsey (2013); r:5; IntCal 13 atmospheric curve {Reimer et al 2013}

OxCal v4.2.4 Bronk Ramsey (2013); r:5; IntCal 13 atmospheric curve {Reimer et al 2013}
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 The charcoal from pit no. 40 produced a Modern Age date of 470±45 BC, 
corresponding with 1433 cal AD. The sample from feature no.35 provided a date of 
410±40 BC (1516 cal AD), and human bones in grave no.2 have been radiocarbon 
dated to 305±85 (ca.1610 cal AD, Silesian University of Technology Laboratory 
report 9/2012). The chronology of stratigraphic sequence has been confirmed by 
radiocarbon dating, as anticipated. The excavations at Dworcowa Street cemetery 
revealed evidence for human activity from the Iron Age through to the medieval 
period, until at least the early 17th century. 

CONCLUSIONS

 The Dworcowa Street cemetery has many interesting and unusual aspects. 
Rather than suggesting that this is a new, unique and special cemetery, it is more 
appropriate to consider it as part of a larger cemetery, perhaps representing a peri-
pheral suburban zone of Gliwice. Despite the dearth of datable artefacts, and altho-
ugh a detailed chronology cannot be deciphered yet (materials were subjected to 
further isotopic analyses), it is concluded that the evidence is generally consistent 
with late medieval/early Modern Age cemeteries in Poland and across Europe.
 Anthropological analyses point out that demographic and biological pro-
files of discussed population might have differed from the average during this time 
period. 

Fig. 14. Gliwice, Dworcowa Street. Radiocarbon dating of the feature 40; charcoals
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 The higher ratio of male to female adults present on site appears to be cle-
arly elevated. The site was located on the outskirts of the medieval town of Gliwice, 
beyond the city gates. A major imbalance between the sexes, perhaps suggest that 
this place was favoured by unmarried males, male immigrants or migrant workers 
gravitating to the town for work, possibly from an extended rural hinterland.
 The general bad health, traumas and malnourishment of the individuals 
might be due to an urban upbringing with difficult access to food sources and 
basic medical care. The preponderance of males over females seems to indicate 
unmarried veterans, tradesmen or labourers, as well as convicts and criminals. It is 
feasible that a cemetery located beyond the protected area of the city walls served 
as a last resting place for religious minorities, people who died in accidents or 
committed suicide. 
 The good preservation and recovery of the skeletal material has allowed 
the evidence for decapitation procedures to be analysed in detail. Demonstrable 
methods of execution were varied when consider the location, direction and num-
ber of blows. Close inspection of the decapitated remains of burials 1, 7, 8, 14, 16, 
29, 30/2, 31, 33, 34, 40 and 41 resulted in the conclusion that the decapitation took 
place in another more public place (perhaps at the city square). This therefore in-
dicates the existence of judicial administration in the city. Additionally, two cases 
of assumptive quartering or sawing were analysed which suggests that Renaissance 
judicature possessed a wide range of socially acceptable means of physical constra-
int, punishment and torture.
 Both medieval and renaissance judicature inflicted pain and torture as an 
accepted form of punishment or interrogation. There were many forms and types 
of execution method, among them wheel breaking, hanging, pressing/crushing, 
execution by fire, boiling to death, decapitation (the axe or the sword), quartering 
and impalement. From 13th century onward one of the most common forms of 
execution for crimes of high treason committed by men was for them to be hung, 
drawn and quartered. It was an agonizing method combining several stages, such 
as hanging until almost the point of death, castration and pulling by the horse 
before final death by disembowelment. All these methods were time-consuming, 
public, impressive, and (excluding hanging) also expensive. 
 Quite often the justice was served in a form of theatrical show offering a piti-
ful spectacle for the whole city. Therefore the invention of the guillotine in 1789 was 
considered a breakthrough in humane, swift and painless execution. Today, accor-
ding to some historians, the common view of the medieval or modern age justice 
systems as cruel, and based around torture and execution, is often unfair and inac-
curate (Kaeuper 2013). This may be partially true, however excavations at sites such 
as Dworcowa Street reveal another ‘side of the coin’ and places were the most aggres-
sive and dangerous individuals were punished and ‘discarded’. In rising Renaissance 
Europe, the search for justice was a major theme of political debate and discussion. 
In ‘Utopia’, published in 1516 Thomas More drew attention to the injustice of pu-
nishing thieves with the death penalty, a practice that continued in Europe into the 
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nineteenth century. He and many other humanists were aware that much of the law 
was written by property owners to protect their holdings. Sadly, the author of this 
ground-breaking treaty was accused of treason and beheaded in 1535.
 Feudal courts were not based on the modern ideal of considering an ac-
cused ‘innocent until proven guilty’, as there was no concept of presumption of in-
nocence. Rather, it was the duty of the accused to prove his innocence. One could 
do so by taking an oath of innocence and there was system of ‘oath-helpers’, accor-
ding to which, the accused was required to bring helpers, often neighbours or rela-
tives. Many who failed to bring ‘supporters’ was condemned and executed without 
particular reason or remorse. Therefore social status of many individuals buried in 
Gliwice cannot be easily ascribed. Future work and the results of currently ongoing 
bioarchaeological analyses might clarify this problem.
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