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CHANGE IN THE GLASS JEWELLERY PRODUCTION  

DURING THE 13TH-CENTURY REVOLUTION IN CENTRAL EUROPE. 

A CASE STUDY OF A UNIQUE GLASS ANNULAR BROOCH

The excavations of medieval residential centres are often abundant with unique finds that reflect far-reaching 
trade and political contacts, which is especially evident during transformation periods (Samsonowicz 2017; 
Siemianowska in print). Not all objects, even though they were found completely, have the chance to be 
insightfully studied. Some of them are affected by corrosion or unforeseeable occurrences, e. g. they get lost 
in unfortunate, or sometimes unexplained circumstances (Pankiewicz / Siemianowska / Sadowski 2017, 73-
74). Things, just like people, have their biographies that can be presented based on various narrative styles 
(Appadurai 2013; Holtorf 2002; Kobiałka 2017; 2018; Kopytoff 2013; Olsen 2010; Shanks 1998).
The main protagonist of our paper is a unique glass brooch (fig. 1). We discuss here the context of its pro-
duction at the turn of the 13th century, as well as its discovery in the 1960s and its disappearance. Our aim 
is not only to trace the biography of this very artefact (Kopytoff 2013; Shanks 1998) but also first to outline 
issues connected with glass making and the production of glass jewellery and accessories at the turn of 
the 13th century. We would like to show, in this particular case study, how new fashion is changing former 
production traditions. According to the idea of the biography of things (Kopytoff 2013), we want to take 
a closer look at how the discussed brooch was produced, what was the cost and how it compares to other 
glass objects and jewellery. However, for the entire 
career (see Holtorf 2002) of the analysed brooch, we 
will start the story right from the middle.

RACIBÓRZ, SOUTH-WESTERN POLAND, 

EARLY 1960S

Archaeological excavations at Racibórz-Ostróg 
(woj. śląskie / PL; fig. 2) – probably a two-part strong-
hold situated on an island, surrounded by a wood 
and earth rampart, replaced in the mid-13th century 
by a castle – were carried out both in the pre-war pe-
riod (Kuźniar-Niedźwiecka / Woźniak / Nejowa 1967) 1 
and during the time of the »millennial« studies 2 
and even later. In 1960-1966, systematic excava-
tions were conducted at this site. They concentrated 
mostly on the southern part of the castle’s courtyard 
and in front of the castle chapel’s portal as well as 
beyond the courtyard (Nejowa 1961-1962; 1962; 

Fig. 1 Racibórz-Ostróg (woj. śląskie / PL). Glass brooch. – (After 
Kuźniar-Niedźwiecka / Woźniak / Nejowa 1967, fig. 14). – Scale miss-
ing.
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1963; 1964; 1965/1966a; 1965/1966b; 1966). In 1963, archaeological-architectural studies were carried 
out (Kozłowski 1963; Kozłowski / Kutzner 1963; Kuźniar-Niedźwiecka / Woźniak / Nejowa 1967, 51). Other 
excavations focused on the castle hill were conducted in the years 1985-1988 (Muzolf 1985; 1986; 1987; 
1988). The latest research from 2009-2013 3 aimed only at determining the conditions of construction of a 
modern technical infrastructure.

Glass brooch

During several years of excavation, numerous vessel fragments, items made of iron, leather, wood, bark, bone 
and antler, bronze, lead, and glass as well as coins were discovered (Kuźniar-Niedźwiecka / Woźniak / Nejowa 
1967). Nevertheless, no comprehensive monographic study on these objects, just like the site itself, exists.
The discussed brooch (inv. no. 548 MR-A-1/6; fig. 1) was found in 1961 during the excavations of the castle’s 
courtyard (fig. 2), in the layer dated to the 12th - early 13th century (Kuźniar-Niedźwiecka / Woźniak /  Nejowa 
1967, 49. 55 tab. 1). The context in which the brooch was discovered indicates that it has »originally« a 
Slavic origin, as no other »imported« material culture was found. The object was initially stored in the mu-

