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Early Roman Period pottery of the Przeworsk culture included vessels covered with elaborate zonal decora-

tion. They were particularly typical for sites from the eastern area of this culture. Undoubtedly, at least some of 
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IntroductIon

In the Early Roman Period, Przeworsk culture pottery included vessels which stood out 

from the rest in terms of their shape and decoration. This applies in particular to three-

handled vases adorned with elaborate zonal decoration, known primarily from sepulchral 

sites from the eastern area of the Przeworsk culture. One particular variant of such decora-

tion is the “tri-partite” ornamentation, with different sets of motifs featuring between each 

pair of handles (Andrzejowski 2001, 80), which typically features on sharply carinated 

vases. Incidentally, such vessels also occur in the western area of the Przeworsk culture 

(e.g. Osiek, Dist. Osiek, Wielkopolskie Province, grave 92 – Pawlak 2011, fig. 5: 10).

In this context, it is worth noting vessels with rounded bodies and distinctly separated 

cylindrical feet, often provided with a small handle, which have incidentally been disco-

vered within the Przeworsk culture range. Some of them are covered with sophisticated 

decoration. These vessels do not find counterparts in T. Liana’s (1970) commonly used 

typology of Przeworsk culture pottery of the Early Roman Period.

A cInerAry urn from ostrów 
AgAInst the bAcKground of other vesseLs
wIth rounded bodIes And cyLIndrIcAL feet

One example of such a vessel is a cinerary urn discovered in grave 84 in the Przeworsk 

culture cemetery at Ostrów in Przemyśl District (Fig. 1; 2). The necropolis is situated on 

the left-bank terrace of the broad San River valley, on a slope falling steeply to the south-

west. The site lies at the margin of a geographic region known as Foreland Loess Plateau, 

which is part of the Sandomierz Basin (Kondracki 1994, 239). Excavations carried out in 

2013-2014 by Sabina Stempniak and Joanna Motak representing the Arkona archaeologi-

cal company and Anna Lasota from the Institute of Archaeology of the Jagiellonian Uni-

versity in Kraków resulted in the discovery of around 70 cremation burials linked with the 

Przeworsk culture, spread over an area of approx. 6 ares. The excavations also allowed the 

northern, southern, and eastern boundaries of the necropolis to be identified. In the western 

part of the site the boundary could not be established due to dense development. Prelimi-

nary examination of the recovered grave inventories made it possible to determine the 

time when the cemetery was used as the developed stage of phase B2, until the beginnings 

of the Younger Roman Period (for more information see: Lasota and Stempniak 2015, 226, 

230).

The mentioned urn is a large vessel with a strongly rounded body set on a high foot, 

and is provided with one perpendicular handle (Fig. 2; 3). The surfaces are carefully po-

lished and blackened, and the paste lacks any macroscopically detectable temper. The rim 

diameter is 27 cm, maximum body diameter approx. 27.5 cm, and base diameter 11.8 cm. 
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fig. 1. Inventory of grave 84 from the cemetery in ostrów, dist. Przemyśl, site 21:
a-b – clay vessels; c – antler pin
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fig. 2. cinerary urn from grave 84 from the cemetery in ostrów, dist. Przemyśl, site 21: 
1 – urn; 2 – a-m ornamentations motifs

m



Fig. 3. Reconstruction of the urn from grave 84 from the cemetery in Ostrów, Dist. Przemyśl, site 21: 
a – swastika, double-fork and tree of life motifs; b – double-fork, cross and vertical flutes motifs



Fig. 4. Vessels with rounded bodies and cylindrical feet: a – Kryspinów, site 2, grave 64; b – Gościeradów, 
site 1, grave 13; c – Brzeźce, site 2, grave 15; d – Ciebłowice Duże, site 1, grave 12; e – Oblin, site 5, 

grave 9; f – Kamieńczyk, site 1, grave 199
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The vessel is approx. 21 cm high, and its cylindrical foot, slightly tapering towards the bot-

tom, has a height of about 7 cm. What attracts particular attention is the decoration 

covering the vessel’s body. It is composed of deeply stamped motifs including swastikas, 

crosses, hollows, double-fork motifs, and broad, vertical flutes. Grave 84, where the dis-

cussed urn was found, was poorly furnished (Fig. 1). All that was found in the grave were 

burnt-out accompanying vessels and an antler pin with slightly profiled head. The men-

tioned accompanying vessels included a small bowl of type VI/2, and a vase representing 

type II/3 in Liana’s classification (1970), and another two, highly burnt and typologically 

undetermined vessels. As for the antler pin, it belongs to Dulkiewicz sub-type VIIC, dated 

to phases B1 and B2 of the Early Roman Period (Dulkiewicz 2009, 229).

