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Abstract 

The crusades against eastern Baltic societies from the end of the twelfth century saw the 

reorganisation of the conquered territories into new Christian polities - Livonia and Prussia - 

largely ruled by a militarised theocracy consisting of the Teutonic Order, bishops and 

cathedral chapters. This was accompanied by the reconfiguration of land ownership and 

intensification in resource exploitation aimed at sustaining the new regime, alongside the 

growing urban and rural populations. An ecclesiastical administration was also imposed on 

the conquered territories, alongside the construction of churches and monasteries, confronting 

native religions which attached sacred importance to natural places and cemeteries. This 

paper compares the transformation of sacred landscapes in Livonia and Prussia and provides 

an interpretation of variability in relation to theocratic authority, native and migrant 

populations. Encompassing the role of settlements, cemeteries and the tempo of change, the 

paper is situated within a new archaeological framework contextualising religious 

transformation in the Middle Ages. It also provides the first detailed, comparative perspective 

for the two regions. The landscape was not uniformly transformed and its variability, 

particularly the post-crusade endurance and even proliferation of native sacred sites, reflects 

the limits of theocratic authority and the pragmatic necessities of ruling a conquered 

population. That strong contrasts exist in the nature and process of Christianisation in even 

superficially similar areas like Livonia and Prussia should serve as a warning to resist 

generalising across limited data sets. 
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Graphic abstract: The offering tree of Öövesti farmstead in Räägu village, Halliste parish, 

Viljandimaa, Estonia (Photo: Heiki Valk, 2004). 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The crusades waged against native pagan1 societies in the eastern Baltic region from the late-twelfth 

century AD resulted in their disenfranchisement and the reorganisation of the conquered territories 

into two Christian polities – Livonia and Prussia – which, except for northern Estonia subordinated 
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to the Danish crown until 1346, were governed by a militarised Christian theocracy: the Teutonic 

Order, bishops and their cathedral chapters (Figure 1). Several Livonian and Prussian towns also 

came to play important political roles. The conquests had initially synchronised various political 

agendas of neighbouring Catholic powers, but they were ultimately subordinated to crusading 

authorities supported by the papacy which sought to protect Christian converts and disseminate 

Catholicism amongst the Baltic and Finno-Ugric societies of north-eastern Europe (Christiansen 

1997; Urban 2003; Fonnesberg-Schmid 2007). In order to sustain a lasting Christian presence, the 

conquered territories were secured with castles, of which the majority were built by the Order, and a 

hierarchy was established dominated by fortified monasteries (referred to in the scholarly literature 

as Konventsburgen or conventual castles) headed by commanders and governing a patchwork of 

administrative districts (Ämter) (Biskup et al. eds. 2009; Czaja and Radzimiński 2013). The process 

of reorganising the landscape continued into the fourteenth century, and in some regions into the 

fifteenth, with the designation of new districts. Alongside a sustained military presence, the 

theocracy encouraged migrants from neighbouring Christian regions to settle in towns in Livonia, 

and in both urban and rural areas in Prussia. The detailed reallocation of land and natural resources 

was a defining policy of the new regime that permeated every aspect of life in the conquered 

territories, mapping out power relations with both the native population and incoming migrants.  

Place fig 1 near here, full page width 

Native communities in the eastern Baltic attached spiritual significance to a variety of natural 

places and to their cemeteries. Sacred landscapes are thus not an ephemeral or peripheral research 

topic but rather lie at the heart of understanding the resilience of native populations in the face of 

conquest, colonisation, the reorganisation of territory and the imposition of Christianity.  The process 

of restructuring was intended to fulfil the objective of the Crusades promoted by the papacy and the 

Teutonic Order’s apologists – the suppression of pre-Christian cult praxis and the conversion of the 

subjugated population to Catholicism – but this objective was not met. 

 

There is a substantial body of scholarship on sacred natural sites and sacred landscapes in the 

eastern Baltic stretching back into the late nineteenth century and written in local languages, but in 

the last decade there has been a noticeable increase in studies in English, including a seminal inter-

regional synthesis largely based on place names (Vaitkevičius 2004) alongside regional studies 

which have included both sacred natural sites and built structures (e.g. for Estonia: Jonuks 2007, 

2012a, b,; Valk 2009, 2018; for Latvia: Urtāns 2008a; for Lithuania: Vaitkevičius 2009, 2011, 2018; 

for Prussia: Wenta 2011; (ed) 2013; Szczepański 2018; for local language works see the 

bibliographies in these cited studies). The CCC project (Culture, Clash or Compromise, 1998-2001) 

contributed to raising international awareness of sacred landscapes in the Baltic region, whilst seven 

interdisciplinary meetings in 2007-2013 brought together archaeological, folkloristic and historical 

research in the eastern Baltic region, from which some outputs have been published (Jonuks 2009; 