Fig. 2 Racibórz-Ostróg (woj. śląskie / PL). 
Site grid on the castle’s courtyard. – (After 
Kuźniar-Niedźwiecka / Woźniak / Nejowa 
1967, fig. 8).
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seum in Racibórz, where it was later presented on an exhibition showing the results of the excavations of 
the local stronghold. Unfortunately, not long after the opening, the brooch disappeared. Right after it had 
been reported to the police, the artefact, or rather its damaged remains, were found in the place where it 
was originally exhibited. The remains of the object were placed again in the museum’s repository. It has not 
been found so far, despite the great effort put into searching.
Based on the information on the artefact’s data sheet and archival photographs (fig. 1), it can be assumed 
that the ring-shaped frame of the brooch, with a flat / convex cross-section, was made of transparent yel-
low glass with small air bubbles visible in the mass, using the winding technique. It is decorated with six, 
embedded in its body, semi-circular, irregular, green ornaments placed 3-4 mm apart from each other. To 
the frame, a straight spike, most probably made of thin iron wire, was attached. The brooch has following 
dimensions: the outer / inner diameter – 22 mm / 15 mm; the width of the frame – 4 mm, the height – 3 mm; 
the diameter of the flattened green balls – 4 mm, the height – 3 mm. It should be emphasized that according 
to the current state of knowledge it is – or rather was – a unique find.

CENTRAL EASTERN EUROPE, THE TURN OF THE 13TH CENTURY

Both the item’s form and its decoration are typical in the context of high and late medieval European 
brooches. No comprehensive synthesis of this kind of object was published; however, studies by the follow-
ing authors give a good idea of the subject: K. Wachowski (2007; 2011; 2012; 2013), S. Krabath (2001), 
J. Sawicki (2017), as well as various publications on hoards from Central Europe 4 (Krabath / Lambacher /  
Kluge 2006; Ostritz / Speitel 2010; Prokisch / Kühtreiber 2004).
The situation is different regarding the material used for the production of the discussed brooch. Metal 
brooches decorated with coloured glass paste or glass gemstones (see also: Scholz 2015) 5 are known, even 
though not from the region in question, but those entirely made of glass are undoubtedly rare.
Brooches, as the Polish (zapinka) and German (Spange) terms, indicate »to fasten«, were supposed to 
serve utilitarian purposes – to pin clothes or cloaks, and in this convention, apart from the symbolic mean-
ing and connotations connected with demonstrating status, they were shown in iconographic depictions 
( Wachowski 2012). A small glass brooch (outer diameter: 22 mm) with a construction where the weight of 
the cloth rested upon the spike that pressed the frame, had a difficult task to fulfil, as not much cloth could 
fit in. Furthermore, the glass could have got crushed and damaged under the tension of heavier textile and 
iron wire. That is why we may suppose that the object was most likely a pin – just an ornament used to prob-
ably decorate a neckline of a robe. It should be stressed that there are many such small brooches in late me-
dieval collections. The collection from pl. Nowy Targ (New Market Square) in Wrocław (woj. dolnośląskie / PL) 
where 19 out of 49 brooches have a diameter smaller than 30 mm can be an example.
K. Wachowski also pays attention to the problem of the »atypical« way of using brooches (Wachowski 
2012), pointing out the examples of using them as pendants, hangers at rosaries, a symbol of a knightly 
order’s badge or even potentially a belt buckle. To complete the reflections, it is worth mentioning that a 
brooch (or a buckle) made of a riveted ring from a chain-mail armor is known from Wrocław (fig. 3).

