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Lech Czerniak

Introductory remarks

The Dąbki site (near Koszalin/Köslin) in northern 
Poland was excavated during 1978-1985 by Jolan-
ta Ilkiewicz of the Muzeum w Koszalinie (Kosza-
lin Museum), with the findings being published 
shortly afterwards (Ilkiewicz, 1989). However, 
further work was carried out during 2004-2014 
by a multidisciplinary German-Polish team, led 
by Jacek Kabaciński and Thomas Terberger, that 
produced results which rendered Dąbki compa-
rable to sites such as Hüde, Boberg, Siggeneben 
Süd, Wangels and others of crucial significance 
to examine the neolithisation process in Northern 
Central Europe.

This book brings together papers presented 
at an international workshop held in Greifswald 
on 14-15 December 2012, reporting on the find-
ings of research into Dąbki 9/10. The publication 
is divided into two parts. Part one – The Dąbki site  
Results of interdisciplinary studies – presents the 
results of excavation and a broad range of post-
excavation analyses. Part two – The Neolithisation 
of the North European lowlands — New research and 
insights, presents the broader context of research 
into neolithisation within the circum-Baltic region. 
The book summarises and concludes an important 
stage of research into the Dąbki site. However, it is 
difficult to ignore the fact that it does not include 
any new articles, but simply collates various earlier 
works produced by the authors. This is true both of 
the site’s excavators and of the contributors invited 
to discuss the wider context of ‘neolithisation’.

Indeed, it is this aspect of the publication that 
draws my first criticism. It can be argued that the 
nature of the site broadly justifies focusing on the 
context of cultures such as the Ertebølle, the Zed-
mar, the Narva, the northern TRB and even the 
Swifterbant. However, the settlers at Dąbki also 
co-existed and cooperated with Danubian and 
eastern TRB farming communities living in the 

Lower Oder and Vistula regions. Unfortunately, 
among the contributors there is a glaring absence 
of archaeologists specialising in the Brześć Ku-
jawski culture and the eastern TRB. The inclusion 
of a report by Czekaj-Zastawny on imports of 
‘Danubian pottery’ and of an article co-authored 
with Kabaciński concerning contacts with the 
eastern TRB does little to improve this situation. 
This is why I shall continue my critique by at-
tempting to comment on the interpretations pre-
sented in this book from the perspective of ‘the 
South’.

Dąbki (sites 9 and 10) and the origins of the 
TRB in Pomerania

The dating determined for Mesolithic pottery and 
for the appearance of TRB pottery at Dąbki, based 
on 33 AMS dates derived from analysis of adhe-
sions on pottery (Kotula et al., in this volume pp. 
113-136), is particularly interesting. The authors 
believe that Mesolithic pottery (in my opinion, of 
the Ertebølle culture – hereafter EC) appeared at 
Dąbki at around 4900 cal°BC, remaining in use 
until 4090 cal°BC, which coincides with the ear-
liest dates attributed to the TRB presence at this 
site: c. 4200–4100 cal°BC.

Dates obtained for TRB pottery extend even as 
far back as 5200 cal°BC. However, the authors re-
ject all dates earlier than 4200 cal°BC on account 
of “some samples probably being slightly affected by 
reservoir effects”. I believe that the problem is more 
likely to stem from the fact that the TRB pottery 
was not always correctly identified. Imported 
wares of the Stroke-Ornamented Pottery culture 
(SBK), the Brześć Kujawski culture (BKC) and 
the Rössen culture (RC) were also recorded at 
this site. Distinguishing between vessels made by 
these various cultures when they are represented 
by highly fragmented sherds altered by their de-
position in peatland requires a great deal of expe-
rience and can result in errors.

Examining the production of EC and TRB 
pottery, the authors conclude that the principal 
differences between these two methods were in 
vessel forming techniques, whereas “the composi-
tion of clay mass for pot manufacture did not change 
significantly  in both periods crushed granite temper 
predominates. The only visible differences are the ad-
mixture of very fine-grained mica (in most cases) and a 
more careful preparation of clay in the FBC” (Czekaj-
Zastawny & Kabaciński, in this volume p. 212). 
However, this description of TRB pottery tech-
nology could just as easily apply to the SBK and 
the BKC (e.g. Czerniak, 1994). This has important 
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implications for assessing how reliably fl at bases 
of SBK or BKC vessels were differentiated from 
those of TRB vessels. All the more so, given that at 
a site which features such unstable sequences of 
peat deposits, the stratigraphic position of fi nds 
cannot be used to verify typological dating.