Vaitkevičius and Vaitkevičienė 2011; Urtāns 2011). Eastern Baltic landscapes have also begun to 

feature within broader discussions of sacred geography (e.g. Kõivupuu 2009), with the recognition of 

the biocultural values of sacred natural sites connected to sustaining local identities and conservation 

(Frascaroli and Verschuuren 2016; for the case of Estonia see Heinapuu 2016). The term 

‘biocultural’ has been adopted in this paper in recognition of the cultural roles assigned to natural 

environmental features. The general themes that have emerged from this body of scholarship are the 

similarities in site types and how they were used across the Baltic region, the relationship between 



sites and territorial boundaries, the use of multiple sites by the same community, and trends in the 

post-medieval creation of new sites. Although precise dating of the period of use of any given site 

remains a significant challenge, a critical approach is nonetheless possible when using a diverse 

range of sources and acknowledging their variable chronological resolution.  

 

This paper builds on the existing body of scholarship with a comparison of sacred landscapes 

in Livonia and Prussia, regions which both fell under the rule of an aggregate of theocratic authorities, 

but which experienced very different demographic changes associated with spatially and temporally 

uneven waves of migration from neighbouring Catholic states. Situated within the framework of a new 

archaeological agenda for contextualising religious transformation (Thomas et al. 2017), it draws on 

data collected during the Ecology of Crusading project and related research, assessing whether the 

impact of the crusades and regime change was comparable in both regions (Pluskowski (ed) 2018). 

This comparative approach highlights the value of considering the variable tempo of religious 

transformation in a part of Europe that nominally came under a common form of militarised Christian 

governance, but which resulted in different regional trajectories. 

 

 

Transforming the biocultural landscapes of the eastern Baltic 

 

At the heart of territorial reorganisation in the eastern Baltic was the reallocation of land and natural 

resources (Pluskowski (ed) 2018), resulting in varying proportions of cultivated land, pasture, woods 

and wetlands within each district. Although the area under cultivation generally increased after the 

crusades, reinforcing earlier trends in environmental exploitation in the eleventh to thirteenth 

centuries, this did not result in widespread deforestation and parts of Prussia and Livonia remained 

heavily wooded (Brown 2018a, b). The export of grain and timber was an economic staple of Prussia 

by the late fourteenth century and of Livonia in the fifteenth, whilst by-products of woodland 

exploitation included charcoal, ash, pitch, tar, honey, wax and fur, with amber as a luxury export 

acquired from the coastal zone (Jahnke 2015). Quarried limestone and clay in Livonia, and 

particularly the latter in Prussia, became essential for constructing the durable structures that 

replaced the timber buildings constructed in the thirteenth century. The new regime also actively 

modified local hydrology, creating canals for mills, diverting streams, connecting lakes, and building 

moats and ponds (Steege 1993; Karczewski 2008; Bonow et al. 2016) (Figure 2). Did these modified 

elements of the physical landscape intersect with native sacred landscapes? In the twentieth century, 

particularly during the Soviet Period, the intensive industrialisation of the eastern Baltic countries 

saw the destruction of places defined in cultural memory as sacred sites (Kõivupuu 2009, 226). 

Given the confrontational ideology of the crusading movement, did this also occur in the Middle 

Ages? 

Place fig 2 near here, quarter page? 

 

Reorganising sacred landscapes  

 

The introduction (or in some areas potentially re-introduction) of Christianity was facilitated by the 

creation of an ecclesiastical hierarchy, which divided the conquered territories into dioceses. This 

process was effectively completed during the crusading period. Dioceses in Livonia and Prussia were 



established by the 1250s, with Riga elevated to the status of archdiocese in 1255 with nominal 

jurisdiction over both territories, although Samogitia, one of the principal targets of the Teutonic 

Order’s subsequent campaigns, was not organised into a diocese until 1417. The designation of 

parishes continued in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This was accompanied by the 

construction of cathedrals, churches, chapels (including oratories) and a smaller number of 

monasteries (Biskup and Radzimiński eds. 2015). Public rituals of consecration and legal regulations 

designated these churches as sacred spaces, as places of asylum, and their defilement became 

punishable in various ways, including by death. They also functioned as places of public assembly 

and focal points of communal life (Simiński 2013, 298-299, 305), whilst churches and roadside 

chapels became important landmarks.  

Place fig 3 near here, quarter page? 