Glass production in Central Europe at the turn of the High Middle Ages

In the context of minor glass production in Central and Central Western Europe, various types and sizes of 
beads, rings with gemstones, band rings, and simple rings as well as glass gemstones were typical products 
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until the mid-13th century (Černa / Tomkova 2017; 
Dekówna 2007; Markiewicz 2006; Mecking 2013; 
Pankiewicz / Siemianowska / Sadowski 2017). Espe-
cially important seem to be rings whose construc-
tion resembles the discussed brooch – ring-shaped 
frame, sometimes with a semi-circular ornament in 
the form of a gemstone (fig. 4).
Exceptional are glass bracelets and earrings im-
ported from Islamic, Byzantine or Eastern European 
workshops (Antonaras 2012; Cressier 1993; Lavysh 
2017; Lora Hernández / Malalana Ureña 2014; Stol-
yarova 2016; 2017; Zanon 2013) as well as lunu-
las, known from Ruthenia and the territories of the 
modern Baltic Countries.
Together with the incorporation of towns under 
German law, the production of glass jewellery – es-

pecially rings and beads – almost entirely disappeared in Silesia and Bohemia. It seems to be one of the most 
evident changes in the »minor« material culture in this cultural zone, where also temple rings disappear 
with a new »western« or »Gothic« (Ruttkay 1989) style. Instead, completely new objects appear, sometimes 
symbolically referring to the courtly culture (Sawicki 2014; 2015) or being the core of the new urban lifestyle 
(see Sawicki 2017). Mass-produced dress accessories and jewellery were only additionally decorated with 
glass, or niello, which is sometimes hard to distinguish from the glass without chemical analyses (Miazga 
2014; 2017; see Sawicki 2017, figs 433-434).
In this context, the brooch from Racibórz appears to be another interesting example of following »new« 
models using »old« techniques.

Jewellery with embedded glass

In the existing sources as well as literature, it was often stressed that glass of a particular colour was used 
to imitate precious gemstones. Intensive green imitated emerald (Krueger 2014, 73. 78. 83), saturated 
blue – lapis lazuli (Reade 2007), safflower colour – hyacinths, yellow – amber or gold, especially when 
combined with metal foil (Pankiewicz / Siemianowska / Sadowski 2017, 43). The practice of replacing gem-
stones with their glass imitations or glass paste had been well-known since ancient times (Filarska 1959; 
Reade 2007). Theophilus Presbyter (Prezbiter 1998, book XXVIII – De gemmis picto vitro imponendis) 
describes glass imitations of gemstones as follows: »In figures upon windows, in crosses or books, or in 
ornament of draperies, if you wish to make gems of another colour upon painted glass, without the lead, 
such as hyacinths and emeralds, you may act this manner. When you have designed crosses in their 
places, upon the head of majesty or on a book, or ornaments upon the border of draperies, which in a 
picture are made with gold or pigment, these in windows are made with clear yellow glass. When you 
have painted which in the artistic manner, you determine the places in which you wish to lay the stones, 
and taking small pieces of clear sapphire, from with them hyacinths according to the size of their places, 
and emeralds from green glass, and act so that an emerald may always stand between two hyacinths. 
Which being carefully joined together and made firm in their places, paint a thick colour round them with 
the pencil, so that none may flow between the two glasses, and so, with the other portions, heat them 

Fig. 3 Wrocław (woj. dolnośląskie / PL), pl. Nowy Targ (New Mar-
ket Square). Brooch (buckle) made of a riveted ring from a chain-
mail armor, c. 1270-1330. City Museum of Wroclaw, Department 
of Archaeology, inv. no. 3591/11. – (After Sawicki 2017, fig. 79). – 
Scale 3:1.
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in the furnace; and they will adhere to each other so that they can never fall off« (translated by Hendrie 
1847, 153. 155).
Glass techniques were systematically improved and perfected, which led to the emergence of new glass 
types that were supposed to imitate not only precious emeralds, rubies or sapphires but also semi-precious 
and decorative stones, rock crystal, amber or pearls (Nowak / Kulesza / Grupa 2018, 102-103; Polak 1981, 
127-133; Torzewski 2002, chapter VI). Was then the yellow-green decoration from Racibórz-Ostróg a rela-
tively cheap substitute for a golden brooch decorated with emeralds? Considering its unique character, 
such an option should be taken into account. Probably it would not be the only example of a glass imita-
tion of non-ferrous metals known from Silesia. A similar function could have had glass signets and rings 
with gemstones from Wrocław and Opole (woj. opolskie / PL; Pankiewicz / Siemianowska / Sadowski 2017, 
78-87), or face beads discovered during the excavations in the Old Town in Głogów (woj. dolnośląskie / PL; 
Kowalczyk / Siemianowska 2018) 6.