Hence, the reconstructed forms of fl at-based 
TRB beakers presented in this study (czekaj-
Zastawny & KabacińsKi, in this volume p. 210, Fig. 
7), which do not include a single example of a 
base fi tted to a body sherd, are diffi cult to regard 
as reliable, to say nothing about their precise attri-
bution to the vessel typology of the northern TRB. 

This is why I cannot agree with the authors’ 
assertion that the chronological attributions in 
this study are based exclusively on the results of 
stratigraphic analysis, typological analysis and 
radiocarbon dating. I believe that the ‘fi ltering’ of 
this data through the existing typochronological 
model for northern TRB pottery also played a sig-
nifi cant role. As the authors state elsewhere: “we 
are arguing that the pointed bottom ware was replaced 
by Funnel Beaker pottery around 4100 calBC, in accor-
dance with results from northern Germany” (kotula 
et al., in this volume p. 133). 

The above fi ndings are used as the basis for a 
discussion about the origins of the TRB, leading 
the authors to state that: “we can also observe at 
Dąbki […] a process of a smooth and gradual transi-
tion (evolution) of Late Mesolithic vessel forms to early 
beakers typical of the Northern group of the FBC. From 
this perspective Dąbki is a unique site, where several 
vessels combining features characteristic for the Late 
Mesolithic on one hand and early FBC on the other 
occurred” (cZEKaJ-Zastawny & KabacińsKi, in this 
volume p. 207). 

I am not convinced by a hypothesis which 
draws on the similarity between pots with pointed 
bases and funnel beakers. After all, the changes that 
can be deemed to indicate the ‘origins of TRB pot-
tery’ were not merely limited to the intro duction 
of fl at bases in place of pointed ones. The range 
of vessels which appeared during the early TRB 
represented a comprehensive array of forms and 
functions (funnel beakers, amphorae, pots, bowls, 
plates and spoons), demonstrating that a radical 
change had taken place in the way that food was 
being cooked, served and stored. Thus, looking 
at early TRB assemblages as a whole, more likely 
prototypes can be found among the pottery of the 
Michelsberg Culture (MC), whose impact on areas 
of northern Germany and southern Scandinavia is 
obvious (e.g. klassen, 2004; sØrensen, 2012).

It is worth considering why the range of ves-
sels typical of the early TRB was so modest at 

Dąbki, where it is represented exclusively by fun-
nel beakers. The answer might be provided by
another question: how would the presence of 
funnel beakers at Dąbki have differed from the 
presence of ‘imported’ SBK, RC and BKC vessels 
in earlier centuries? In my opinion, there would 
have been no difference at all because the latter 
were also just simple ceramic containers for stor-
ing foodstuffs and not the remains of a function-
ally cohesive set of vessels used by Danubian 
farmers. The only exception to this are imports 
from ‘the Bodrokeresztur culture’ (BC), to which 
I will return later. All in all, I believe that the fun-
nel beakers at Dąbki, even if some of them were 
made by this site’s inhabitants, represent the re-
placement or supplementation of exchange with 
Danubian farmers, for exchange with MC far mers 
(via the northern TRB), and later with eastern 
TRB farmers, rather than local evolution. Another 
indication is the fact that up until the end of their 
time at this site, the inhabitants of Dąbki did not 
change their way of life and remained being hun-
ter-gatherers. 

The Dąbki site lies in an area that was not suit-
able for farming. Therefore, we can hardly expect 
to fi nd evidence of transformation into the TRB 
in its fullest sense (i.e. social, economic and reli-
gious) as an agrarian culture. This is one of the 
problems with earlier research into the origins of 
the northern TRB. Preconceptions about this cul-
ture’s local roots meant that only sites with Meso-
lithic contexts were selected for excavation. This 
created the false impression that there had been 
a several-hundred-year period of contacts with 
farming communities and a gradual local evolu-
tion that must have led to an agrarian way of life. 
This is also the view put forward by the authors of 
the analysed article. At this juncture, I would like 
to point out that the rejection of the ‘availabi lity 
model’ (rowley-conwy, 2004; 2011) opened up a 
new phase in discussions about the origins of the 
northern TRB, offering a signifi cantly different 
perspective on the interpretation of the Dąbki site 
(cf. also: sØrensen, 2012; larsson, 2015; czernIak 
& rzePeckI, 2016; czernIak, 2017 in press).  