The theocratic character of the new regime meant that its fortified residences functioned as 

important religious centres, each with one or more chapels and several incorporating Christ, Mary, 

archangels, saints and references to sanctity in their names (Figure 3). The presence of relics also 

attracted pilgrims, such as the relic of the Holy Blood in Riga (Gąssowska 2006), the True Cross at 

Elbing, the relics of St Barbara at Althausen Höhe and St Catherine at Brandenburg (for a 

comprehensive list see Rozynkowski 2006). Participants in the Order’s campaigns (Reisen) into 

Lithuania would visit shrines within the vicinity of Königsberg, particularly the churches of St 

Catherine in Arnau and Juditten, and the chapels of St George and St Anthony in the suburbs 

(Paravicini 1989, 305). The new religion was also visibly defined in the landscape with 

representations of the cross, ranging from marks cut into trees to free-standing stone and timber 

monuments (Figure 4), which simultaneously functioned as boundary markers, Christian monuments 

and reminders of theocratic authority (Pluskowski et al. 2018). Taken together these structures 

mapped a Christian sacred landscape onto the conquered territories (Rozynkowski 2006, 229–240), 

but their distribution and chronology varied within both Livonia and Prussia. The construction of 

durable churches outside major towns began from the mid-thirteenth century in Estonia (Markus 

1999, 153-221), but  in parts of Eastern Prussia only from the mid-fourteenth century or later. 

Although missionary activities during the crusading period became pragmatic (Murray 2016), the 

limited native engagement with Christianity appears to have remained a consistent problem as 

indicated by clerical complaints in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (e.g. Valk 2003). 

 

The officials of the theocratic regime were very aware of native sacred sites, as is evident 

from their meticulous recording of toponyms that recognise an explicitly sacred function. These 

names were usually explicit, whether in German (e.g. heiligenwalde meaning sacred wood), or by 

adopting native names with a sacral function (e.g. a Livonian example of a sacred wood called 

Elkewalke, where elks referred to a pagan ‘idol’ and valks to a slow-running brook). For modern 

analysts this presents an interesting paradox: on the one hand, paganism represented ‘the other’ for 

Christians in Livonia and Prussia, but at the same time its manifestation in the landscape was 

considered acceptable enough to be preserved, and even to serve a valid function within territorial 

organisation. The recording of native sacred sites by the Teutonic Order and episcopates is striking, 

serving a bureaucratic rather than ethnographic purpose. However, there is a noticeable contrast 

between Livonia and Prussia in the preservation of toponyms. In the latter, the gradual extinction of 

indigenous Prussian culture ensured that such mnemonic landscape connections did not endure to the 

same extent as they did in Livonia or Lithuania (cf. Vaitkevičius 2004). 



Place figs 4 and 5 near here, side by side if possible 

The typology of native cult sites in the eastern Baltic is well established, and virtually all 

feature in some respect in medieval land charters. They include wetlands (lakes, springs, rivers, 

bogs), trees (from individuals to discrete woodlands), stones (often substantial glacial erratics, but 

also unusually marked or altered boulders, Figure 5), striking geological features (including hills and 

caves) fields or meadows and cemeteries (see Vaitkevičius 2004; Urtāns 2008a, 14-21; Kawiński and 

Szczepański 2016). It is important to qualify the inclusion of cemeteries as a category of sacred site. 

The influence of the post-processual theoretical school on medieval archaeology prompted a critical 

reconsideration of the role of cemeteries, especially during periods of religious change (Williams 

2005). Religion has been acknowledged as one of several social identities being expressed during the 

process of burial and memorialisation. In the eastern Baltic, the acknowledgement of cemeteries as 

sites of religious praxis has generally been accepted by scholars over the last century. But it is also 

clear that political authority and the reinforcement of social relations were an integral function of 

funerary rites, underpinned by a cosmology that connected earthly and otherworldly identities 

(Bertašius 2006; see also Williams 2004). A striking example of this connection can be seen in the 

deposit of horses within cemeteries in pre-crusade Prussia, Lithuania and the territories of the 

Daugava Livs, Semigallians and Curonians, and in the use of equestrian equipment as grave goods 

more widely in the eastern Baltic (Brūzis and Spirģis 2011; Shiroukhov 2012; Lang 2017). There is 

evidence that some cemeteries contained discrete areas used for cult activities (Urtāns 2008a, 50), 

with unusual examples, including the use of linear horse deposits at Marvelė to segregate spaces 

(Bertašius 2005; 2012).  