The brooch’s value and place of production

The place of production of the brooch from Racibórz and its potential value are also interesting issues to be 
studied. The latter might be also connected with the question of whether it was a local product or an 
 import. Additionally, if so, where did it come from? Undoubtedly, analyses of glass used for the production 
would significantly help with solving this problem; however, as it was mentioned in the introduction, it is 
impossible to perform them. At this point, it is worth recalling the analyses of similar finds. These are glass 
stones that could have been originally placed in rings or brooches. They are known, among others, from the 
excavations in Opole-Ostrówek and Wrocław (Ostrów Tumski and pl. Nowy Targ – New  Market Square). 
They were usually made using the so-called drop technique from glass in the  following shades: yellow, 
green, white, black and turquoise. In Opole, they occurred in the layers dated from the  second  quarter of 

Fig. 4 Legnica 
(woj. dolnośląskie / PL). Glass 
ring with a gemstone, c. 900-
1100. The collection of the 
Copper Museum in Legnica, 
inv. no. ML/A/3000. – (Photo 
S. Siemianowska). – Scale 2:1.
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the 11th century to the mid-12th century 7. Chemical 
composition analyses 8 of five glass gemstones from 
Opole-Ostrówek and one from Ostrów Tumski in 
Wrocław revealed that they were produced using 
the following recipes: lead 9, lead-potassium 10, po-
tassium-calcium 11 and soda-lime 12 (Siemianowska 
in print). The results are similar as it was in the case 
of glass rings with gemstones, band rings, and rings 
from the same residential centres of Silesia. This in-
dicates an evident correlation between the chemical 
composition of glass and its colour (see also: 
 Pankiewicz / Siemianowska / Sadowski 2017, 33-34; 
Siemianowska in print), which may indirectly prove 
a local production of these decorations. The de-
scription in the data sheet reveals that the brooch 
from Racibórz was also yellow, decorated with 
green gemstones.
As we mentioned earlier, in the case of this brooch, 
taking into account its unique character and the 
worth of precious metal, we can only suggest that 

it was a rather costly item, however, it is difficult to estimate its value in comparison to golden or silver ob-
jects. It is also noteworthy that jewellery monolithically made of precious stones were considered to be the 
most valuable, as it was pointed out by the poet Wirnt von Grafenberg at the beginning of the 13th century 
(Blaschitz / Krabath 2004).
Most probably also other accessories decorated with glass enamel were of higher value than their undeco-
rated equivalents. Theophilus Presbyter (Prezbiter 1998, book XXXI – de annulis) describes the technique as 
follows: »[…] You can also place upon a ring glass of another kind, as a gem, and warm it in the flame that 
it may adhere« (translated by Hendrie 1847, 159).
Interesting in this context are brooches known from Wrocław, pl. Nowy Targ (New Market Square) which 
have pseudo-gemstones collets, with frames cast straight in a mould (Sawicki 2017, cat. no. 409; fig. 5). 
Some also have simple collets cast with a hollow – as for placing enamel (Sawicki 2017, cat. nos 427. 455; 
figs 6-7). However, those are objects made of tin-lead alloy, so of low fusibility, which excludes the possibil-
ity of using this technique. The glass would have been rather mounted with putty as in the case of jewels 
from the Fuchsenhof hoard (Upper Austria).
Moreover, simple frames are known – cases with spikes entirely cast using tin alloy. A fragment of a diadem 
(fig. 8) from pl. Nowy Targ (New Market Square) in Wrocław can be an example.

