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Introduct�on

Groß Strömkendorf �s s�tuated approx�mately 7 km north 
of W�smar �n Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, on the shores 
of the Balt�c Sea. The topography of the area �s more or 
less flat and the v�llage l�es close to W�smar Bay, �n the 
shadow of the �sland of Poel (Fig. 1). The area around 
the v�llage conceals a very long h�story, conta�n�ng ar-
chaeolog�cal finds from almost all preh�stor�c phases to 
the Early Med�eval per�od.

Archaeolog�cal excavat�ons dur�ng the 1980s and 
1990s showed that, dur�ng the Early Med�eval per�od, 
near today’s v�llage, there was a trad�ng s�te w�th w�de-
spread connect�ons �n the Balt�c area. The archaeolog�-
cal ev�dence clearly �nd�cates that the trad�ng s�te was 
settled dur�ng the 8th and early 9th century. d ur�ng th�s 
per�od, the area was part of the terr�tory of the Slavon�c 
Obodr�tes, who have been �n control of the whole west-
ern part of Mecklenburg. Accord�ng to the find mate-
r�al, the s�te had been �n close contact w�th Scand�nav�a, 
the Saxon and Fr�s�an reg�ons �n today’s lower Saxony 
and Schlesw�g-Holste�n, as well as the Rh�neland (Jöns 
2000, 403). Several aspects of the archaeolog�cal arte-
facts and rema�ns suggest that th�s s�te �s �dent�cal w�th 
the emporium reric, ment�oned �n the Frank�sh annals 
of the early 9th century (id. 1998a, 131, w�th further 
references).

The finds and features d�scovered dur�ng the excava-
t�ons show that the s�te was most l�kely part of some type 
of trad�ng network. The �mportance of the s�te and �ts 
pos�t�on �n Northern Europe can be exam�ned through 
study�ng d�fferent aspects of the excavat�ons, e.g., the 
structures, metal finds, bones, glass, ceram�cs, botan�cal 
rema�ns etc. 

d eta�led analyses and stud�es on the glass finds by A. 
Pöche (2005) and the an�mal bones by u . Schmöl cke 
(2004) have already been publ�shed as monographs as 
the first two volumes of the Groß Strömkendorf-ser�es 
�n “Be�träge zur u r- und Frühgesch�chte Mecklenburg-
Vorpommerns”. Further analyses, �.e., on the settlement 
structure, the graveyard, the amber finds, on the geolog�-
cal and env�ronmental development have already been 
completed and are go�ng to be publ�shed �n the present 
ser�es, “Frühm�ttelalterl�che Archäolog�e zw�schen Ost-
see und M�ttelmeer”. So, th�s study on the pottery from 
Groß Strömkendorf has been a part of an �nterd�sc�pl�-
nary research project. 

Both the trad�ng s�te and the cemetery at Groß 
Strömkendorf are dated to the 8th and early part of the 
9th century. Hence, Groß Strömkendorf can be class�fied 
as an Early Med�eval s�te. Accord�ng to the d an�sh and 
Swed�sh chronolog�cal systems, the s�te was founded dur-
�ng the Vendel Per�od or the German�c Iron Age and was 
abandoned dur�ng the Early V�k�ng Age. The s�te of Groß 
Strömkendorf �s, l�ke R�be and B�rka, of great relevance 
for the frequent d�scuss�ons about the dat�ng of the beg�n-
n�ng of the V�k�ng Age (Feveil e / Jensen 2000, 19; Am-
br osiani / Cl ar ke 1998; summ�ng up Svanber g 2003). 