 

For the conquering Christian regime and its affiliated migrants, places of burial and the rites 

conducted within them defined a visibly important religious identity, contributing to the 

reinforcement of the pagan other in Livonia and Prussia. Several articles within the Treaty of 

Christburg between the Teutonic Order and the West Prussian nobility in 1249 which officially 

ended the First Prussian Uprising, dealt with burial rites and the presence of ritual specialists; so-

called tullisones vel ligaschones (PUB 1/1, 218; Szczepański 2017, 86-89). Following the crusades, 

attitudes to burial are most visible in long-term trends in funerary rites associated with urban and 

rural communities (Valk 2001; 2004a; Muižnieks 2015). In 1425, following the decisions of the 

Sambian diocesan synod, Bishop Michael Junge forbade Prussians ‘to gather according to the pagan 

customs by burial mounds and graves called geten or cappyn in their language’ (GQK, 128). This 

suggests that native communities had continued to practice cyclical ceremonies linked to the memory 

of their ancestors. A few years later, in 1428, the Provincial Synod of Riga condemned the practice 

of burial in unconsecrated sites in the wilderness (in campis silvestribus) ‘together with wild animals 

– in places where their ancestors and relatives were buried in the time of heathendom’ (LUB VII, 

690). But the only discernible change appears to have been a closer integration of village cemeteries 

with Christianity, represented by the consecration (or at least blessing) of sites, and the addition 

within their bounds of visible Christian symbols such as chapels or large crosses (Valk 2018). 

Moreover, the same Synod also condemned the substantial number of illicit chapels with statues of 

St Anthony and other saints, decreeing that any built without ecclesiastical permission must be 

demolished within a year at the expense of the builder (LUB VII, 690, 29). In Prussia, early sixteenth 

century sources documented native beliefs relating to the afterlife, emphasising the spiritual 



importance of proper burial rites (Możdżeń 2013). When comparing sacred landscapes in Livonia 

and Prussia, cemeteries provide the best dated examples of native responses to the theocratic regime.   

 

Livonia 

 

The two principle chronicles for the crusades which resulted in the creation of Livonia, Henry’s 

Chronicle of Livonia and the anonymous Livonian Rhymed Chronicle, treat the landscape as an 

active backdrop to the spiritual war (Nielsen 2013). The landscape, particularly its dense woodlands, 

is depicted as a pagan ‘other’. In stark contrast, the castles and towns built by the crusaders were 

beacons of light embedded within this dark wilderness (Lazda-Cazers 2009; Nielsen 2011). 

Importantly, the crusades were accompanied by the construction of churches, in some cases built in 

relation to native sacred sites. In southern Estonia, most medieval churches were founded on pre-

Christian cemeteries (Valk 2017). A cathedral was built on top of a likely Liv cult site dating to the 

twelfth century in the southern part of Riga as the town was expanded towards the river (Caune 

1992); the principal base for crusading aimed at securing what became quickly branded as Terra 

Mariana – the Land of Mary. The building of castles on two cult hills in Semigallia, close to the 

hillforts at Tērvete (Heiligenberg) and Dobe, may also have been intended to symbolise the conquest 

of the pagan landscape (Urtāns 2008a, 65). However, in contrast to the struggle with paganism 

pitched in the chronicles, theocratic authorities were far more pragmatic in securing the loyalty of 

their native vassals, and their investment in Christian sites also varied. 

 

In Curonia (German Courland), there is early evidence for distinguishing sacred sites from 

other forms of property. A document issued jointly by the Bishop of Courland and the representative 

of the Grand Master of the Teutonic Order on 18 October 1252, states that priests and the newly 

founded parishes within this diocese would own wood-felling sites, except for those woods which 

had previously been referred to as holy (heilich) (LUB, 1/240, 304). This concern for the interests of 

native Curonian vassals was reiterated the following year in a record of the division of lordship over 

Curonia between the episcopate and the Order, specifying that a sacred lake in the territory of 

Dovzare (Lake Pape) would not be divided among the parties (LUB, 1/ 248, 325). This would 

continue into the sixteenth century and the abundant record of sacred natural sites preserved in 

Curonian toponyms reflects a consistent, long-term relationship between the theocracy and its native 

vassals (Vaitkevičius 2004). This is reinforced by the French knight Guillebert de Lannoy’s 

description in the early fifteenth century of funerary cremation rites conduced in a grove (Spekke 

1995, 94–97), and Reinhold Lubenau’s eyewitness account from 1585 of a hunt in the Elka grove 

(described as a sacred woods) on Christmas Day, next to the village of Ķoniņciems (Turlava parish). 

During this hunt, no trees were damaged and no animals were killed other than the chosen quarry of 

deer and hares, which were cooked and placed on a table with many candles representing the souls of 

the community and its ancestors – the centrepiece of a revelrous feast (Švābe 1938, 182–183; Laime 

2009). Curonian examples are often cited in generalist literature, but the datasets for Livonian sacred 

landscapes are unevenly represented. In Latvia, the only comprehensive survey of sacred sites 

(including those connected with Christianity) has been conducted in Semigallia where 239 sites have 

been identified, although problems with dating these has limited conclusions that can be made about 

the impact of the crusades (Urtāns 2008a). Syntheses also exist for Selonia (Urtāns 2008b), whilst 

the general scarcity of documented sacred sites in southern and eastern Vidzeme (Latvia) is striking. 