In this context, the discovery at Dąbki “of 
the (imported) earliest pottery of the Eastern group” 
(cZEKaJ-Zastawny & KabacińsKi, in this volume p. 
215) is of particular interest. Feature 38 at Dąbki 
10 was found to contain: “sherds of pointed bottom 
pots, Funnel Beaker pottery imported from Kujawia 
and remains of amber processing. Here, a sample of 
charcoal glued to a piece of (non-diagnostic) pottery 
provided a date of 4090. It is possible that late pointed 
bottom pottery production and early Funnel Beaker 
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influence were contemporaneous. According to this 
information and pottery typology we expect the start 
of funnel beaker production around 4100/4000 calBC” 
(Kotula et al., in this volume p. 123). If we accept 
that pottery of ‘the Sarnowo Phase’ was accu-
rately identified, this would represent the earliest 
context in which TRB pottery has been found at 
Dąbki, with obvious consequences for interpret-
ing the origins of this culture. Sadly, any potential 
theories on this subject must be put on hold fol-
lowing a statement made on behalf of this article’s 
authors by Jacek Kabaciński during a conference 
held in Łódź in 2016, asserting that this pottery 
had been ‘reattributed’ to ‘the northern TRB’. 

It is worth adding that Eastern TRB pottery 
is very easily recognised by its distinctive grog 
(chamotte) temper, sometimes featuring fine sand. 
The presence of this type of temper in pottery from 
Dąbki had already been noted by Jolanta Ilkiewicz, 
based on petrographic analysis (Ilkiewicz, 1989, 
28). Therefore, it would be good to verify these 
findings and to discuss the differences in metho
dology used for analysing pottery of the northern 
and eastern TRB. The fact that this pottery study 
did not identify grog temper in the Dąbki ceramic 
assemblage may be because of a lack of relevant 
experience and not knowing what to look for. In-
teresting comparative data in this respect is pro-
vided by the contribution of Mischka et al. in this 
volume (pp. 465-477).

Imported Danubian pottery in the Late 
Mesolithic context in Dąbki 

All in all, “approximately 90 imported vessels have 
been discovered”. Interestingly, only 80 ‘Mesolithic’ 
vessels were recorded in the same area (Czekaj-
Zastawny, in this volume p. 221). Comparing 
the quantities of sherds recovered, it would ap-
pear that the number of Mesolithic vessels has 
been substantially underestimated. This should 
prompt a reassessment of the method used for 
calculating the minimum number of vessels.

The majority of vessels (82 in all) were attri
buted to the BKC, though it is difficult to draw 
any conclusions from this, as it is questionable 
whether the distinction between SBK and BKC 
wares has been made accurately. The examples 
of BKC pottery shown in Figs. 78 represent ei-
ther SBK vessels or (mostly) forms common to 
both the SBK and the BKC. Thus, it is all the more 
surprising that they are so precisely ascribed to 
the early phase of the BKC. As a side note, it is 
worth adding that the closest analogies to BKC 

wares in terms of technology and decoration (in-
cisions along the top of the rim) found at Dąbki 
are ‘lamps’ regarded as typical ‘Mesolithic’ ves-
sels. There is also a pressing need for a funda-
mental chronological adjustment. Dating the BKC 
to 4600-4300 cal°BC is poorly substantiated (the 
authors cite the dates proposed by Grygiel, 2008; 
see also Bogucki, 2008). Recent radiocarbon analy-
sis provides grounds for dating the BKC to 4350-
4000/3900 cal°BC (Czerniak et al., 2016). This 
means that the culture which would have co-ex-
isted with the BKC for the longest period of time 
would have been the SBK (4800-4350 cal°BC). 
Moreover, it is SBK vessels that we should expect 
to be most abundant, given that these communi-
ties were the most mobile and actively expanded 
into the northern fringes of the Danubian world 
(Czerniak, 2007). 

The most controversial part of this study is 
the suggested picture of long-distance contacts 
supplying farmers with goods such as “furs, antler 
and bone tools” as well as “amber artefacts (figurines, 
pendants or just raw nodules)”. The main support for 
this theory is provided by eight sherds of pottery 
attributed to the BC, which are taken as evidence 
of people interested in exchanging goods with lo-
cal hunters and foragers coming “from as far away 
as the Hungarian Plain”. This leads to the conclu-
sion that “Dąbki seems to be a place (a meeting point, 
expected but difficult to record by archaeological me-
thods) where hunter gatherers and farmers performed 
exchange of goods and ideas. It must have been a place 
of a very long tradition, transmitted through genera-
tions” (Czekaj-Zastawny, in this volume p. 229). 