As mentioned at the beginning, vessels of such shape are infrequent finds in Przeworsk 

culture materials, and the exemplars with elaborate decoration are even less common. The 

analysis presented below focuses only on the forms with cylindrical feet, while those pro-

vided with feet that clearly flare towards the bottom, much more common in Przeworsk 

culture assemblages, have not been included here.

A similar but undecorated vessel was discovered in the Gać cemetery in the Przeworsk 

District (Hadaczek 1909, pl. S: 33), a site linked with the eastern area of the Przeworsk cul-

ture (cf. Lasota 2014, 152). Unfortunately, specific methods of exploration adopted by the 

site’s discoverer, and the manner of publication, make it impossible to reconstruct the as-

semblage to which this vessel belonged. The same cemetery also yielded another two forms 

akin to the vessel discussed here, but having no handles (Hadaczek 1909, pl. M: 5; M: 8). 

All these artefacts cannot be dated with more precision than within the timespan of the 

cemetery, which is within phases B2-C1.

In terms of morphology, vessels incidentally discovered in north-eastern Masovia 

could be parallels to the Ostrów urn. Four such forms have been found in the Kamieńczyk 

necropolis, site 1, and these are richly adorned (Figs 4: f; 5: a-c). They were accompanied 

in graves by such metal artefacts as brooches derivative of strongly profiled forms of 

Dąbrowska variant 5 (grave 78), an A.38 brooch (graves 140 and 199), and an A.149 brooch 

(grave 231). These artefacts allow the graves to be dated to phase B2b. A similar vessel, 

also richly ornamented, is known from the Nadkole cemetery, site 2 (Fig. 5: d). It was 

found in grave 5 dated to phase 2b of the cemetery development, which spanned the 

closing stages of phase B2a and most of phase B2b (Andrzejowski 1998, 108). Another 

similar form, although without a handle, is an urn discovered in grave 9 in the Oblin ce-

metery, site 5. Its decoration is limited to a plastic cordon and two vertical ribs running 

down from it (Fig. 4: e). A brooch of A.123 type places this assemblage within phase B2 

(Czarnecka 2007, 13-14). A vessel from grave 12 in Ciebłowice Duże site 1, in south-western 

Masovia, is provided with a somewhat different foot, which slightly flares towards the bot-

tom (Fig. 4: d). The grave should be dated to phase B2b, which is indicated by brooches of 

Almgren group V series 8 and 10 discovered in this assemblage (Dzięgielewska and 

Kulczyńska 2008, 14). From western Masovia we have only one vessel referring by its 
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fig. 5. vessels with rounded bodies and cylindrical feet: a – Kamieńczyk, site 1, grave 231; b – Kamieńczyk, 
site 1, grave 78; c – Kamieńczyk, site 1, grave 140; d – nadkole, site 2, grave 5; e – sarnia Zwola, site 8, 

grave 12
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shape to the forms described above. It was found in the Brzeźce cemetery, site 2, in 

grave 15 (Fig. 4: c) which according to the site’s explorer should be dated within phases 

B2-B2/C1 (Balke 1976, 202; fig. 21: b). It is worth noting that the site also yielded a sig-

nificant number of vessel bases formed in this characteristic manner (Balke 1976, fig. 19: 

c, e, pl. IX: 2, 4, 6, 7). However, they may originate from sharply carinated forms. Moreo-

ver, all the mentioned cemeteries from the eastern area of the Przeworsk culture produced 

sharply carinated vases covered with lavish ornamentation, including zonal decoration.

Links to the eastern area of the Przeworsk culture, noticeable in the presence of brooches 

representing mixed II and IV groups in Almgren classification, and in Kamieńczyk-type 

bracelets, can be demonstrated for a cemetery in Sarnia Zwola site 8 in Ostrowiec Święto-

krzyski District, situated in the Świętokrzyskie Mountains (Orzechowski 2007). Grave 12 

yielded a vessel akin to the forms presented above (Fig. 5: e), and the presence of a belt 

finial of Madyda-Legutko group 1 in the same assemblage allows the grave to be broadly 

dated to phase B2 (Madyda-Legutko 2011, 33).

