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Abstract

The paper discusses necklaces from the Mosiężysko 
cemetery in the settlement complex in Szurpiły (Suwałki 
District). All of them represent the Totenkrone type, char-
acteristic of the Pruthenian lands. The stylistic features, 

spatial distribution within the Pruthenian lands as well 
as in other parts of Europe, way of manufacture, purpose 
and chronology of these necklaces are discussed. 
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Necklaces from Szurpiły
The vast settlement complex in Szurpiły (pow. Suwałki 

/ Suwałki District) is no question a place of elite nature. 
This centre flourished in the 9th–13th centuries, a  peri-
od that is considered the Early Middle Ages in this area  
(Fig. 1). A  mighty stronghold, surrounded with three 
rings of ramparts, and its accompanying settlements are 
impressive with regard to the extent of the premises and 
the complex engineering works that took place during 
the construction of this centre. This complex also yielded 
an enormous number of finds, including many imported 
and unique artefacts.1

Among the archaeological sites in Szurpiły there is 
a flat cremation cemetery (Fig. 1: 2, marked with the red 
circle). The site was discovered in 2008 during a  field 
survey with metal detectors. An unusual concentration 
of metal finds was found at that time, including many 
pieces of necklaces. A concentration of finds of necklace 
terminals was one of the reasons behind the decision to 
open a  trench in this place several months thereafter. 
The site was excavated in 2008–2011, and it was deter-

mined to be a cemetery. This place is known locally as 
‘Mosiężysko’ (‘Brass Ground’) and, true to that name,  
ca. 3,500 metal artefacts were discovered there.2 No grave 
assemblages were recorded, and all grave goods with 
burnt human bones were scattered within the humus 
layer. It seems that the bodies were burnt in the cemetery 
area and left on the surface. All of the finds (ornaments, 
dress accessories, tools, weapons, horseman’s equipment 
and pottery) were badly destroyed by cutting and break-
ing, and burned. Based on the C14 dating of five pieces 
of burned human bones, as well as on the stylistic and 
chronological analysis of metal objects, the cemetery is 
dated to the 12th–13th centuries.3 

The most numerous group among the discovered 
finds are necklace fragments whose bands are twisted 
from three bronze wires. Fourteen fragments of neck-
lace terminals were found altogether, including nine 
bar-shaped (Pl. 1: 1–9) and five oval ones (Pl. 1: 10–12). 
Inside one of fragmentarily preserved artefacts there 
are impressions of bronze wires of the band (Pl. 1: 11;  
Fig. 2). Dimensions of oval terminals in the discussed 

1  Engel 2020; Jończyk, Gołębiowska-Tobiasz 2021; Żołędziowski 
et al. 2021.

2  Jończyk 2015, 235–239.
3  For more about the site see Jończyk 2022.

Księga Swiatowit XL.indb   59Księga Swiatowit XL.indb   59 2023-01-13   12:27:592023-01-13   12:27:59



60

Ludwika Jończyk, Karol Żołędziowski

material are pretty standardized: ca. 2 cm in length and 
1 cm in diameter. Bar-shaped terminals are composed of 
two parts: a base that is round in cross-section and was 
fastened onto the band, and a  small bar that is rectan-
gular in cross-section at the end of the terminal. When 
seen from above, these bars are rectangular or tongue-
shaped. Three relatively well-preserved terminals of this 
kind are provided with bars which are 3.5–4 cm long and  
0.7–1 cm wide (Pl. 1: 2–4). The widths of terminals which 
survived in a worse condition are greater and they oscil-
late between 1.2 and 1.4 cm (Pl. 1: 1, 5–7). While oval ter-
minals in the discussed assemblage are always plain, flat 
parts of bar-shaped terminals are often ornamented with 

punched dots or incisions. The latter were sometimes 
also used as ornaments of bases of such terminals. Five 
finds of this type were found in the course of excavation 
works, while the remaining nine were discovered during 
field surveys (Fig. 3).

Another group of necklaces that was found in high 
numbers at the site are band fragments (Pl. 2). 110 band 
fragments that were twisted from three bronze wires were 
found altogether, including 33 within the trench. These 
are fragments with standardized diameters. Within the 
group of relatively well-preserved finds, 82% were in the 
range of 7–10 mm, 7% had diameters of 6–7 mm, while 
8% were in the range of 11–12 mm. There are consid-
erable differences concerning the fragments’ length. The 
smallest find was merely 5 mm long while the longest 
one was 13.25 cm long. Tiny finds which do not exceed 
2 cm comprise 17% of the entire assemblage. There is 
a clear preponderance of finds which are 2–4 cm long, 
and such artefacts account for slightly more than a half 
(52%) of the assemblage. Larger finds are rarer: 18% are 
4–6 cm long, 8% oscillate between 6 and 8 cm, and only 
three artefacts are longer (8–13 cm). All the fragments 
were cut off or broken off. Traces of both of these meth-
ods of destruction were identified during microscopic 
analysis. Almost all finds bear traces of contact with high 
temperature of various intensity (they are partially or 
completely melted), and in three cases there were two 
fragments that were melted together. In a few other cas-
es it can be seen that the twist lost its compactness and 
individual wires became separated (Pl. 2: 7, 10). In the 
case of 21 fragments only two out of the original three 

Fig. 1. Sites dated to the Early Middle 
Ages in the Szurpiły settlement complex. 
The Mosiężysko cemetery is marked with 
a red circle, dykes are marked with purple 
zigzag lines, intentionally steepened slopes 
are marked with blue lines. Watchtower 
mounds are marked with trapeziums.  
1 – ‘Góra Zamkowa’ (‘Castle Hill’) hillfort; 
2 – Mosiężysko settlement and cemetery; 
3–9 – settlements; 10 – canal between the 
Kluczysko Lake and the Jodel Bay (image by 
L. Jończyk, based on Engel 2020, tab. I with 
additions).