However, the most comprehensive surveys have been conducted for Estonia (Valk 2004b, 2009), 

particularly in the south-west (Valk 2009; 2018), providing the opportunity to compare the sacred 

landscapes on the territories of the Teutonic Order and the neighbouring episcopate of Dorpat (Est. 

Tartu). Here, the traditional problems of dating sacred sites can be mitigated to some extent by 

synchronising their relationship with the settlement pattern. 

Place figs 6 and 7 near here, same page, vertically 

The most substantial analysis of the dataset has been presented for northern Viljandimaa, 

within the former Teutonic Order’s commandery of Fellin (Figures 6 and 7). Here in the most 

densely populated region with settlements of prehistoric origin, most sacred natural sites were 

located at villages which were inhabited in the late seventeenth century, and which had their own 

cemetery. Villages without cemeteries also lacked sacred natural sites and are probably later than 

those with local burial grounds. Some villages located close to parish centres were associated with a 

sacred natural site but used the churchyard for burial. In areas with dense populations, the presence 

of a village cemetery seems to therefore be a requisite for sacred natural sites, suggesting the latter 

are not post-medieval but date back to at least the medieval period, or in the case of villages with 

prehistoric origins, earlier. Continuity in the use of sacred sites is therefore plausibly linked to older 

population centres, whilst peripheral regions which saw settlement expansion in the post-crusade 

period resulted in the designation of new sacred natural sites. In the southern part of Viljandimaa 

where settlement was more dispersed, continuity in the use of sacred sites may also correlate with 

older settlement units. A specific feature of this southern region is the large number of offering sites, 

consisting of a sacred tree or stone, or an enclosed sacred area, connected with individual farmsteads. 

These numerous sites were actively used until the mid-nineteenth century (Loorits 1935), and whilst 

many may be of post-medieval origin, the tradition is most likely an ancient one. Of the 410 recorded 

village cemeteries and 270 sacred natural sites in the study area, only six cemeteries were directly 

associated with sacred natural sites. The distribution pattern of sacred natural sites, as known from 

folkloric and toponymic evidence, does not show any differences between the Order’s and bishop’s 

territories (Figure 6): the blank spaces on the map are largely areas unsuitable for cultivation and 

associated settlement. 

 

Christian sites, on the other hand, do not generally map onto this network (Figure 7). The 

Order’s territory in Viljandimaa has a total of 45 sites linked to church or chapel toponyms, 

including a few major, central sanctuaries. In addition, 27 stone crosses (in 25 locations) and at least 

32 stones with cross marks (in 28 locations) have been recorded, although very few have been 

preserved. In five parish centres - Tarvastu, Viljandi, Halliste, Helme and Põltsamaa - there are 

references to sacred natural sites, which in the case of Tarvastu and Viljandi also served as places for 

popular ritual assemblies and animal sacrifices and were located close to the church and/or 

parsonage. In the case of rural chapels, known on the basis of toponyms or oral lore, six examples 

are associated with sacred natural sites. In five of these places, native cemeteries were also located 

nearby, whilst Vanamõisa chapel alone was located close to an offering stone and two juniper trees 

where offerings were deposited. Overall, less than eight percent of all chapels, represented in 

folkloric data, relate to village cemeteries in the case study area. Sacred natural sites also appear near 

the Order’s castles, as in the case of the healing springs at Helme and Karksi, the sacred grove and 

spring at Põltsamaa, a less precise mnemonic record of a sacred site on the lake shore at the foot of 

the castle at Viljandi, and tentative archaeological evidence of an offering site on a nearby hill 



(Rammo and Veldi 2005, 108; Valk 2018). There was also no attempt to rebrand sacred natural sites 

with Christian saints in this region, for saints’ names occur solely in connection with chapels, and 

this is also characteristic for the territory of Estonia as a whole.  

 

These trends are indicative of tolerance or indifference from regional ecclesiastical 

authorities, and native sacred sites continued to be used and designated after the establishment of a 

diocesan and parochial network. At the same time, they can be interpreted as representing parallel 

and occasionally intersecting belief systems, although the significantly higher number of sacred 

natural sites in the folkloric data compared to chapels suggests the latter had more expansive 

hinterlands. However, from the later medieval period there was no visible opposition between 

Christianity and paganism – elements of both worldviews existed alongside each other under the 

common umbrella of medieval vernacular religion and practices. Chapels appear to have been used 

in relation to specific holidays associated with their dedications, whilst sacred natural sites were used 

by local communities more regularly. Less than eight percent of all chapels were also built in or near 

village cemeteries. The largest number of chapels are attested in the territory of the Dorpat 

episcopate (Valk 2001, 24, fig. 11), with a significantly smaller number in the neighbouring territory 

governed by the Order, where fewer cemeteries are associated with chapel toponyms. In contrast to 

the episcopates, the Teutonic Order did not encourage the construction of rural chapels.  