In the Lublin region, a similar vessel (but without a handle, as was also the case in 

Brzeźce) was discovered in grave 13 in the Gościeradów cemetery, Kraśnik District, site 1, 

on the right bank of the Vistula River (Fig. 4: b). The chronology of the grave is difficult to 

unambiguously determine, because, apart from the mentioned vessel, it only contained an 

iron knife and an iron buckle (Niewęgłowski 1981, 78). The latter represents group C type 

13 in Madyda-Legutko classification, which is dated within a very broad timespan (Madyda-

Legutko 1986, 21).

The only vessel of the discussed type known from outside the eastern area of the Prze-

worsk culture comes from Kryspinów, site 2, from grave 64 (Figs. 4: a; 6). The assemblage 

also included, among other objects, a bronze trumpet brooch inlaid with silver wire 

(Godłowski 1974, fig. 2: f) referring to Liana variant 2 (1970, 444), and a fitting from the 

lock of a wooden box representing type 3 in Kokowski’s classification (Kokowski 1997, 38), 

a relatively rare find in Przeworsk culture sites. The above artefacts date the assemblage to 

phase B2, probably to its later part.

In other territories within the Przeworsk culture’s range one can demonstrate vessel 

forms which to a certain degree resemble the Ostrów urn. One should mention here one 

discovered in a cemetery in Wola Łobudzka site 1, in Zduńska Wola District. It has a sepa-

rated, cylindrical foot, but differs from the vases presented above by its small size and its 

proportions, which allow the vessel to be classed as a beaker rather than a vase. Moreover, 

it is decorated with stamped bird motifs and originates from a grave dated within phases 

C2-C3 (Błaszczyk 1997, 39, pl. III). A vessel discovered in a cemetery in Biała, Zgierz Dis-

trict, is provided with a cylindrical, slightly flaring foot and is decorated with figural mo-

tifs, but its body is biconical in shape (Makiewicz 1970, pl. XII: 8-15; XIII: 1).

At the present stage of research, one can conclude that the vessels in question, having 

rounded bodies and high, cylindrical feet, occurred primarily in the developed stage of 

phase B2, until the beginnings of the Younger Roman Period. It needs to be emphasized 
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that their distribution strongly correlates with the eastern area of the Przeworsk culture 

(Fig. 6). It is in this area that vessels featuring elaborate narrative decoration (Andrze-

jowski 1998, 94) and forms adorned with zonal decoration (Dąbrowska 1995, 103; 1996, 

113) are also concentrated.

Anthropological analyses performed for eleven graves containing the vessels in ques-

tion revealed that six vessels held the remains of women. In Ciebłowice Duże, the sex of the 

deceased buried in grave 12 could not be anthropologically determined, but the nature of 

the grave goods (metal fittings from a box, a spindle-whorl) suggests it was a woman as 

fig. 6. distribution of vessels with rounded bodies and cylindrical feet within the Przeworsk culture range: 
1 – brzeźce, site 2, białobrzegi district (balke 1976); 2 – ciebłowice duże, site 1, tomaszów mazowiecki 
district (dzięgielewska, Kulczyńska 2007); 3 – gać, site 1, Przewosk district (hadaczek 1909); 4 – go-
ścieradów, site 1, Kraśnik district (niewęgłowski 1981); 5 – Kamieńczyk, site 1, wyszków district (dą-
browska 1997); 6 – Kryspinów, site 2, Kraków district (godłowski 1974); 7 – nadkole, site 2, węgrów 
district (Andrzejowski 1998); 8 – oblin, site 5, garwolin district (czarnecka 2007); 9 – ostrów, site 21, 

Przemyśl district; 10 – sarnia Zwola, site 5, ostrowiec Świętokrzyski district (orzechowski 2007)
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well. In four other cases the vessels contained bones of adults (men or women) or a child. 