Thus, the validity of this theory largely relies 
on the BC pottery having been correctly identified. 
In my opinion this is doubtful. As I have stated el-
sewhere when commenting on this issue: “I would 
argue that at least three out of four fragments attribut-
ed to Bodrogkeresztúr in fact represent the post-Rössen 
tradition, probably Schwieberdingen. The fourth seems 
to remind of Bodrogkeresztúr but can also be of western 
provenience. I want to stress, however, that an unque-
stionable attribution of pottery decoration from such 
small fragments is inevitably limited and will remain 
unclear until the provenience of its raw material is in-
vestigated. […] Contacts of the Ertebølle culture to the 
Rössen, SBK, LBPC and BKK cultures are straightfor-
ward and unquestionable. In this context, a presence 
of pottery of the post-Rössen tradition in this setting is 
certainly more probable than that of Bodrogkeresztúr” 
(Czerniak 2012, 168, footnote 65). 

I will add that in an earlier article published 
in Antiquity (Czekaj-Zastawny et al., 2011), the 
‘BC imports’ in question were unequivocally at-
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tributed to the TRB phase at Dąbki and to poten-
tial BC activities connected with the distribution 
of copper goods. However, this theory was later 
shied away from because it was not supported by 
chronological evidence (the dating of the BC) and 
not as a result of a critical reassessment of the sys-
tem of exchange, its social context and available 
empirical evidence.

Amber-working was clearly attested at Dąbki 
(p. 152: “several amber beads were found accompa-
nied by some unworked amber fragments”). However, 
might this not have represented domestic produc-
tion? And where is the evidence for amber use in 
the BC? It is very rare, even in the neighbouring 
BKC. The solitary Tiszapolgar culture find cited by 
the authors may have reached this site by chance 
or via an indirect route, for example, through the 
Lublin-Volhyn culture or the BKC, which had 
operated within ‘the Late Lengyel interaction 
sphere’ for centuries. After all, BKC communi-
ties would not have travelled to the Aegean Sea 
for Spondylus shells or to Bohemia for calcite, but 
would have acquired them through a long chain of 
gift exchange among neighbouring communities.

The idea of lengthy expeditions from the Car-
pathian Basin to Pomerania to acquire furs and 
antlers seems even less likely. Naturally, it is dif-
ficult to find confirmation of fur trading, but the 
fact that mass hunting of beavers took place does 
not necessarily mean that it was done for their 
pelts. Beaver fur could have been a by-product 
of local populations procuring valuable meat and 
fat supplies. And how can there be any certainty 
that the pelts were not used by locals, or that they 
were so sought after by farming communities that 
they would have undertaken such long journeys 
to get them? 

By contrast, in the case of antler we should ex-
pect to find artefacts attesting a strong demand for 
products made from this raw material in the BC. 
We would also need some indication of it having 
been difficult to acquire locally. However, ant-
ler appears to have been relatively significant in 
the Carpathian Basin (as demonstrated by grave 
goods) during the first half of the fifth millennium 
cal°BC rather than towards its end (e.g. Patay, 
1978; Zalai-Gaál et al., 2012). In the latter half 
of the fifth millennium, it is BKC communities 
that were notable in this respect; they may well 
have got the idea of T-shaped antler axes from 
the north, but they undoubtedly made their own 
(examples of workshops have been recorded in 
Kuyavia: Grygiel, 1986; Bogucki, 2008; Kabaciński 
et al., 2014) and used them in their own idio-
syncratic way. I am also certain that they had 

adequate access to this raw material in their im-
mediate surroundings. Thus, the problem is that 
we have evidence of Danubian pottery having 
been acquired, but we do not know what it was 
exchanged for. However, instead of formulating a 
hypothesis based on reasoning, the authors have 
resorted to rely on the stereotype of hunters as 
possessors of furs, antler and amber.

Would these types of goods have enticed farm-
ers to make the effort required to cover the 130-
200 km separating Dąbki from the nearest Danu-
bian settlements? Naturally, this is assuming that 
their contacts would only have extended this far. 
There is also the question of whether it was the 
pottery itself that was exchanged for whatever it 
was that the locals had to offer. Attractive objects 
do not appear to have been the focus of this ex-
change, as there are not many of the finely made 
and ornately decorated vessels common in the 
SBK and the RC and few polished stone tools. In-
stead, we have only the most modest set of Danu-
bian vessels, mostly kitchenware. It is more likely 
that they were containers for foodstuffs that were 
exotic to the local population (cereal crops, butter, 
yogurt, beer?) rather than ‘gifts’ in their own right. 

Fur trappers, fishers and traders in Dąbki? 