Pottery	as	an	archaeological	source

Pottery �s often regarded as the most common archaeo-
log�cal artefact category from excavat�ons. It �s often 
“class�fied” as a mass mater�al, wh�ch means �t takes t�me 
to scrut�n�se �t. On the other hand, pottery as an archaeo-
log�cal artefact conta�ns a lot of �mportant �nformat�on. 
Ceram�c mater�al can be used to create a p�cture of the 
soc�ety and the�r contacts, and of course to put �t �nto a 
chronolog�cal framework. Pottery was most l�kely used 
every day �n the household for cook�ng, storage and other 
purposes. It can also be cons�dered as an �tem that appears 
�n all soc�al structures of a soc�ety. Th�s �s �n contrast to 
other artefact categor�es, e.g., gold or s�lver. These finds 
may only reflect one part of the populat�on or some spe-
c�al events.

d �fferent pottery types w�th un�que base and r�m 
shapes were most l�kely well des�gned for the�r funct�on. 
Vessels w�th round bases were perhaps made for cook�ng 
on a hearth, such as a hang�ng vessel or “Kugeltopf”. Ves-
sels w�th flat bases were perhaps �ntended for stor�ng pur-
poses. The same appl�es for the shape of the r�m. Some 
types are better su�ted for cook�ng wh�le others are better 
for storage.

In all l�kel�hood, people were accustomed to the var�-
ous funct�ons related to d�fferent vessels. Moreover, the 
shape and decorat�on and the�r �mportance as �dent�ty 
markers are another aspect that has to be cons�dered. 
The�r s�gn�ficance when choos�ng one vessel over the 
other should not be underest�mated. Is �t the type of ware 
or the shape and decorat�on that determ�nes wh�ch vessel 
to use? For �nstance, there are co�l-bu�lt vessel types from 
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H�stor�cal background and archaeolog�cal ev�dence 
at Groß Strömkendorf

Historical	background

The Royal Carol�ng�an Annals, wr�tten �n l at�n at the be-
g�nn�ng of the 9th century, say: 

“Year 808 AD. On Godfred’s side stood during this 
campaign also the Slavonic people that is called the Wilzi, 
and in due of old hostility to their neighbours the Obodrites, 
they now peacefully had joined Godfred’s armies: When he 
returned to his own kingdom, the Wilzi also went home 
together with the plundered goods they had taken from the 
Obodriten people. But before Godfred returned he destroyed 
a trading place located next to the sea, the trading place was 
by the Danes called Reric. It was a place that had revealed 
a great deal of taxes to his kingdom. He brought the trading 
people with him, let his ships set anchor and came together 
with his people to Sliasthorp” (after Skovgaar d-Pet er sen 
1981, 29). From the Frank�sh Annals of 809 we know 
�n add�t�on that the Obodr�te duke d ražko was k�lled 
at Reric. After that event, Reric was not ment�oned aga�n 
�n any contemporaneous wr�tten sources, so �t l�kely was 
abandoned somet�me at the beg�nn�ng of the 9th cen-
tury. 

The locat�on of Reric has been d�scussed by h�stor�ans 
and archaeolog�sts for a long t�me. F�rst archaeolog�cal 
excavat�ons, wh�ch a�med at locat�ng Reric, were conduct-
ed �n 1937 at a Slavon�c h�ll fort at former Alt-Gaarz, 
about 14 km north of Groß Strömkendorf (summ�ng 
up Jantz en / Schirr en 1998, 71). These excavat�ons 
were pol�t�cally mot�vated because the nat�onal soc�al�sts 
wanted to change the town’s name to Reric. Although the 
archaeolog�cal mater�al from th�s excavat�on dates ma�nly 
from the 10th century – so �t �s extremely unl�kely that Alt-
Gaarz was the same place as Reric – Alt Gaarz changed �ts 
name to Rer�k �n 1938. 

In add�t�on, �t has been suggested by d�fferent schol-
ars that Reric could have been �dent�cal w�th the Slavon�c 
h�ll forts of Mecklenburg or Star�gard/Oldenburg, or that 
�t was s�tuated near l übeck (summ�ng up Bar for d 2001, 
168) (Fig. 2). 