In light of the above there are no grounds to claim a strict rule reserving a burial in such 

vessels to people of a particular sex, although a slight predominance of females can be 

noticed.

functIon of the ornAment – 
AttemPt At InterPretAtIon

Despite a clear similarity of the vessels described above to the Ostrów urn, one cannot 

fail to notice that they were not that richly decorated. Their ornamentation most often in-

cluded incised meander motifs. Vertical flutes were applied in three cases (Ciebłowice 

Duże, grave 12; Sarnia Zwola, grave 12; Brzeźce, grave 15), and another three were not 

decorated at all (Gościeradów, grave 13; Gać, Kryspinów, grave 64). As mentioned, the urn 

from Ostrów stands out with its elaborate decorations. In my opinion, unlike most of the 

motifs featuring on vessels from settlement sites, which can be considered in terms of “ap-

plied arts” (cf. Lis 2001), the decoration executed on the urn in question was not a purely 

aesthetic treatment but additionally carried certain meanings.

In this context it is worth mentioning a hypothesis formulated by B. Tsetlin, very popu-

lar in contemporary Russian archaeology, about the sources of inspiration for creating 

ornamentation among prehistoric communities. Tsetlin believes that there were three as-

pects of decoration: magic, biological, and technical. The magic perspective sees the orna-

mentation as a symbolical transformation of the surrounding world. The biological one 

suggests that the need for adorning is inspired in humans by the realization of the beauty 

of the surrounding world. Finally, the decoration created from technical motives was to 

imitate the technical aspects of the world surrounding prehistoric humans, which found 

reflection in attempts to render the weave of a fabric, for instance (Tsetlin 2006, 1-2; Ko-

riakova 2006, 14). It cannot be ruled out that to a certain degree all these three factors 

played a role in inspiring Roman Period people to decorate their vessels.

The ornamentation could have also been a means of signalling identification with a cer-

tain social group. This was demonstrated by research into a Hallstatt Period cemetery in 

Schirdorf in north-east Bavaria. It was observed that vessels featuring certain motifs (fes-

toons and ‘lightning bolt’ motifs) concentrated in graves situated in different parts of the 

site and, though representing the same phase of the cemetery, never occurred together in 

one grave (Brosseder 2006, 125-127). Therefore, it seems justified to assume that certain 

types of ornamentation were reserved for certain specific groups of graves, probably be-

longing to people linked by bonds of kinship. Such conclusions, however, cannot be drawn 

for Ostrów, since the vessel in question is the only one decorated in this manner in the 

cemetery. Nevertheless, it is worth noticing that the grave where the vessel was discovered 

was situated close to grave 76, where a spearhead decorated with motifs probably referring 

to tamgas was found, among other artefacts.
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As mentioned, in my opinion the motifs featuring on the Ostrów urn may carry some 

broader, symbolical meaning. As a symbol I understand here a representation linked by an 

internal relationship with another object, notion, or activity (cf. Kopaliński 1990, 7). Since 

the culture we are investigating no longer exists, the nature of this link is difficult to pre-

cisely determine. Therefore, in the understanding proposed here a symbol should be seen 

as something not fully determined, the meaning of which was legible only to people from 

the culture that created it (cf. Kopaliński 1990, 8). Attempts at reading the meaning of 

symbols featuring on material relics of a given culture must refer to the social structure 

and the set of ideas available to that society (Hodder 1981, 215-216). In other words, the 

meaning of a symbol can only be determined on the basis of the context in which it appears 

(cf. Fromm 2017, 22). By investigating the social sphere, we can also understand the func-

tion of ornamentation, since the information encoded in the decoration may refer pre-

cisely to this sphere of life of a given society (cf. van den Boom 2000, 188). With respect to 

prehistoric societies, the above conclusions have been confirmed by ethnographic research, 

e.g. among contemporary African tribes (Braithwaite 1982).

The sphere of religion, of beliefs, is strongly connected with symbols. Ritual behaviours 

are full of symbolism, the meaning of which is rooted in the tradition of a society (cf. 

Minta-Tworzowska 2000, 48). Material relics of ritual behaviours can undoubtedly be 

found in the highest numbers in sepulchral sites (cf. Bugaj 2013, 65). In Przeworsk culture 

the relics include ritually damaged vessels and weapons. Some beliefs observed by this 

population, unclear to us, made them treat the mentioned artefacts in such a manner. 

Therefore, one should agree that the world of objects, in this case vessels and weapons, is 

a symbol of the spiritual world (Fromm 2017, 19). Following this line of reasoning, we can 

arrive at the conclusion that at least some of the ornamental motifs featuring on various 

artefacts, especially those from cemeteries, are manifestations of the spiritual culture of 

a given society. This interpretation of the meaning of ornamentation in the Przeworsk 

culture can be supported by the fact that certain specific motifs are known almost exclu-

sively from cinerary urns (see below).