This is the title which the authors use in summa-
rising the reviewed publication. However, I can 
find no reason for their having chosen fur and 
trade as the defining features of Dąbki’s inhabi
tants. In my opinion, presenting Dąbki as a Me-
solithic trading post whose inhabitants were in-
volved in exchange with farmers does not give an 
accurate picture of this settlement. Dąbki is rather 
an example of a site on the southern Baltic coast 
inhabited by an average, small hunter-gatherer 
community of the fifth and early fourth millen-
nium cal°BC. These societies had sporadic contact 
with farmers, but despite the fact that these con-
tacts were maintained for over 1000 years, the in-
habitants of Dąbki made no changes to their way 
of life throughout their occupation of this site. 
Radical changes did not occur until around 3700 
cal°BC, when farmers appeared in the immediate 
vicinity and Dąbki was abandoned. 

To correctly interpret the contacts between 
hunter-gatherers and Danubian farmers we have 
to acknowledge that these farmers lived in areas 
far away from Dąbki (130 km to the lower Vistula; 
200 km to the lower Oder) and were not interested 
in colonising habitats of this type. Thus, in this 
part of Pomerania there were no farmers within 
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close range of the community living at Dąbki, and 
it is only if this had been the case that we could 
expect frequent contact and exchange of small 
items of everyday use between these groups. As 
it is, in order to meet they would have had to 
cover long distances over poorly accessible ter-
rain. Hence, they must have been drawn by some-
thing that was far more valuable and difficult for 
them to obtain than furs, antler and amber. 

In this context, the latest results of DNA analy-
sis carried out on a series of BKC skeletons from 
Kuyavia offer an interesting insight, as they indi-
cate that marriages were made between BKC men 
and women from hunter-gatherer communities 
(see Lorkiewicz et al., 2015). The women may have 
been inhabitants of sites such as Dąbki. We know 
that during the LBK period Danubian societies 
were already characterised by a patrilocal kinship 
system, which meant that they were open to the 
inclusion of women from other communities (e.g. 
Bentley et al., 2012). Archaeological confirmation 
of this phenomenon comes from the influences 
of hunter-gatherer cultures evident among post-
LBK societies. These are mainly reflected in BKC 
dress (e.g. in the form of wild animal tooth neck-
laces worn by women) and in BKC ceramic tech-
nology, which became similar to that used in the 
EC (e.g. Czerniak, 2007; 2012). This far-reaching 
search may have been driven by a higher morta
lity rate among women in farming communities 
and by competition between individual house-
holds, in which having as many children as pos-
sible was probably very important. 

What happened to the inhabitants of Dąbki?

The coincidence between the abandonment of the 
Dąbki settlement and the appearance of cereal 
crop pollen in the site’s stratigraphic sequence is 
significant. Since this fact is not elaborated on, we 
can assume that when the inhabitants of Dąbki 
had ‘become TRB’ around 300 years earlier, like 
most northern TRB communities, they switched 
to a farming economy and moved to a more fa-
vourable environment. However, the situation 
at this time was far more complex, which the au-
thors of this study seem to overlook. 

By around 3800/3700 cal°BC, northern TRB 
farming communities of the Łupawa Group 
(Wierzbicki, 1999) were already living relatively 
nearby (c. 80  km), and areas previously settled 
by Danubian groups were now occupied by east-
ern TRB farming villages (Czerniak & Rzepecki, 
2016; Czerniak, 2017 in press). The discovery of 

Koszalin-Dzierżęcino 7 (Ilkiewicz, 1997), a site 
contemporaneous with the TRB phase at Dąbki, 
alters the context in which we should evaluate 
Dąbki’s existence. Koszalin-Dzierżęcino 7 is lo-
cated barely 20 km west of Dąbki, in an area suit-
able for farming, and features traits of both the 
northern and the eastern TRB. Therefore, it cannot 
be ruled out that eastern TRB settlers may have 
played an important role in the neolithisation of 
the Dąbki community. Given that the eastern TRB 
succeeded the BKC (for more on this see: Czer-
niak, 2017 in press), this would suggest not only a 
continuation of earlier contacts, but also a return 
of the descendants of women who had come from 
local hunter-gatherer groups. 

In concluding these remarks, I would like to em-
phasize that my polemic has focused solely on a 
handful of subjectively chosen key topics in the 
debate concerning the interpretation of excava-
tion results from Dąbki. The reviewed publica-
tion is undoubtedly a very robust, multi-faceted 
archaeological analysis of one of the most com-
prehensively studied sites that demonstrate the 
processes of neolithisation in Northern Europe. 
Its value is further enhanced by the inclusion 
of articles which provide the broader context in 
which this phenomenon should be examined.
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