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ABSTRACT

Archaeology is sometimes perceived more as a searchings for treasures. It is way easier to
detach objects that can be related to elites from all found relics. But separating articles which had their
connection with poor and the lowest society group is much harder than this. Findings of clothes made
of worse fabrics, pieced out and repaired, could be a potential source for the plebs's material culture.
However, we also know examples of clothes meant for the elite, made of many smaller pieces of fabric
sewed together for the economy. There are some findings of decorated shoes, spoiled, then patched.
Many objects used for the next time have been found during excavations in elite's houses or converted
from elite's weapon. Researches of towns' buildings bring examples of houses built in low quality,
placed in poorest parts of the towns or on the backgrounds. The character of those archaeological
material let us being sure which ones of those buildings were inhabited and, mostly, by the poors.
From the other hand, a confrontation of sociotopographic analysis with precise archaeological studies
do not bring an unequivocal proof for efficacy of this method. Even if many written sources describe
some areas as poor, there were a lot of expensive objects found there. It all shows difficulty or even
impossibility of reliable archaeological searchings for relics of medieval poverty.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Society has that deeply rooted imagine of the archaeologist as a gold-digger. It is sure
that the beginning of this discipline has more to do with the robbery of ancient treasures than
a science [1]. What is more, archaeologists of today definitely prefer publishing relics which
are effective and rich, not plain or simply poor. This is why it is hard to find anything that can
be connected to the marigin of onetime societies. All we know about them comes from
historical treatises [2-3], but our knowledge about their material culture is still scarce [4].

This short article is a result of the attempts of creating a medieval poverty image seen
by the archaeologist. It is not a try of making a synthesis at all, but only marking of some
opportunities and problems to be appear. Since we will be searching just for some hints, not
specific determinants and solutions, unequivocal outlining of the examined group seems not
to be necessary [5].

With regard to the state of the researches, I will stay focused on the poors from
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medieval cities, in spite of that I realize exisitng of the poors in village environment as well
[6].

Poverty reduces people's normal needs. In the eye of paltry purchasing powers, the only
aspects of a product that count are its usefulness and price. Aesthetics, ornamentations or
good quality are those kinds of features that make the price higher and, because of that, are
needless. This is why, when looking for society economic marigin, it is vital to look especially
at badly made products. Higher price is obvious when the object is made by more skilled
craftsman. We can find many different artefacts in the archaeological material - made in a
better way or not, and also objects that were intentionally made not so neatly. Wooden bowls,
grinded on their inner part and just hewn outside could be a good example of such [7].
Reduction of time needed in a production process could probably decrease object's price.
Even so, we don't know how big that decreasing price was. This is the reason why we also
don't know for which exactly social group those products were made.

Pic. 1. Wooden bowls from Stargard [6].

I assume the best way to define man's life standing is to look at his cloth. And a cloth is
what | have focused on. There is a saying ,,Cut your coat according to your cloth” - it is quite
good staring point in analyzing textiles. According to that sentence, all structural elements of
the cloth could be made of just one, but also a few smaller parts - which enabled saving the
fabric. There are some proper examples of such work, known from late medieval findings of
Bocksten swamp (Sweden) and Herjolfsnes (Greenland). It is said that the man of Bocksten
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was not a poor, but sleeves of his tunic varied one another [8].

Many gowns known from Greenland were also made of smaller pieces, sometimes even
patches that, sewn all together, created big parts of a dress [9]. The entirety of absolute
solutions here has no constructional meaning but it is just an economy. The most striking
instances of such are courtly cloths of Charles I [10], Duke of Brittany and Charles the Bold
[11], Duke of Burgundy. A sleeve of Charles's quilted jacket has been made of 10 elements
even if its construction required only three. Charles the Bold's jacket's basque, wide and
falling into folds, has been sewn from small patches [12]. This fact can suggest quite big costs
of silk, even for such high-level elite.

Pic. 2. Pourpoint of Charles the Bold [12].

Products which could be repaired are a different matter here. Written sources give us
patch-makers [13] and junk dealers [2]. As an examples of their work we can mention old
shoes soles replaced by new ones, soles which were piece out or enlarged shoes as well [14].
Some people even tried to repair shoes ineptly with a straps. Probably the finding from
Gdansk, dated to 11% century, can be another instance of reparation pursued with home
resources [15]. But the proportion of luxurious shoes which were repaired is something
important too [14]. Value of that kind of product was high enough to make an efforts of
reparation to continue its utilization, not caring about them being a little bit used and
disfigured by this mending.

Next aspect that could point the poverty is connected to using again damaged, worn-out
products. For example, a spokeshave from Swiebodzin has been made from broken sword's
pommel [16]. It is not so easy to say if something as exclusive as the weapon could ever get
from elite's hands into economic marigin's. But, of course, common things were often altered
too. During excavations on a motte in Orlow by Bzura river a polished fragment of a ceramic
vessel's bottom has been found. It was probably used as a whetstone [17].
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Pic. 3. Spokeshave from Swiebodzin [16].

Whereas, there were another excavations on a motte in Wloszczowa where researchers found
an old horseshoe, grinded down and used as a solid staple [18]. There are many findings from
Bytom's market square as well; leather things with traces of preceding usage and cut-out
patch-like parts are one of them [19]. This is an undeniable proof that the material was exerted
again which enabled saving funds.

Activity like this seems to be a thrift but not always induced by destitution. All those
object that had been used again were found both in knights' seats - exclusive, elitist ones -
and on towns' squares, which were places of living for rich and poor at the same time. It is
difficult to tell precisely if given object was used by a pauper or someone thrifty. But this
phenomenon can be defied to modern thinking about things we own - throwing them out after
wearing or going out of fashion; it is result of last few decades and caused, probably, by rich
communities pride.