The analysis of the motifs featuring on the Ostrów urn has led me to a conclusion that 

they are symbols, codified in a graphic form (cf. Cirlot 2000, 13). The double-fork motif 

rendered on the urn (Fig. 2: 2b, 2j), which also can be found on other Przeworsk culture 

vessels from the Early Roman Period, is often interpreted as a human figure in orans pos-

ture (Bugaj 1999, 186; Olędzki 2004, 115). However, it should be noted that this interpre-

tation was proposed for a motif arranged “vertically” in relation to other ornamental ele-

ments on the vessel, while on the discussed urn it is arranged “horizontally”. In this posi-

tion, it can be assumed to represent a quadruped animal, although what animal exactly is 

difficult to guess. Figural ornamentation can most often be found on pottery from sepul-

chral sites, which suggests it was reserved for the sphere of sacrum. However, one should 

not forget about full relief representations of male heads known from the eastern part of 

the Jutland Peninsula, which have been found in settlement sites only (Madyda-Legutko 
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and Rodzińska-Nowak 2001, 173). Particularly suggestive among figural ornamentations 

are zoomorphic representations, sometimes quite realistically rendered. In Przeworsk cul-

ture materials, zoomorphic relief representations frequently depict quadrupeds or birds, 

although poor preservation often makes it impossible to determine which category an ar-

tefact belongs to (Madyda-Legutko et al. 2000, 212). Animal representations were applied 

as decorative motifs in the Roman Period, as well as in the Pre-Roman Period and Migra-

tion Period (Bantelmann 1981, 227; Bugaj 1999, 180). One of the zoomorphic motifs most 

frequently occurring in the mentioned periods is the deer. Its realistic depictions feature, 

among other objects, on two vessels from the cemetery at Gać, Przeworsk District, in Pod-

karpackie Province (Bugaj and Makiewicz 1995, fig. 7 and unpublished materials). It is 

also worth mentioning the decoration featuring on an urn discovered in a grave dated to 

B2-C1a from Costed in North Rhine-Westphalia, a cemetery linked with Rhine-Weser Ger-

manic tribes (Siegmund 1996, pl. 10: 7; 11). The motifs on the urn include a realistically 

rendered figure of a deer. A detailed analysis of this vessel’s decoration published by 

Reichmann took into account a broad cultural context and drew heavily from Germanic 

mythology (Reichmann 2005, 389-401). One should keep in mind that the deer is a sym-

bol appearing in many mythologies, and is often associated with a symbol known as the 

tree of life (cf. Kempiński 1993, 208; Cirlot 2000, 169). Furthermore, according to M. Eliade, 

in prehistoric beliefs the deer was a fertility symbol, but also was regarded as a funeral 

animal, a guide for the deceased (Eliade 1994, 100).

At the margin of the above remarks, let us recall that representations known from 

metal vessels are believed to be the most probable source of inspiration for creating 

zoomorphic ornamentation on clay vessels (Bantelmann 1981, 228; Bugaj 1999, 169-170). 

Deer representations also appear on shield brooches, which appeared in Europe as early as 

the 2nd-3rd centuries AD, as imports from Roman Provinces (Svoboda 1948, fig. 16; Thomas 

1967, 61-62).

The double-fork motif mentioned above can also be found on weapons, the blades of 

pole weapons in particular (Biborski 1986; P. Kaczanowski 1988). However, it should be 

noted that on weapons the motif occurs much less frequently than on vessels. The same 

applies to swastika motifs, which feature on the Ostrów urn three times, both in a clock-

wise and counter clockwise variant (Fig. 2: 2i, 2k, 2m). Swastika motifs can be demonstra-

ted to have occurred over many centuries, and in the Roman Period they were present in 

various cultural traditions. The swastika has been given many different interpretations in 

the literature, the prevailing one being as a solar symbol (Kopaliński 1990, 406-407; Bugaj 

1999, 185-186; Cirlot 2000, 390-392). On Early Roman Period vessels, the swastika ap-

pears as the only motif, or is part of a larger ornamental composition (e.g. Andrzejowski 

1998, pl. X: 1; Dąbrowska 1997, pl. LIX: 5). However, it is worth noticing that it can be 

found not only on funerary vessels, but also on sherds originating from settlements (e.g. 