There are several wr�tten documents from the 8th and 
9th century deal�ng w�th the pol�t�cal, econom�cal and re-
l�g�ous status of the d�fferent parts of Northern Europe. 
Most of these wr�tten sources are concerned w�th the 
expans�on of the Carol�ng�an Emp�re. However, there �s 
also some �nformat�on about the pol�t�cal system �n the 

southern Balt�c reg�on and about the Slavon�c and Scan-
d�nav�an peoples l�v�ng there. Most of these documents 
were wr�tten by people affil�ated w�th the Carol�ng�ans or 
others and not by people l�v�ng �n the reg�on. 

d ue to these sources, we know that the pol�t�cal 
map of Northern Europe was complex when Reric was 
abandoned at the beg�nn�ng of the 9th century. The area 
where Reric most l�kely was s�tuated bordered on three 
d�fferent cultural areas: the Slavon�c, the Carol�ng�an and 
the Scand�nav�an (Fig. 3). The Carol�ng�ans, hav�ng ruled 
large parts of Western Europe for nearly 100 years, were 
then all�ed to a Slavon�c tr�be, the Obodr�tes. On the oth-
er s�de stood the d an�sh k�ng Godfred, the Saxons, and 
the Slavon�c tr�be of the W�lz�. The confl�cts �n Northern 
Europe reached the�r cl�max dur�ng the re�gn of Charle-
magne, between 768 and 814 (Bra ther 2001, 65).

All ava�lable �nformat�on about the Balt�c area w�th 
spec�al focus on the Slavon�c tr�bes has been comp�led 
and �nterpreted by several archaeolog�sts and h�stor�ans. 
Some �mportant stud�es are “d �e Slawen �n d eutschland” 
(Herrmann 1970), “The Early Slavs” (Bar for d 2001), 
“The Anc�ent Slavs: settlement & soc�ety” (Gojda 1991), 
“Archäolog�e der westl�chen Slawen” (Bra ther 2001) and 
“d �e Welt der W�k�nger” (Sawyer / S awyer 2002). 

Scand�nav�an h�stor�cal research had a spec�al fo-
cus on V�k�ngs travell�ng westward and eastward. The�r 
conquests and trad�ng ventures took place from the late 
8th century to the 11th century. The Swed�sh V�k�ngs 
(“Svear”) from the l ake Mälaren reg�on travelled east-
ward to present-day Russ�a and the Balt�c countr�es. 
They followed the Russ�an r�vers to the Byzant�ne Em-
p�re. Archaeolog�cal research and wr�tten sources sug-
gest that the V�k�ngs played an �mportant role �n the 
foundat�on of the Russ�an state (Oxenst ier na 1998; 
Br or sson 2001). Th�s eastern expans�on resulted �n the 
foundat�on of East-Slavon�c dom�n�ons. Staraja l adoga 
and Ruyr�kovo Gorod�shche/Novgorod, �n present-day 
Russ�a, were among the most �mportant centres. The 
exped�t�ons to the east seem to have been more or less 
fr�endly and peaceful. 

The d an�sh V�k�ngs were of v�tal �mportance for 
the pol�t�cal structure �n northwestern Europe. The ra�d 
on the monastery of l �ndesfarne �n Northumberland 
�n 793 �s the first documented V�k�ng attack ever that 
was followed by a great expans�on by d an�sh V�k�ngs. In 
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Historical background and archaeological evidence

without any remains of a vessel or other grave goods. In 
addition, six boat graves and several animal graves were 
found. Some of the animal graves may be interpreted as 
sacrifices instead of graves (Jöns 1998b, 43). The boat 
graves are most likely connected to the Scandinavian 
population, since they were typical clinker-built Scan-
dinavian vessels with iron rivets joining the overlapping 
planks (id. 1998a, 134). Some of the graves contained 
objects from different regions in Europe. The grave goods 
and the burial customs point towards contacts with the 
Frankish kingdom as well as with the Frisian, Scandina-
vian and Saxon settlement areas. 