 

In summary, the sacred landscape in southern Estonia can be explained in relation to trends in 

settlement that largely reflect the growth of the native population. The landscape included a range of 

sites both Christian and non-Christian in character forming separate networks with little evidence of 

spatial overlapping, within the Order’s territory as well as the bishoprics of Dorpat and Ösel-Wiek 

(Valk 2004b). A similar situation can also be observed in other areas of Estonia. The Christianisation 

of the rural landscape therefore remained limited to the establishment of parish churches and road 

markers, some of which were spatially related to sacred natural sites where the two belief systems 

met in the landscape. The only likely major change in the native sacred landscape was that the 

hinterlands of major pre-crusade cult centres were reduced to serving only local communities.  This 

situation appears comparable in Curonia, where relationships between native settlements and sacred 

sites are specified in enfeoffment documents and in Semigallia, where the construction of parish 

churches and chapels was also limited in relation to the native settlement pattern (Urtāns 2008a, 16). 

 

Prussia 

 

The principal narrative of the Prussian Crusade, Peter of Dusburg’s Chronicle of Prussia, casts the 

landscape in similar terms to the Livonian chronicles – the backdrop for an apocalyptic struggle 

between Christianity and paganism. Again, the construction of churches was essential to this 

struggle, alongside the deposition of relics in the chapels of the Teutonic Order’s castra. An 

uncompromising attitude is also evident in the Treaty of Christburg (1249) (PUB 1/1, 218). The 

treaty required the Prussians to build new churches and rebuild those destroyed in Pomesania 

(Szczepański 2013), but largely focused on rites conducted at cemeteries, including the deposition of 

valuables, horses, offerings and the role of ritual specialists. In Prussia, the struggle against paganism 

continued to be emphasised in the fourteenth century through the iconographic programmes found in 

the Order’s castles (Kutzner 1995), alongside the Lithuanian Reisen. In contrast to Livonia, the 



regular influx of Catholic migrants into rural Prussia contributed to a substantial grass roots 

proliferation of Christianity across the region (Biskup 2013; Biskup and Radzimiński 2015). The 

datasets for Prussian sacred landscapes are comparatively more limited than for Livonia, largely due 

to the disappearance of native Prussians as a distinct ethnic group and a discontinuity in the use of 

pre-Christian sites in the post-medieval period. There have also been very few excavations of native 

settlements or cemeteries from the post-crusade period, although the few examples of the latter in 

eastern Prussia (e.g. Równina Dolna, Alt Wehlau, Stangenwalde, Gierdauen, Kreki and Bezławki; 

Koperkiewicz 2011) indicate that horse deposits were discontinued, whilst elites continued to be 

buried with rich grave good assemblages, including equestrian equipment, into the fifteenth century 

(Shiroukhov 2012). In contrast to Livonia, the creation of a Christian landscape is more clearly 

represented in Prussia. 

Place fig 8a and 8b near here, same page, vertically 

After the crusading period, the population of Pomesania grew with both the foundation of 

new settlements by Christian migrants and continuing native communities, even resettlement from 

other regions of Prussia. A consistent number of native Prussian settlements existed in Pomesania 

from the thirteenth through to the later fourteenth century. In the fifteenth century, the documented 

number drops significantly: from seventy to fourteen. The corresponding number of designated 

native economic districts (Prussian lauks, German Feld) decreases during the fourteenth century as a 

result of cultural assimilation (and perhaps the impact of the Black Death which affected the Lower 

Vistula down to Thorn, as well as the Prussian littoral, in 1349-50; Benedictow 2004, 209), although 

free Prussians continue to be documented into the sixteenth century. Native sacred topography is 

represented by toponyms and references to stone monuments (so-called ‘baby’) which are regularly 

located on the boundaries of native territories (Szczepański 2010; 2015). Most of the ten Pomesanian 

territories have several identifiable cult sites or monuments (Figure 8) apparently shared by multiple 

neighbouring communities (Kawiński 2011). Since they are all listed in later sources where they 

feature as reference points for estate boundaries, they may represent a fossilised pre-crusade 

landscape, but also one that continued to hold meaning for native communities. The later de-

sacralisation of sites is hinted at in a grant to one Peter Kater to fish in Lake Perkun, which straddled 

the border of three Pomesanian territories: Prosile, Geria and Rudenītai (Szczepański 2011, 155). Few 

native cemeteries are known from this region; one in the vicinity of the village of Jerzwałd and 

another near the village of Dobrzyki (in Geria). The cemetery associated with the village of Kreki (in 

the territory of the Pomesanian land Pobuz) is a rare example of a transitional burial ground dating to 

the twelfth and thirteenth century, featuring earlier cremation graves (particularly the distinctive 