Bolesław, Dist. Dąbrowa, site 1 – Madyda-Legutko 1985, fig. 8: d; Nieszawa Kolonia, Dist. 

Opole, site 5 – Stasiak-Cyran 2000, fig. 3: d; Piwonice, Dist. Kalisz, site 1 – Dąbrowski 
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1955, fig. 7). This means that some of the vessels decorated in that manner may have played 

certain functions in everyday life, prior to their deposition in grave (cf. Godłowski 1981, 60; 

Dobrzańska 1990, 63; J. Rodzińska-Nowak 2006, 167). The urn from Gać, Przeworsk Dis-

trict, features what is most likely a different rendering of a solar motif. The symbol has the 

shape of a round disc surrounded by radiating rays (Bugaj and Makiewicz 1995, fig. 7).

It should be emphasised that the above-mentioned motifs often featuring in the Prze-

worsk culture on pole weapon blades refer to tamgas, which were owner’s marks. They 

occurred, among other objects, on spearheads from Rozwadów, Dist. Stalowa Wola 

(Śmiszko 1936, pl. XIX: 2, 5; XX), Zadowice, Dist. Kalisz (Nadolski 1953, fig. 5, 2), and 

Żurawiczki, Dist. Przeworsk (Kokowski 1994, fig. 3). Such motifs also occur in Sarmatian 

cultures, a fact well known from the literature (Shchukin 1994, fig. 1; Voroniatov 2012, 

186-193). Importantly, from the same milieu we also know swastikas and double-fork mo-

tifs (c.f. Yatsenko 2010, fig. 11: 20, 23, 24). On the other hand, these motifs occur in other 

cultural milieus as well, including in the runic alphabet (Schlette 1972, 196).

The other motifs featuring on the Ostrów urn are unique among ornamentations 

known from other Przeworsk culture artefacts. Two of them seem to depict human figures 

in orans posture (Fig. 2: 2e, 2f). The arms and legs point upwards, and the head is marked 

with a short flute, vertical or arching. One of the alleged figures is slightly bigger than the 

other. Such a manner of human figure presentation was known in earlier periods as well 

(c.f. e.g. Müller-Karpe 1968, 52, fig. 29). As mentioned, motifs particularly often inter-

preted as orans are those described as double-fork. The representation from the base of 

the vessel from Ciebłowice Duże is a special case, as it additionally features a human head 

depicted on the axis of the “body” (Dzięgielewska and Kulczyńska 2008, pl. XXXII: 8). As-

suming the interpretation of this rather poorly legible drawing is correct (Dzięgielewska 

and Kulczyńska 2008, pl. CIV: 2), this would be the only such rendering of the double-fork 

motif on Roman Period pottery. To a certain degree, the interpretation of the motif on the 

Ostrów urn as a human figure in orans position can be supported by realistic representa-

tions of humans with raised arms on pottery in other Roman Period cultures, an urn from 

the Elbe Germanic cemetery at Hamburg-Marmstorf being a good example (Schwantes 

1915, fig. 9; Wegewitz 1964, 26, pl. 10: 6918.1).

Among the remaining motifs appearing on the Ostrów urn there are two which slightly 

diverge from the orans figures described above, and resemble six-armed trees with empha-

sised tops (Fig. 2: 2a, 2l). Phitomorphic representations belong to the rarest motifs known 

from Przeworsk culture materials. Schematically rendered trees accompanied by double-

fork motifs interpreted as human figures are known from two vessels from the Wąchock 

necropolis (Balke and Bender 1991, pl. V: 1; VI: 1). The absence of information about the 

assemblages in which they were found makes their chronology impossible to determine. 

On the urn from grave 11 in the Opoka cemetery, Puławy District, a schematic representation 

of a tree is accompanied by a swastika (Stasiak 1994, fig. 12). However, this grave is conside-

rably earlier than the Ostrów burial, as it dates to the close of phase B1 (Stasiak 1994, 63).
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Symbolic meaning can also be assumed with respect to the remaining motifs featuring 

on the urn in question (Fig. 2: 2c, 2d, 2g, 2h), analogies for which are difficult to find. This 

may also apply to the hollows featuring near the vertical flute, the swastika, and the motif 

reminiscent of a tree. Symbolic interpretation has also been proposed for a variety of geo-

metric motifs commonly occurring on cinerary urns from the eastern area of the Prze-

worsk culture (Dąbrowska 1996, 113). Ethnographic literature offers differing interpreta-

tions of geometric patterns. An interesting explanation was recorded by C. Levi-Strauss 

during his research among indigenous tribes of South America. He was told that the deco-

ration featuring on vessels of the Tupi people, which resembled a lattice of black lines 

forming a kind of labyrinth, was meant to mislead evil spirits hunting for human bones 

kept in the urns (Levi-Strauss 1992, 76).