Fig. 2. Microscopic photo of wire imprints inside necklace ter-
minal (image by K. Żołędziowski).
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Pl. 1. Necklace terminals.
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Pl. 2. Band fragments.
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Fig. 3. Distribution of terminals of Totenkrone-
type necklaces against the background of finds 
with 3D location within the cemetery (image by  
L. Jończyk).

wires in the twist survived. Thirteen fragments bear  
traces of hammering of the necklace’s plan (Pl. 2: 1, 3,  
6, 9; Fig. 4). The find-places of band fragments at the site 
suggest their homogeneous distribution (Fig. 5). 

The largest group of necklace parts are fragments 
of twisted bronze wires (Fig. 6). It is also the most nu-
merous category of finds from Mosiężysko in general. 

1,749 such fragments were found altogether, including 
848 within the trench. Their diameters are standardized: 
in 65% cases it is 4–4.5 mm, and in 16% cases the diam-
eters are 5–5.5 mm. Narrower artefacts are clearly more 
sporadic: in 11% cases the diameters are 3–3.5 mm, 
and ten fragments fall within the range of 2–2.5 mm. 
The number of wires with larger diameters is 29, and 
in a majority of cases the increased diameter is a result 
of contact with high temperature. Analogously to band 
fragments, individual wires were also cut off or broken 
off. Concerning their length, the greatest number of 
finds are between 10.5 and 20 mm long (57%). Slightly 
shorter (5–10 mm) and slightly longer (20.5–30 mm) 
finds comprise 19% and 18% of the assemblage, respec-
tively. Only 4% of wires were 31–40 mm long. Twelve 
finds were shorter than 5 mm, including the two short-
est ones, which were 0.9 mm long. Only nine wires were 
longer than 41 mm, the longest one being 68 mm long. 
As in the case of band fragments, the wires are also even-
ly distributed on the site’s surface (Fig. 7). A trace left 
by a  failed attempt at cutting through was noticed on 
one fragment. Two wires were additionally ornamented 
with incisions (Fig. 6: 3), and 328 (18%) bore traces of 
hammering of the necklace’s plan (Fig. 6: 1, 2).

Fig. 4. Microscopic photo of traces of hammering of the neck-
lace’s plan (image by K. Żołędziowski).
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Fig. 5. Distribution of necklace band fragments 
against the background of finds with 3D loca-
tion within the cemetery (image by L. Jończyk).

Fig. 6. Wire fragments from untwined necklaces 
(image by L. Jończyk).

Fig. 7. Distribution of fragments of twisted wires 
against the background of finds with 3D loca-
tion within the cemetery (image by L. Jończyk).
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Way of manufacture 

On the basis of the gathered finds it is possible to 
draw credible conclusions on the technology of manufac-
ture of such ornaments. The basis probably consisted of 
cast rods. By means of drawing the rods through a draw-
ing die, a wire with a round cross-section and a diame-
ter of ca. 3–4 mm was obtained. The use of this process 
is testified to by lengthwise grooves that can be seen on 
a great number of wires and that are characteristic of this 
technology (Figs 6: 1; 8, 9).4 Such traces could be macro-
scopically identified on merely two artefacts, while in the 
remaining cases they could only be observed microscop-
ically. Experiments that were carried out demonstrat-
ed that in order to produce a necklace with seven coils 
it was necessary to use three wires which were ca. 5 m  
long. They were annealed in order to soften them and 
were then twisted around their axis.5 Due to a relatively 
large diameter of the wires, this procedure required firm 
grip and considerable strength. It is not very probable 
that pincers that are widely known from early mediae-
val blacksmithing and goldsmithing workshops could 
be used for this purpose. Pincers could perform well for 
twisting shorter segments of thin wires, where such great 
strength was not required.6 Regrettably, written sources 
dealing with old goldsmithing techniques do not con-
tain much data on how such works were carried out. In 
the course of experimental work it turned out that two 
wooden planks that were ca. 1 m long were both the most 
effective and the simplest solution. Openings were drilled 

in them mid-length; the wire could be put through them 
and its terminals could be bent. Two persons are neces-
sary for the manufacture of a necklace with the use of 
such planks. One person gradually twists the wires by 
means of turning the plank, while the other holds the 
necklace’s end and strains the twisted band, thus secur-
ing even twist (Fig. 10).7 As mentioned above, the band 
fragments that were discovered at the site bear numerous 
traces of hammering and flattening (Figs 4; 6: 1, 2). Some 
of these procedures can be perhaps related to an attempt 
at levelling the twist’s unevenness.

The analysis of the necklaces’ terminals demonstrat-
ed that they were cast directly onto the band. This is im-
plied by wire impressions that can be seen on the internal 
sides of broken fragments of terminals (Pl. 1: 11, Fig. 2). 
The lost-wax technology may have been used for this 
purpose.8 Wire ends were covered with wax that was then 
formed to the required shape. A layer of leaned clay was 
put on such a model and an inlet was left in it. After the 
mould had been dried and fired, it was filled with molten 
metal, which filled spaces between individual wires, thus 
securing a  tight connection between the band and the 
cast terminal (Fig. 9). The terminal that was formed in 
such a way was processed by grinding, so that the final 
shape could be obtained. Then, the terminal was orna-
mented using dyes or by means of incising.