Prussian Aschenplätze) and inhumations from the post-crusade period. The cemetery most likely 

served several neighbouring Prussian communities at a time when a Christian landscape was 

emerging around them. Whilst there is no evidence for continued cremation beyond the thirteenth 

century in this region (unlike in parts of eastern Prussia), there was continuity in ancestral memory 

and perhaps the reinforcement of earlier social structures at such sites. However, the absence of later 

graves at Kreki suggests the relocation of the burial ground, perhaps to the newly established parish 

church located five kilometres away at Arnsdorf (Polish Jarnołtowo), which appears in written 

sources in the first decade of the fourteenth century (Szczepański 2018). 

 

A Christian topography was already being developed in Pomesania before the crusades, a 

reflection of Cistercian missionary activity across the frontier. As mentioned above, the Treaty of 



Christburg specified the rebuilding of destroyed churches and at least three churches may have been 

built on, or close to, pre-Christian cult sites (Szczepański 2011, 154). The sacral naming of key 

strongholds built by the Order in this region – Marienwerder, Christburg, Marienburg – provided 

more robust markers for the new sacred landscape. A new wave of church building commenced in 

the last two decades of the thirteenth century, with 47 parishes named by c. 1300. In the fourteenth 

century, the Order was particularly active in setting up parishes for migrants, and the diocese of 

Pomesania came to have the second highest number of parishes in Prussia after Ermland (Warmia): 

an overall total of 246 rural and 21 urban parishes, each serving an average of 2.5 settlements, in 

many cases just one. Six chapels are also mentioned in the thirteenth century, and the number 

increases by 48 in the fourteenth century (Wiśniewski 2016, 64). However, this parish network was 

less dense in areas occupied by Prussian communities, which in c1400 made up over half the 

population of the Pomesanian diocese but  were served by only 27 parishes, all but three of them 

being shared with German subjects (Biskup 2013, 137-138). The provision of pastoral support was 

thus significantly skewed to the migrant population after the crusades. A comparable situation was 

found in the Sambian diocese, subdivided into only 49 parishes (of which five were urban) mapped 

onto the Order’s smallest administrative districts (Kammerämter). This structure, the limited number 

of churches and the reliance on translators to engage with native congregants have been linked to the 

persistence of pre-Christian practices in this region (Biskup 2013, 136). It is therefore not surprising 

that descriptions of Prussian customs in the early decades of the sixteenth century suggest the 

existence of the same form of syncretism as in Livonia (Możdżeń 2011, 2013).   

 

Conclusion: Theocrats, Natives and Migrants 

 

This paper set out to assess how far the impact of regime change following the crusades was similar 

in Livonia and Prussia and it has demonstrated that the development of post-crusade sacred 

landscapes followed different trajectories in southern Estonia and Pomesania. In the former, 

Christian sacred topography became more developed within the episcopate of Dorpat, in contrast to 

Pomesania where it was more developed on the Order’s lands. This can be linked to the Order’s 

agenda relating to migrant settlements, and in both regions the Order’s encouragement of church and 

chapel construction by native communities was comparatively limited. It is important to note that the 

Order and episcopates facilitated the construction of religious buildings through designations of land 

and access to building materials, rather than through finance (Radzmiński 2009, 159). The physical 

implementation of a new sacred landscape therefore reflects the agency of native and migrant 

communities. The abundant dataset for natural sacred sites in Estonia contrasts with the limited 

examples in Pomesania, but this difference is not solely a reflection of the relative survival of data; 

medieval sources are limited in both regions. The continuation of sacred sites in Estonia into the 

post-medieval period associated with the growth of native settlements contrasts with Pomesania, 

where the representation of the native population decreases by the sixteenth century. This reflects the 

ethnic mosaic of medieval settlement in Pomesania and the long-term impact of Germanisation (and 

to a lesser degree Polonisation, as Polish-speaking communities were also present). Crucially, this 

meant that new religious sites designated from the fourteenth cetury were associated with 

Christianity, rather than with native spirituality. The largely ethnic separation between urban and 

rural communities in Livonia and parts of Prussia resulted in the persistence of non-Christian 

practices in the countryside. Many have argued that native peasants were completely detached from 



the Christian worldview even into the seventeenth century, and that pagan or syncretised pagan-

Christian practices may even have been revived (or reinvented) during the turmoil of the 

Reformation (Urtāns 2008a, 15-17, 31, 96). Whilst there were synodial condemnations of lingering 

native customs in the fifteenth century, cult sites could be re-designated, making the suppression of 

this practice virtually impossible as evident in Latvia in the early eighteenth century (Urtāns 2008a, 

106).  