Writting sources we know nowadays, especially bills and tax registers, enabled creation
of plans of districts where the poor or rich people lived and, also, street maps [13]. In theory,
confrontation of a sociotopography and results from an archaeological researches could bring
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some interesting effects. Many researches run in Wroclaw together with deep historical
studies [13] give quite full look on this question. However, an outcome of those two types of
sources collation is not so straightforward. Sources mention the poorest occupied properties
on streets Nozownicza [20], Mikotaja [21], Bernardynska [22], Nozownicza and Kuznica
crossroad [23]. But objects that had been found there showed higher financial standing of
people who lived there. On the other hand, buildings analysis are really surprising. The
smallest and the most shoddy buildt houses were placed on the area of Nozownicza, Wita
Stwosza and Odrzanska streets [24]. This dissonance is very interesting, though, not easy to
explain in this very moment.

2. CONCLUSIONS

As a recap, it is vital to say that archaeological researches on the poverty do not bring
unequivocal and simple answers. As it was said before, most of all those objects of bad
quality, broken, fixed, are not determinants of poor financial status. There is much more
separated areas for the rich people and houses of the elite in the archaeological material. Even
the smallest amount of expensive things shows bigger financial capabilities, just the opposite
to those ,,poor” objects. All this means that to find any signs of poverty we need to look at the
wholeness of found relics - absence of elitist ones and big amount of bad ones gives clear
picture in this case. But none of isolated, single, picked out of context premises should be
taken under consideration on their own and treated as a proofs for poverty, because even a
king could have been wearing a patch on his hoses' knee.

References

[1] Ceram C. W., Bogowie, groby i uczeni, Warszawa: Panstwowy Instytut Wydawniczy
1958.

[2] Geremek B., Ludzie marginesu w sredniowiecznym Paryzu XV-XVwiek, Poznan:
Poznanskie Towarzystwo Przyjaciot Nauk 2003.

[3] Eco U., Historia Brzydoty, Warszawa: Rebis (2012) 135-177.

[4] Rutkowska-Plachcinska A., Materialne warunki bytu ubogich w miastach

poznosredniowiecznych na zachodzie Europy, Wroctaw: Zaktad Narodowy Imienia
Ossolinskich 1988.

[5] Topolski J., Nedza, ubostwo, dostatek jako kategorie teoretyczne w badaniu historycznym
i ich wartos¢ eksplanacyjna. In: Nedza i dostatek na ziemiach polskich od Sredniowiecza
po wiek XX, eds. J. Sztetytfo Warszawa: IHKM PAN (1992) 10-13.

[6] Braudel F., Kultura materialna, gospodarka i kapitalizm XV-XVIll wiek, Vol. 1, Struktury

codziennosci. Mozliwe i niemozliwe, Warszawa: Panstwowy Instytut Wydawniczy 68
(1992) 118-120.

[7] Bobik 1., Zabytki drewniane zpoznosredniowiecznek latryny, Archeologia Stargardu 1
(2012)185-195.

[8] Nockert M. Bockstensmannen och hans drdkt, Halmstad: Stiftelsen Hallands lansmuseer
1997.

92



International Letters of Social and Humanistic Sciences 1 (2014) 88-93

[9] E. Ostergard’E., Woven into the Earth. Textiles from Norse Greenland, Aarhus: Aarhus
University Press 2004.

[ 10] Harmand AJeanne d'Arc: Ses costumes, son armure: Essai de reconstitution, Paris:
Librairie Ernest Leroux 1929.

[ 11] Boucher F., Historia mody. Dzieje ubioréw od czasow prehistorycznych do konca XX
wieku, Warszawa: Arkady 2004.

[12] Gutkowska-Rychlewska M., Historia ubioréw, Wroctaw: Zaktad Narodowy Imienia
Ossolinskich (1968) 314-315.

[13] Golinski M., Socjotopografiapoznosredniowiecznego Wroctawia (przestrzen-
podatnicy- rzemiosto), Wroctaw: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Wroctawskiego (1997),
s. 374, 382-383.

[14] Grew F., Neergaard M., Shoe and pattens, London: Museum of London (2001) 89-90.

[ 15] Wiklak H., Polskie obuwie wczesnosredniowieczne z VIII-XIII w. na podstawie
wykopalisk, Materialy wczesnosredniowieczne 6 (1969) 500, pic. 22.

[ 16] Michalak A., WawrzyniakP., Acta Militaria Mediaevalia 5 (2009) 201-203.
[ 17] Kajzer L., Slavia Antiqua 32 (1990) 241-290.

[ 18] Pyzik Z., Rocznik Muzeum Narodowego w Kielcach 9 (1998) 157-175.

[19] Andrzejewska A., Archaeologia Historica Polona 18 (2009) 209-217.

[20] Piekalski J., Ptonka T., Wisniewski A., S'lqs,kie Sprawozdania Archeologiczne 32 (1991)
207-238.

[21] Guszpit P., Mruczek R., Slgskie Sprawozdania Archeologiczne 44 (2002) 315-325.
[22] Plonka T., Slgskie Sprawozdania Archeologiczne 31 (1990) 423-434.
[23] Busko C., Piekalskil., Slgskie Sprawozdania Archeologiczne 35 (1994) 411-425.

[24] Chorowska M., Lasota Cz., O sredniowiecznej kamienicy wroctawskiej na tle
socjotopografii Starego Miasta, In: Architektura Wroctawia 1, Dom, eds. J.
Rozpegdowski, Wroctaw: Werk 1995.

( Received 07 October 2013; accepted 11 October 2013 )

93