Four fragments of necklaces underwent analyses 
of their chemical composition using the SEM-EDX 
method. The analyses were carried out by Dr Ewelina 
Miśta-Jakubowska from the National Centre of Nuclear 

4  Whitfield 1990, 24–25; Żołędziowski 2013, 77.
5  Dobrzański 2008, 97, 190; Jopkiewicz, Kubica 1982, 14–22.
6  Ohlhaver 1939, 55–67; Heindel 1993, 364–365; Zemītis 2015, 
135–136; Anteins 1960, 21, 32.

7  Żołędziowski 2018, 219.
8  Strobin, Żołędziowski 2021, 122.

Fig. 8. Microscopic photo of traces of wire drawing on draw 
plate (image by K. Żołędziowski).

Fig. 9. Microscopic photo of a joint between a band ending and 
a necklace terminal. Traces of wire drawing on draw plate are 
also visible (image by K. Żołędziowski).
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Research in Świerk (Tab. 1). All the examined artefacts 
were made of multi-component alloys of copper with 
heterogeneous composition, which may imply the use 
of scrap metal. A necklace fragment with the inventory  
no. 4202/11 is an especially interesting example (Pl. 1: 10).  

In this case, the composition of two out of three wires 
and that of the oval terminal were analyzed (Tab. 1: 
1–3). The analysis demonstrated that each of these parts 
was made of raw material from different remeltings. 
Differences in the alloy composition are so great that 
they also translate into differences in colours of individ-
ual parts of the necklace that could be seen with the 
naked eye. What is more, the alloy that was used for the 
terminal was composed of 66% lead and merely 14% 
copper. A question must be asked whether this was an 
intentional procedure applied by the craftsman who 
wanted to obtain an additional artistic effect in the form 
of intertwined wires of different colours. Alternatively, 
it can also be attributed to problems with raw materi-
als faced by the workshop where such ornaments were 
manufactured. Bearing in mind the high content of lead 
which had a negative impact on the ductility of the pro-
cessed wires, it seems more probable to relate this phe-
nomenon to problems with supply of good quality raw 
material. The remaining three fragments (Tab. 1: 4–6) 
that were analyzed were made of homogeneous material 
with a high content of copper.

Tab. 1. Results of analyses of the chemical composition of necklace fragments from the Mosiężysko cemetery  
(E. Miśta-Jakubowska).

Artefact Cu Sn Zn Pb As Ag Fe Bi Ni Total

1. necklace terminal, 
no. 4202/11

14,14 2,00 1,26 66,44 7,66 – 2,64 5,86 – 100,00

2. band fragment I, 
no. 4202/11

88,32 2,10 1,69 3,55 2,04 0,35 0,77 0,82 0,35 100,00

3. band fragment II, 
no. 4202/11

76,79 9,60 2,24 7,09 1,89 – 1,16 1,23 – 100,00

4. band fragment, 
no. 30/08

87,37 3,62 4,73 3,09 0,15 0,18 0,24 0,45 0,18 100,00

5. necklace terminal, 
no. 1150/09

91,27 1,67 2,54 2,55 0,67 – 0,67 0,48 0,16 100,00

6. necklace terminal 
no. 55/08

91,76 3,18 2,81 0,53 – 0,36 0,22 0,98 0,17 100,00

Totenkrone-type necklaces9

The artefacts that were discussed above are frag-
ments of Totenkrone-type necklaces. These, as mentioned 
above, are the most numerous category of finds from 
Mosiężysko. Their total number is 1,888 and their to-

tal weight is 3,563.8 g. They constitute 53% of all spe-
cial finds. The term ‘Totenkrone-type necklaces’ refers to 
large, spiral and multi-coil necklaces whose bands were 
twisted from three bronze wires.10 The coil diameter is 
larger in the lower part and smaller in the upper one. 
Therefore, such necklaces have a somewhat conical shape 

Fig. 10. Experimental twisting of necklace band using wooden 
planks (image by K. Żołędziowski).

9  We are very grateful to Mirosław Hoffmann and Kacper 
Martyka from Museum of Warmia and Masuria in Olsztyn 
and to Povilas Blaževičius and Gytis Grižas from the National 

Museum of Lithuania for the possibility to study necklaces kept 
in these museums.
10  Bogucki 2001, 35.
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in the lateral view (Fig. 11). They are provided with very 
remarkable terminals: one is oval and is located in the 
lower part of the necklace, while the other is bar-shaped 
and can be found in the necklace’s upper part. Both were 
sometimes ornamented with punched dots, incisions or 
engraved lines; however, bar-shaped terminals were or-
namented much more often. The name ‘Totenkrone’, 
initially in the form ‘corona funebris’, appeared in the 
early 18th century, when the first recorded discoveries of 
ornaments of this kind were made.11

It is difficult to assess the number of the necklaces 
that were deposited in Mosiężysko. Eight fragments of 
bar-shaped terminals mark the minimum number (Pl. 1: 
1–8), while the ninth one (Pl. 1: 9) is so small that it may 
have been part of one of the aforementioned eight. The 
weights of ten entirely preserved finds of this type are 
known. They oscillate between 1,060 and 2,050 g, with 
the average weight at 1,476 g.12 Comparing this with the 
weight of all the necklace fragments from Mosiężysko, it 
can be concluded that the fragments that were discovered 
at the site constitute a small fraction (about 24%) of the 
minimum number of eight artefacts that were deposit-
ed here. Even if it is assumed that all lumps of molten 
bronze come from necklaces only, this share will increase 
to merely 40%. There are no grounds to determine now 
whether this is a result of insufficient recognition of the 
site or of the fact that the necklaces were already incom-
plete at the time of their deposition in the cemetery.