In the context of the interpretations proposed above for the motifs featuring on the urn 

from the female burial in Ostrów, the tree motif in particular, it is worth recalling a frag-

ment from Tacitus where he wrote that the place where Germanic people performed their 

rituals was a sacred grove. A branch cut off from a tree was used for fortune-telling (Taci-

tus, Germania 10). In several other places in Tacitus’ accounts we can find information 

about the high position of female storytellers among Germanic populations. In Book IV of 

his Histories, Tacitus writes: This maiden [Veleda] of the tribe of the Bructeri enjoyed 

extensive authority, according to the ancient German custom, which regards many 

women as endowed with prophetic powers and, as the superstition grows, attributes di-

vinity to them (Tacitus, Histories IV, LXII). In Germania, he emphasised: Further, they 

conceive that in woman is a certain uncanny and prophetic sense: they neither scorn to 

consult them, nor slight their answers (Tacitus, Germania, 8).

The motif known as the tree of life has appeared in many cultural milieus (c.f. Kopaliński 

1990, 73; Kempiński 1993, 116-117; Cirlot 2000, 114-118), with hints at its Indo-European 

roots suggested in the literature (Kristiansen and Larsson 2005, 245-246). It enjoyed par-

ticular popularity among Sarmatian tribes, including in the first centuries AD. Importantly, 

in Sarmatian materials the tree of life appeared especially in narrative scenes adorning 

dress and headband appliques in rich female burials. The motif was usually accompanied 

there by representations of animals, including birds and deer, which were shown ap-

proaching the tree of life (e.g. Zasetskaia 2011, 72). Graves furnished with such artefacts 

have been interpreted as burials of priestesses (Istvánovits and Kulcsár 2011, 215-216). 

Furthermore, representations of trees rendered in a manner similar to that on the Ostrów 

urn appear on Geto-Dacian relief vessels between the 2nd century BC and the 1st century AD. 

The vessels also feature animal representations, probably deer, as well as female figures 

performing ‘ritual dance’ (Sîrbu and Florea 2011, fig. 2: 1-3). It cannot be ruled out that the 

inspiration for such decoration may have been drawn from the Sarmatian milieu (Sîrbu 

and Florea 2011, 315-316).
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recAPItuLAtIon

To sum up, it should be emphasized that this paper does not pretend to be a compre-

hensive analysis of the phenomenon in question. Instead, it offers an attempt at interpre-

tation of the meaning of some of the symbols known from Przeworsk culture pottery. The 

motifs featuring on the Ostrów urn have been interpreted here as symbols carrying broader 

meaning and being most likely associated with the sphere of beliefs of the investigated 

population. As known from the literature, this sphere of human life ranks among those 

most difficult to interpret through its material remains (Baron 2009, 420). At the same 

time, I am aware that there are more than few scholars for whom the presence of symbols 

in chronologically distant cultures remains an open question (cf. Kowalski 1999, 7, 173).

It cannot be unambiguously claimed that the symbols depicted on the Ostrów urn are 

evidence of Sarmatian influences on the beliefs, and therefore also symbolism, of the Prze-

worsk culture. Contacts between these two groups, which undoubtedly took place on the 

upper Dniester, have been widely addressed in the literature (e.g. Shchukin 994, 489-490; 

Kokowski 1999; Dobrzańska 2001, 102). However, one cannot rule out a possibility that the 

analysed ornamental motifs emerged independently, as a one-time inspiration of the ves-

sel’s creator. This is indirectly suggested by the lack of close analogies for some of the motifs. 

The latter probably were a form of symbolic message legible to its receivers at the time.

The brief outline of possible interpretations of some drawings featuring on Przeworsk 

culture vessels presented above obviously does not exhaust the issue. Attempts at reading 

the messages encoded in symbols are always a difficult task. Furthermore, studies into 

symbolism and religion of past societies investigated by archaeologists require particular 

caution and distance, and should always be set in a broad cultural context.
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