SUMMARY: CENTRAL EASTERN EUROPE, THE SECOND DECADE OF THE 21ST CENTURY

The brooch from Racibórz is an intriguing example of an object with a rich and interesting biography (un-
fortunately, already finished).
On the one hand, it shows well some changes in fashion that started at the beginning of the 13th century 
and lasted for the next 100 years, however, it was produced in the traditional technology. The new form of 
decoration was acquired using the old technique typical of the local jewellery.

Fig. 5 Wrocław (woj. dolnośląskie / PL), pl. Nowy Targ (New Market 
Square). Brooch with pseudo-stones / glass, c. 1220-1270. City Mu-
seum of Wroclaw, Department of Archaeology, inv. no. 11055/11. – 
(After Sawicki 2017, fig. 409). – Scale 2:1.
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On the other hand, the story of this object shows the sad fate of some artefacts – items that became missing 
in the distant past and lost again in the present day.
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Notes

1) Carried out by G. Raschke, before 1945.

2) The studies conducted in the 1960s in Poland on the occasion of 
the 100th anniversary of the Baptism of Poland. 

3) See also: www.zamekpiastowski.pl/site/index/129/178.html 
(24.3.2020).

4) Recent publications indicate the discovery of objects of similar 
form and size found in the layers of medieval Brno. Glass rings 
made of transparent green and yellow glass, decorated with 
additional, melted bumps are dated to 1240-1270 (Sedláčková 
2019, fig. Me-22-15-18, 465, 469).

5) See also: King 2015 and other similar finds from Great Britain.

6) Accepting the 14th-century chronology for the beads from 
Głogów, it should be considered whether they could have been 
glass imitations of metal applications occurring in diadems at 
that time (cf. Kowalczyk / Siemianowska 2018, fig. 1 with Sa-
wicki 2014, fig. 43). 

7) Opole-Ostrówek, inv. nos  279/51; 58/52; 88/52; 2655/54; 
1131/60; 199/66; 1565/69; Wrocław, Ostrów Tumski inv.

 no. 296/54. The collection of the Centre for Late Antique and 
Early Medieval Studies of the Institute of Archaeology and Eth-
nology of the Polish Academy of Sciences.

 8) The chemical composition analysis was carried out thanks to 
the grants financed by the National Science Centre: Preludium – 
»Social and economic changes of the incorporation period in 
the light of glass finds from Silesian residential centres«, agree-
ment no. UMO-2013/09/N/HS3/01001 and Sonata Bis – »Early 
Polish glass-making in the light of finds from Silesian strong-
hold complexes«, agreement no. UMO-2013/10/E/HS3/00121. 
For the methods and conditions of the analyses see: Siemi-
anowska 2015, 274; Pankiewicz /  Siemianowska /  Sadowski 
2017, 20-21.

 9) Yellow, probably alkaline glass (presence of potassium and cal-
cium peaks); inv. nos OO 1131a/60 and OO 279/51.

10) Turquoise glass; inv. no. OO 58/52.

11) Yellow and black glass; inv. nos OO 88/52 and OO 1565/69.

12) White gemstone; inv. no. WOT 296/54.
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Zusammenfassung / Summary / Résumé