Totenkrone-type necklaces are a Pruthenian variant of 
an ornament that was very popular among all Balt and 
some Finno-Ugric peoples. The highest number of finds 
from Lithuania and Latvia are artefacts that were made in 
an identical manner. On the other hand, these were sin-
gle-coil and ended with loops. Multi-coil necklaces with 
loops first appeared upon the Lower Neman and from this 
territory they spread to Courland (especially its northern, 
Latvian part) and to Pruthenia, where the Totenkrone type 
originated. What made it different from other Baltic mul-
ti-coil necklaces were cast terminals and the narrowing of 
the entire ornament’s diameter toward the top.13

According to a list published by Harri Moora, in the 
pre-war collection of the Prussia Museum in Königsberg 
there were finds from the following localities: Auglitten 
(Kr. Bartenstein), Gerdauen (Kr. Gerdauen), Klein 
Dexen (Kr. Pr. Eylau), Kleinhof-Tapiau (Kr. Wehlau), 
Liebstadt (Kr. Mohrungen), Liekeim (Kr. Bartenstein), 
Löbertshof (Kr. Labiau), Medenau (Kr. Fischhausen), 
Mülsen (Kr. Fischhausen), Pobethen (Kr. Fischhausen), 
Powunden (Kr. Pr. Holland), Dagutschen (Kr. Goldap), 
Staatzen (Kr. Treuburg), Syndau14 (Kr. Fischhausen), 
Unterplehnen (Kr. Rastenburg), Szittkehmen (Kr. 
Goldap), Zohpen (Kr. Wehlau) and seven from un-
known places within the borders of Ostpreußen.15 Today, 
it is impossible to verify whether all these necklaces in 
fact had characteristic terminals. However, the cases for 
which more detailed data or artefact images are known 

Fig. 11. Totenkrone-type necklace in the collection of the Prussia Sammlung (Prussian Collection) of the Museum of Pre- and Early 
History in Berlin (image by L. Jończyk).

11  Rhode 1728, 309–311.
12  We know the weights of eight finds which are in the collec-
tion of the Prussia Sammlung: Gerdauen PM Pr 12864: 1,060 
g; Unterplehnen PM Pr 12570: 1,075 g; Unterplehnen PM Pr 
11143: 1,191 g; Pr 6640: 1,521 g; Gerdauen PM Pr 21127: 1,560 g;  
Pr 6638: 1,581 g; Gerdauen PM Pr 12933: 1,679 g; Gerdauen PM  
Pr 21126: 2,050 g as well as the weight of a  necklace from 

Otmuchów: 1,850 g (Richter 1931, 242) and a  necklace from 
grave 65 in Równina Dolna (in Museum of Warmia and Masuria):  
1.2 kg.
13  Moora 1939; Tõnisson 1974, 148; Šnore 1996, 118.
14  Find now kept in Museum of Warmia and Masuria.
15  Moora 1939, 234.
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confirm a hypothesis that the finds mentioned by Moora 
belonged to the Pruthenian Totenkrone type. This re-
searcher was not familiar with a band fragment with an 
oval end from Sorthenen (Kr. Fischhausen), kept today 
in Museum of Warmia and Masuria (cat. no. 674/72)16 
and finds kept in other museums than the Königsberg 
one: a  distorted necklace found in Otmuchów17 (Nysa 
District) or a find of unknown provenance, now stored 
in the District Museum in Toruń.18 After WWII new 
fragments and entire artefacts of ornaments of this type 
were discovered in Równina Dolna19 (Kętrzyn District), 
in the stronghold in Jegliniec (Suwałki District), in the 
settlement of Targowisko in Szurpiły which neighbours 
the Mosiężysko cemetery, as well as in cemeteries in 
Krukówek (Suwałki District), Cigoniškiai (raj. Alytus) 
and Vampenieši II in the island of Dole (nov. Salaspils).20 
A  stray find was discovered lately on the building site 
in Lidzbark Warmiński (Lidzbark Warmiński District).21  
It has 6 coils and a bar-shaped end.

The oval terminals of the aforementioned necklaces 
are similar. They are generally not decorated and an or-
nament can be seen only on two artefacts from Gerdauen 

which are now in the Prussia Sammlung.22 On the first 
find there is an ornament of oblique incisions, while the 
other is decorated with punched dots (finds no. V, 474, 
9003a). More differences can be seen among bar-shaped 
terminals. Their common trait is a round cross-section of 
the base and a remarkable bend of the bar, which can be 
seen in the lateral view and which continues the curvature 
of the coil. When seen from above, these terminals are 
long and either oval-ended (these pieces are also termed 
tongue-shaped terminals) or pointed. In two cases (both 
from Szurpiły, one from the discussed cemetery and the 
other from its vicinity) the terminals are rectangular 
(Pl. 1: 2, Fig. 12: 2). The necklace from Vampenieši II  
is equipped with a trapezoid terminal23 (Fig. 12: 1). This 
part of necklaces is usually ornamented with punched 
dots, incisions or a  combination of both these meth-
ods. So far, plain artefacts have solely been known from 
Szurpiły (Fig. 12: 3).