The cemetery is a significant contribution to the 
knowledge about the composition of the population of 
Groß Strömkendorf, being an important example of early 
urbanisation in the southern Baltic region. It is notewor-
thy that our information about the Slavs and their mate-
rial culture as well as the hill forts is fairly good, whereas 
the knowledge concerning their rural settlements and 
burial customs is poor (Bar for d 2001, 199 ff.). 

In 1999, aerial photographs of some kind of underwa-
ter cropmarks, in a distance of about 80 m from the sea-
shore, were revealed. The filling of a roughly rectangular 
depression, 750 m long and 150 m wide, had enhanced 
the growth of water plants, showing as a dark anomaly on 
the photographs. This structure may be interpreted as the 
harbour basin of the settlement (Tummuscheit  2003b, 
212). 

Aims and problems

The pottery from Groß Strömkendorf is essential for in-
terpreting contacts in Northern Europe during the Early 
Medieval time. Traditional studies have put a focus on 
the shape of the vessels and the decoration, and these ele-
ments should also be integrated in the study of the ware. 

But other aspects of the pottery, e.g. ware, morphol-
ogy, manufacturing technique (including the choice of 
raw material) and vessel building technique allow a look 
beyong dating and cultural affiliation. For example, the 
clay and temper material may indicate whether different 
vessels were made in the same area. Still, such analyses 
must be combined with a typological and/or chronologi-
cal study. In general, this approach to ceramic material is 
more and more accepted (Daim 2000). 

Archaeology is a research subject where the scientists 
reconstruct history by combining small pieces of infor-
mation from various sources. The same holds true for the 
pottery. We normally do not have the opportunity to in-
vestigate complete vessels. It is instead the small pieces of 
a vessel, the sherds that are our base material, which we 
must investigate and interpret. In this study, the ware is of 
the same significance as the vessel shape and decoration.

It is important to record the clearest attributes of the 
vessel, such as decoration or rim shape. In addition, the 
ware can be analysed, especially in the comparion of ware 
types from the Baltic region to those from Western Eu-
rope. However, since people travelled and brought along 
skills and/or objects, ceramics found may be copies from 
other regions, making the reconstruction of history rather 
difficult. The same source critical aspects apply for other 
analyses. Clays from, e.g., northern Germany and Po-
land, are geologically similar to those from Scandinavia, 
because the ice during the last Ice Age caused a mixture of 
the soil in the Baltic area. This has an effect on how to an-
alyse pottery sherds. Since exact methods of pinpointing 
the origin of the vessels are currently missing, the analyses 
must be compared with other pottery studies. The inves-
tigation of the pottery material from Groß Strömkend-
orf includes a quantitative study. However, there are also 
some problems to this aspect. The deposition in the pits, 
the houses, the wells and even in the graves during the 
Viking Age may not have been deliberate. Additionally, a 
pit may contain unusual pottery types, for which it could 
be difficult to establish whether they are from different 
period or represent some kind of special function. Other 
activities, such as modern agriculture or the changing of 
the sea level, could also affect the study. 

These are some of the basic conditions when deal-
ing with archaeological material and especially pottery. 
However, the artefacts and features must be analysed and 
investigated to gain a trustworthy picture of the settle-
ment, the society and the people that stand behind the 
archaeological material. In consideration of this back-
ground, the following topics will be studied:

1. The settlement structure is a vital problem. Can 
the pottery investigation add to the understanding of this 
problem?

2. Are the traders among those buried at the cem-
etery? If so, can an investigation of the grave pottery shed 
some light on this aspect?

3. What are the differences and similarities between 
the cemetery vessels and the trading site pottery?

4. To what extent are the ceramics at Groß Ström-
kendorf of local or foreign origin?

5. What kinds of Slavonic pottery were found at 
Groß Strömkendorf, and what are the similarities and 
differences between the different types?

6. Can the pottery contribute to the discussion con-
cerning Groß Strömkendorf being ancient Reric, as men-
tioned in ancient written sources?