Wandel in der Glasschmuckproduktion während der Revolution des 13. Jahrhunderts in Mitteleuropa.  
Eine Fallstudie über eine einzigartige Ringfibel aus Glas
Bei Ausgrabungen in den 1960er Jahren wurde in der heutigen Burg von Racibórz-Ostróg eine einzigartige Fibel gefun-
den, die vollständig aus Glas besteht (mit Ausnahme einer Eisennadel). Hier wird die Biographie dieses mittel alterlichen 
Objekts (vom Zeitpunkt und Kontext des Fundes bis zu den Umständen seines Verlusts) diskutiert und mit anderem 
Glasschmuck aus der Region verglichen. In diesen Gebieten hat sich während der Zeit der sogenannten Revolution 
des 13. Jahrhunderts viel in der Herstellung und im Stil verändert – neue Moden brachen frühere Traditionen auf. 
Diese Fibel ist ein interessantes Beispiel für einen neuen (westlichen?) Stil, wurde allerdings unter Anwendung älterer 
Techniken hergestellt. Diese Traditionen sind auch an anderen Schmuckstücken aus der gleichen Zeit sichtbar, wie z. B. 
an Ringen. Am Ende des 13. Jahrhunderts scheint jedoch Schmuck, der vollständig aus Glas hergestellt wurde, zu 
verschwinden, und Glas (und Emaille) findet sich meist in Fassungen von Metallschmuck oder wird sogar vollständig 
durch farbige Metalllegierungen imitiert.

Change in the Glass Jewellery Production during the 13th-Century Revolution in Central Europe.  
A Case Study of a Unique Glass Annular Brooch
During excavations in the 1960s at the present castle in Racibórz-Ostróg a unique brooch, made entirely of glass 
(except an iron pin) was found. We discuss this medieval object’s biography (from the moment and context of its find-
ing to the circumstances how it was lost) and compare it to other glass jewellery from the region. In those territories 
during the time of the so-called 13th-century revolution much changed in the production and style – new fashions dis-
rupted former traditions. This brooch is an interesting example of a new (western?) style but manufactured by the use 
of older techniques. Those traditions are also visible on other jewellery from the same period, such as rings. However, 
at the end of the 13th century jewellery made entirely of glass seems to disappear and glass (and enamel) are mostly 
found in sockets of metal jewellery, or are even entirely imitated using colour metal alloys.

Changements dans la production de bijoux en verre lors de la révolution du 13e siècle en Europe centrale. 
L’étude de cas d’une fibule annulaire en verre tout à fait unique
Lors de fouilles au château de Racibórz-Ostróg dans les années 60 fut découverte une fibule touts en verre (à l’excep-
tion de l’ardillon en fer) absolument unique. Nous abordons la biographie de cet objet médiéval (à partir du moment 
où il fut trouvé jusqu’aux circonstances de sa disparition) et le comparons à d’autres bijoux en verre de la région. Durant 
la »révolution du 13e siècle«, ces territoires virent en effet de grands changements dans la production et le style – de 
nouvelles modes ont bouleversé les anciennes traditions. Cette fibule est un exemple intéressant d’un nouveau style 
(occidental?), mais fut fabriquée selon des techniques anciennes que l’on peut observer sur d’autres bijoux de la même 
période, comme les anneaux. Pourtant, les bijoux confectionnés uniquement en verre semblent disparaître vers la fin 
du 13e siècle. Le verre et l’émail apparaissent alors uniquement dans les cavités de bijoux en métal ou sont même 
entièrement imités en utilisant des alliages de métaux colorés. Traduction: Y. Gautier



143Archäologisches Korrespondenzblatt 50 · 2020

Schlüsselwörter / Keywords / Mots clés

Mittelalter / Glas / Fibel / Herstellung / Objektbiographie
Middle Ages / glass / brooch / production / object biography
Moyen Âge / glass / fibule / production / biographie de l’objet

Jakub Sawicki
Archeologický ústav AV ČR, Praha, v. v. i.
Letenská 4
CZ - 118 01 Praha 1
sawicki@arup.cas.cz

Sylwia Siemianowska
Instytut Archeologii i Etnologii Polskiej Akademii Nauk
Ośrodek Badań nad Kulturą Późnego Antyku
i Wczesnego Średniowiecza
ul. Więzienna 6
PL - 50-118 Wrocław
sylwiasiemianowska@wp.pl


	AK_SD_Muster.pdf
	AK_SD_Muster_Titel
	AK_1_20_U1_U4

	10_Sawicki.pdf