In literature it is possible to find information on 
finds of Totenkrone-type necklaces in other places, too. 
Concerning a necklace from Garbno24 (Kętrzyn District), 
there is only a late 19th century mention that is difficult to 

16  Before 1945 finds from Sorthenen were kept in Prussia 
Museum. It is difficult to explain the lack of information about 
this find in Harri Moora’s paper. Perhaps the necklace was found 
after the visit of the Estonian researcher in Königsberg.
17  Richter 1931.
18  Bokiniec, Uziembło 1999, 217.
19  Before WWII this site was known under the name Unter- 
plehnen and was subject to examinations.
20  Odoj 1956; 1958; Spirģis 2008, 277, Fig. 118; Žemantauskaitė, 
Fediajevas 2018; Engel, Siemaszko 2019, 306.

21  Find kept in the Museum of Warmia and Masuria.
22  Pr 21126, Pr 21127. All references to the Prussia Sammlung 
concern an on-line database, available at https://recherche.smb.
museum/.
23  We consider this a find of the Totenkrone and not the Kievan 
variant (dealt with below), due to the length of the terminal and 
the oval shape of its base.
24  Bogucki 2001, 39.

Fig. 12. Various kinds of termi-
nals of Totenkrone-type necklaces: 
1 – Vampenieši II, 2–3 – Szurpiły,  
4 – Równina Dolna (image by  
L. Jończyk: 1 after Spirģis 2008, 77,  
fig. 118; 4 after Odoj 1958, 
pl. XXIII: 2).
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unequivocally interpret without an illustration or a more 
detailed description. A mention of loop-shaped terminals 
of finds from Alt Wehlau (ray. Gvardeysk) excludes them 
from the Totenkrone type.25 The same concerns the neck-
lace from Dąbrowa (Bartoszyce District), which also has 
loop-shaped terminals.26 Doubts are also provoked by the 
identification of a find from Porębek (Kętrzyn District) 
as a Totenkrone terminal.27 The artefact from Porębek is 
significantly smaller and narrower (it is ca. 5 mm wide, 
while the standard width of terminals is about 1 cm). It 
was made from a flat-convex 1.5 mm thick metal sheet 
and is equipped with 2 openings. This has no analogues 
among the discussed type of ornaments. What also calls 
for verification is a frequently mentioned necklace from 
the locality of Chojna (Rawicz District). Information on 
the discovery of a Totenkrone artefact in this place was 
given in a paper by Jerzy Antoniewicz, but with no refer-
ence to a source.28 Then, this supposition became part of 
the academic discourse.29 Jerzy Antoniewicz discussed the 
grounds behind it in another publication, with a refer-
ence to a paper by Zdzisław Rajewski.30 Rajewski’s source 
of information was the catalogue of an exhibition in the 
Kaiser Friedrich-Museum in Poznań. This catalogue con-
tains a description of an ornament from grave 6 in the 
Lusatian Culture cemetery in the locality of Chojno (not: 
Chojna), Rawicz District. This ornament is a  necklace 
made from bronze wire with joint hook-shaped terminals 
which was discovered in an assemblage from the turn of 
the Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age.31 Therefore, it is 
not a Totenkrone-type artefact.

Six necklaces that are very similar to the Totenkrone 
type were found in the territory of Kievan Rus’. Two are 
known from the cemetery in Ostriv (ray. Rokitne), two 
from Kiev32 and one each from the vicinity of Kanev (ray. 
Kanev) and from an unknown locality, perhaps from 
the vicinity of Trostyanets’ (ray. Kanev).33 These are also 
multi-coil ornaments, whose bands were made from two 
or three bronze wires; however, their terminals are some-
what different. The main difference consists in the form 
of the base of the bar-shaped terminal. In this group, 
the terminal’s base is angular. Additionally, only in the 
case of one artefact the coils’ diameter decreases toward 

the top, while the coils of the remaining necklaces are of 
even diameters. Furthermore, the form of the bar-shaped 
terminals of the Kievan variant also differs from that of 
typical Totenkrone examples: they are shorter, rectangular 
(the pieces from Ostriv, the vicinity of Trostyanets’ and 
Kiev), trapezoid (the piece from the vicinity of Kanev), 
or resemble a fishtail (the other piece from Ostriv). The 
terminals are ornamented with punched dots, incisions 
and geometric decorations. All these artefacts, except for 
the find from Kiev, were also equipped with an opening. 
This trait, in turn, is exceptional among Pruthenian arte-
facts (only one find of this kind is known from Szurpiły 
– Fig. 12: 2). In this group, it is only in the case of the 
necklace from the vicinity of Kanev that both terminals 
survived. The other terminal is not oval (as in the case of 
Totenkrone necklaces), but loop-shaped. A stylistic affinity 
of the necklaces from Ukraine and the classic Totenkrone 
artefacts is beyond doubt. On the other hand, there are 
notable differences, which have already been stressed by 
Ukrainian researchers.34 These differences do not allow for 
the Ukrainian finds to be classified into one type.

It is very possible that pieces of a  Kievan-variant 
necklace were found at the cemetery in Nendriniai  
(raj. Marijampolė),35 where many horse graves, four hu-
man graves and a  considerable number of stray finds 
were excavated. Based on the artefacts, the site can be 
dated to the Migration Period and the Early Middle Ages  
(ca. 10th–11th century). One of the stray finds is a fragment 
of a bar-shaped necklace terminal with an angular base 
(Fig. 13: 1). Another object from Nendriniai is a coupler 
(Fig. 13: 2), similar to couplers on the Kievan-variant 
necklaces from Ostriv, Kiev and from the unknown 
locality as well as to the coupler on the band fragment 
from Żytkiejmy (Gołdap District), which is the only cur-
rently known coupler on a classic Totenkrone necklace.36 
Although the object from Nendriniai is slightly melted, 
a characteristic cylinder with bronze wires inside can be 
recognized.

On the map depicting the spatial distribution 
of the discussed ornaments there is a  clear concen-
tration between the Great Masurian Lakes and the 
Neman (Fig. 14: 2, 3, 5, 7, 19, 21, 25). According to the  

25  Cf. Voluev 1999, 398; Bogucki 2001, 35.
26  Bogucki 2001, 37.
27  Wadyl 2020, 184, pl. 1e.
28  Antoniewicz 1958, 153.
29  Bogucki 2001, 37; Engel 2020, 167.
30  Antoniewicz 1955, 259, note 112; Rajewski 1937, 32.
31  Blume 1909, 125–126.
32  In earlier literature one of the Kiev finds (published with an 
image) was classified into the Pruthenian Totenkrone type, in 
spite of stylistic differences (Antoniewicz 1958, 153; Bogucki 
2001, 38).

33  Sluchaynyya nakhodki i  priobreteniya 1909, 124–125, fig. 
177; Rybakov 1948, fig. 87; Baranov, Ivakin 2020, fig. 18: 1; 
Osypenko, Hrytsyk 2020; Dyachenko 2021, 65, fig. 3: 1, 2.
34  Osypenko, Hrytsyk 2020, 345.
35  The site was only curtly mentioned in literature (Merkevičius 
1968). The finds are kept in the National Museum of Lithuania.
36  Karger 1958, 397, fig. 90; Engel 2020, 324, fig. 150; Osy- 
penko, Hrytsyk 2020, 342, fig. 1: 2b, 2d, 343, fig. 1b, 2a, 3a; 
Dyachenko 2021, 66, figs 3: 1, 2.
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Fig. 13. Two pieces of the Kievan-variant necklace from Nendriniai (image by L. Jończyk).

Fig. 14. Distribution of Totenkrone-type (yellow dots) and Kievan-variant necklaces (red dots): 1 – Auglitten, 2 – Cigoniškiai, 3 – 
Dagucie, 4 – Gerdauen, 5 – Jegliniec, 6 – Klein Dexen, 7 – Krukówek, 8 – Lidzbark Warmiński, 9 – Liebstadt, 10 – Liekeim, 11 
– Löbertshof, 12 – Medenau, 13 – Mülsen, 14 – Otmuchów, 15 – Pobethen, 16 – Powunden, 17 – Równina Dolna, 18 – Sorthenen, 
19 – Stacze, 20 – Syndau, 21 – Szurpiły, 22 – Tapiau, 23 – Vampenieši, 24 – Zohpen, 25 – Żytkiejmy, 26 – Kaniów, 27 – Kiev, 28 – 
Nendriniai, 29 – Ostriv, 30 – Trostyanets’ (image by L. Jończyk).

Księga Swiatowit XL.indb   70Księga Swiatowit XL.indb   70 2023-01-13   12:28:052023-01-13   12:28:05



71

Elite Burden. Totenkrone-Type Necklaces from the ‘Mosiężysko’ Cemetery in Szurpiły

historical sources, in 13th century these lands were inhabit-
ed by the Yatvings. In this area Totenkrone is the only type 
of necklaces known from the Early Middle Ages. To the 
west of this territory, these ornaments are also popular at 
Sambian sites and along the Łyna, but they are not the 
only necklace type there. Individual finds from distant 
regions (Otmuchów and Vampenieši, Fig. 14: 14, 23) 
should be considered imports from the Pruthenian lands. 
Necklaces of the Kievan variant form a compact group, 
both with regard to stylistic traits and spatial distribution 
– with the one exception in Nendriniai (Fig. 14: 26–30).

Despite the numerous finds of the discussed neck-
laces, it is difficult to draw conclusions concerning their 
purpose and chronology. This is due to the fact that the 
majority of the artefacts are stray finds. Concerning ar-
tefacts from presently known grave contexts, such finds 
were discovered only in Zohpen, in three burials in 
Równina Dolna, in the course of examinations led by 
Romuald Odoj (two stray finds are known from pre-
WWII works), and at Vampenieši II. Although grave 
assemblages from Gerdauen were also discovered to fea-
ture similar necklaces, the author describing them uses 
a general term ‘Broncespiralring’ and gives the number 
of coils, while omitting the crucial description of termi-
nals.37 We know that among the finds from Gerdauen 
there were Totenkrone-type necklaces as well as those 
which ended with loops,38 since artefacts of both types 
have survived in the Prussia Sammlung.39 The number of 
the necklaces found in Gerdauen was very high: 17 were 
unearthed in graves,40 and at least 14 found their way to 
the Prussia Museum as stray finds, not to mention oth-
er necklaces that survived in fragments.41 Harri Moora 
said that 14 necklaces from Gerdauen belonged to the 
Totenkrone type; regrettably, we do not know which of 
the aforementioned ones were meant. 

A  woman with a  Totenkrone-type necklace, an or-
namental iron sheet, a  ring and a  bracelet was buried 
in grave 158 in Zohpen.42 On the basis of observations 
made by Artur Hennig, it is possible to assume that the 
necklaces (of both types) found at Gerdauen were in all 
probability also parts of women’s furnishings. On the 
other hand, it cannot be excluded that men wearing such 
necklaces were likewise buried there in individual cases. 

This conclusion was drawn on the basis of co-occurring 
finds, as in none of the three possible men’s graves the 
skeletons were preserved well enough to render sex assess-
ment possible.43 This observation is confirmed by burials 
from Równina Dolna. In this case, a necklace in grave 29 
occurred together with a necklace of glass beads, two rings, 
a  horseshoe-shaped fibula with figure-eight terminals, 
a knife and two bracteates. In grave 65 such a necklace 
was found with an earring, a ring and a horseshoe-shaped 
fibula with figure-eight terminals.44 On the basis of their 
furnishings, these burials can also be considered wom-
en’s. The furnishings of burial 43, where, apart from 
a  necklace, a  horseshoe-shaped fibula with figure-eight 
terminals and remains of at least two bracteates were 
found, are not unambiguous.45 However, the presence of 
the fibula of the same kind as in the two aforementioned 
graves seems to confirm an assumption of a  female at-
tribution of Totenkrone-type necklaces. A woman was in 
all probability also interred in grave 57 at Vampenieši II. 

A  necklace from Liekeim was perhaps found in 
a man’s grave. This artefact was handed to the collection 
of the Prussia Gesellschaft in Königsberg in late 1876 
as a gift from a landowner Steppuhn.46 In the spring of 
1877, the same donor granted a sword to the Gesellschaft, 
claiming that it had been discovered ‘in the immediate 
vicinity’ of a skeleton on whose neck the aforementioned 
necklace had been found.47 On this basis, it is not pos-
sible to conclude that we are dealing with one and the 
same grave assemblage. However, such a possibility can 
be taken into consideration.

The scant data on find contexts of Totenkrone-type 
necklaces is also a  serious impediment in establishing 
their chronology. The earliest known find was discovered 
in the destroyed grave 57 at Vampenieši II. Apart from 
the necklace, it only contained a pendant-chain holder. 
On the basis of the latter find the assemblage was dated to 
the second half of the 11th or the 12th century.48 Necklace 
fragments from the stronghold in Jegliniec were found in 
an assemblage of bronze ornaments from the 12th centu-
ry.49 Graves 29 and 43 from Równina Dolna are reliable 
markers, as they contained bracteates that were minted 
from ca. 1290 to 1410.50 Coins from the years 1352–1413 
were also found at Gerdauen.51 Together with all other 

37  Hennig 1879, 308–313.
38  Hennig 1879, 315.
39  Pr 12863–12865, 12933, 12934, 12937, 12960, 12969, 12971, 
21126, 21227.
40  Hennig 1879, 315.
41  Steffenhagen 1867, 88; Bujack 1877c, 647; 1889, 284–285; 
1891a, 19; 1891b, 4.
42  Heym 1938, 110.
43  Hennig 1879, 315–316.

44  Odoj 1958, 129, 140.
45  Odoj 1958, 134.
46  Bujack 1877a, 186.
47  Bujack 1877b, 499.
48  Spirģis 2008, 277.
49  Engel 2020, 167.
50  Gupieniec 1958, 157–159; Bogucki 2001, 35.
51  Bogucki 2001, 36.
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finds that were acquired there, this defines the chronol-
ogy of the site as the 14th century. The case of Zohpen is 
analogous, as the group of inhumation graves, including 
grave 158 with the Totenkrone-type necklace, was dated to 
the 14th century (‘Stufe I’) on the basis of bracteates that 
were found in one of these graves.52 A similar chronolo-
gy (‘Ordenszeit’) was proposed by Harri Moora for the 
necklaces he discussed.53

It is possible that the chronology of necklaces of 
the Kievan variant is earlier, although this group does 
not contain too many reliable markers, either. The only 
premise allowing one to define the period of their use 
are the necklaces from Ostriv. Even though they were 
not dated in a precise manner, in their case it is possi-
ble to rely on a relatively narrow chronology of the site, 
which is dated to the first half of the 11th century.54 This 
could putatively imply that it is in Rus’ that prototypes of 
necklaces of this kind should be searched for. However, 
such an assumption is disproved by the necklaces’ sty-
listic traits, which are very typical of Balts and Baltic 
Finno-Ugrians. In fact, these traits were so radically alien  
to Slavs that the necklace from Kiev, which was the ear-
liest discovery of this variant, was initially believed to 
be a  semi-product that was prepared by the goldsmith 
for the purpose of manufacture of ‘normal’ necklaces.55 
The finds from Nendriniai can also be dated to a similar  
period (ca. 10th–11th centuries).

This notable chronological discrepancy is in all prob-
ability due to reasons other than a difference in the period 
when the necklaces were used. In the light of the most 
recent state of research, the highest number of Totenkrone-
type necklaces are known from the territory between the 
Great Masurian Lakes and the Neman. As mentioned 
above, they are the only type of necklaces in this area. In 
cemeteries that have been examined in the recent years 
(Mosiężysko, Krukówek) they are a dominant category of 
finds, although we find their fragments only, due to the lo-
cal funeral rites. What is more, it is difficult to isolate grave 
assemblages here and part of these finds can be only gen-
erally dated on the basis of the general chronology of the 
site. These finds are still being processed and there are no 
summarizing observations. The chronology of Mosiężysko 
is defined as the 12th–13th centuries, while Krukówek is 
dated to the 10th–13th centuries.56 The same applies to pre-
WWII discoveries (Degucie, Żytkiejmy and Stacze, men-
tioned as: Dagutschen, Szittkehmen and Staatzen by Harri 
Moora), which can be only generally dated to the period 
between the 11th and 13th centuries on the basis of all finds 
that are known from these sites. Therefore, it cannot be 

excluded that the finds in question were in use in this re-
gion as early as in the 11th century. What prevents us from 
indicating the moment of their appearance is the local fu-
neral rite and the resulting state of research. This problem 
disappeared after the Pruthenian lands were conquered by 
the Teutonic Order and the Pruthenians adopted inhuma-
tion burial rites. After this change took place, necklaces 
commenced to be deposited intact and in compact assem-
blages. Therefore, the highest number of finds with known 
context and easily identifiable chronology actually come 
from the 14th century.

On the basis of this scant data it is possible to care-
fully propose that the shape of necklace terminals was 
a trait that was subject to changes over time. The earli-
est artefacts are equipped with rectangular or trapezoid 
terminals (Vampenieši II and the representatives of the 
Kievan variant), while the latest ones are acutely cham-
fered (Równina Dolna). There is no data that would allow 
for even an approximate establishment of the chronology 
of tongue-shaped terminals. It can only be supposed that 
these were in vogue in the period between the remaining 
two types.

It is remarkable that such necklaces are most often 
found in fragments. In the case of cremation cemeteries 
this can be explained by the funeral rites that were in 
use. However, a similar phenomenon was also observed 
in inhumation graves. What can be found there are en-
tire necklaces, but also incomplete ones, with one termi-
nal having been cut off. In graves 29 and 43 at Równina 
Dolna there were two necklaces without bar-shaped ter-
minals. The first one survived in the form of seven coils 
and the upper terminal was broken off. The other one 
was composed of merely three coils, and one of the band 
ends was broken off and filed off smooth.57 The same con-
cerns the necklace from Lidzbark Warmiński, on which 
the broken end is also filed off smooth. This procedure 
may imply a further use of the necklace after it was di-
vided. Analogously, among the surviving necklaces from 
Gerdauen there were four entirely preserved and five 
that survived partially, not to mention numerous small-
er band fragments. Different numbers of necklace coils 
prevent us from determining how large the missing parts 
of these ornaments are. It cannot be said, either, whether 
it was only the terminal that was cut off or whether it 
also applied to the adjoining parts of the band. The fact 
that fragments of Totenkrone necklaces, be it terminals 
alone or bands, are often found in settlement contexts 
implies that the latter possibility is more probable. It is 
difficult to define the aim of such actions. On the other 

52  Heym 1938, 110–112.
53  Moora 1939, 234.
54  Dyachenko 2021, 60.

55  Rybakov 1948, 331; Karger 1958, 396.
56  Engel, Siemaszko 2019, 307.
57  Odoj 1958, 129, 134.
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hand, as was already mentioned above, part of necklac-
es bear traits of joining separate bands with the use of 
characteristic couplers. It is impossible now to determine 
whether this was a way to repair an accidentally damaged 
ornament or perhaps a part that had been previously cut 
off for some reason was fastened again. The considerable 
frequency of these items’ fragmentary survival has long 
puzzled researchers. It was actually the first discoverers 
of such ornaments that paid attention to numerous finds 
of fragments of such necklaces and tried to explain the 
phenomenon of fragmentation.58

The discussed necklaces were elite ornaments, which 
is demonstrated by the sheer value of the raw material, 
although they were attributes of the upper middle class 
(using modern terminology) rather than of aristocracy. 
As many other luxurious artefacts, they were very im-
practical. Experiments have confirmed the intuitive 
opinions that an ornament of this type rendered daily 
activities, and even the simplest actions, quite difficult. 
What was, then, the basic role of such necklaces? There is 
no doubt that they were markers of prestige and wealth. 
Today, it is difficult to say in what circumstances they 
were worn, apart from being deposited into graves. The 
fact that subsequent parts were being cut off may imply 
that they were considered some sort of capital. Similar 

practices are mentioned in the narrative by Aḥmad ibn 
Faḍlān ibn al-ʿAbbās ibn Rāšid ibn Ḥammād, who dis-
cussed customs of the Rus’ population related to jewel-
lery of similar kind: 

Around their necks they [women – L.J., K.Ż.] wear bands 
of gold and silver. Whenever a man’s wealth reaches ten 
thousand dirhams, he has a band made for his wife; if it 
reaches twenty thousand dirhams, he has two bands made 
for her – for every ten thousand more, he gives another 
band to his wife. Sometimes one woman may wear many 
bands around her neck.59

This observation made by the Arab traveller comes 
from the 10th century. No Totenkrone-type necklaces are 
known from that time, and in the light of the available 
data such ornaments may have appeared about a  hun-
dred years thereafter. However, the very idea that jew-
ellery in the Early Middle Ages may have been used for 
wealth storing seems very probable. On the other hand, 
further in-depth research is needed to unequivocally 
demonstrate that the Pruthenians perceived their re-
markable multi-coil necklaces in the same manner. This 
research must be combined with complex statistical pro-
cessing of the discussed finds, especially those discovered 
in settlements.
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