 

 The territorial role of native sacred sites declined following the post-crusade imposition of 

theocratic administrative districts and the accompanying demographic changes. In terms of relative 

diocesan size, the Estonian part of Livonia was significantly larger than Pomesania or Sambia, but 

the high number of parishes in Pomesania and their relative paucity in Sambia and Estonia, despite 

the growing populations, is an important indicator of the variable dissemination of Christianity. 

Investment in religious infrastructure varied between the Teutonic Order and the episcopates, and the 

political tensions between them were such that at times they erupted into dramatic examples of 

violence and church defilement, particularly by the Order which violated the privileges of churches, 

including the right to asylum (Simiński 2013). The emphasis on active conversion had traditionally 

come from the papacy, but intensive lobbying by the Order and the Livonian episcopate in the curia, 

particularly in the fifteenth century, could privilege political ends (Eihmane 2012). The Order’s role 

was promoted and perceived as engaging in holy war for the defence of Christendom, rather than as 

missionary activity. More pronounced evangelising efforts are associated with the episcopates, but 

beyond the overarching framework of the diocesan system, the ongoing creation of sacred landscapes 

in the post-crusade period was idiosyncratic and visibly linked to the diachronic distribution and 

growth of native and migrant populations.  

 

The tempo of change is arguably most visible in cemeteries. Most data comes from southern 

Estonia, and the pace at which native Prussians in Pomesania abandoned their ancestral cemeteries in 

favour of parochial ones is unclear because native burial grounds of this period have been difficult to 

locate in Pomesania where a historical lack of interest in excavating medieval cemeteries is also 

evident. But the process evidently continued up to the sixteenth century. Not all native Prussian 

cemeteries were abandoned during the period of theocratic rule; e.g. Równina Dolna was used into 

the fifteenth century and Alt Wehlau into the seventeenth century. Where ecclesiastical authorities 

were most visible and influential in Livonian towns, and presumably in Prussia where natives joined 

urban communities, burial rites became standardised and indistinguishable from those of Christian 

migrants and their descendants (Valk 2004a). Protestants in Pomesania built additional religious 

structures, including cemeteries (Wiśniewski 2016). This would have increased the level of Christian 

pastoral support for communities which still identified as native and accelerated the process of 

religious homogenisation. For any lingering traces of native spirituality, hybridised or otherwise, the 

coup de grâce would have been the impact of the Counter Reformation, which increased in ferocity 

by the late sixteenth century and saw a battle for ‘hearts and minds’ between Protestants and 

Catholics in ‘Royal Prussia’, the territories which had been ceded by the Teutonic Order in 1466. In 

Livonia, however, the mass destruction of local offering sites only began in the mid-nineteenth 

century, as part of the broader abandonment of earlier traditions (Loorits 1935, 295–296). 

Ultimately, the impact of the crusades on the sacred landscapes of the eastern Baltic can only be 

understood by adopting an inter-regional, long-term perspective. Moreover this comparative study of 



the nature of religious transformation in Prussia and Estonia highlights the importance of avoiding 

generalisations for superficially similar regions, particularly where datasets are limited. 
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Figure captions 

 

Figure 1. Map showing the eastern Baltic with the territorial boundaries of Prussia from c. 1400 (aft. 

Biskup et al. eds. 2009, with the Kulmerland after Poliński 2003, map 2) and Livonia c. 1450 (after 

Benninghoven 1963), and the outline of the Danish Duchy of Estonia created during the crusading 

period and sold to the Teutonic Order in 1346. The territories of the Order and bishops discussed as 

case studies are marked. (Maps: Pluskowski) 

 

Figure 2. The Teutonic Order’s canal at Jurkowice, Sztum county, Pomeranian voivodeship. (Photo: 

Magnus Elander) 

 

Figure 3. The eastern end of the church in the upper castle at Malbork (German Marienburg), the 

headquarters of the Teutonic Order from 1309-1457, in the Pomeranian voivodeship, Poland, with 

the recently restored statue of the crowned Virgin and Child. Constructed in the 1340s and over eight 

metres tall, this sculpture was the largest and most potent symbol of the divine mandate for the 

Order’s rule in the Baltic. (Photo: Pluskowski) 

 

Figure 4. The ‘offering stone’ on the shore of Lake Mój, Kętrzyn district, Warmian-Masurian 

voivodeship, Poland. (Photo: Pluskowski) 

 

Figure 5. A boulder carved with a cross near Āraiši, Drabeši parish, Amata municipality, Latvia. 

(photo: O.Erdmanis, 1928. National History Museum of Latvia, Ref. 12499) 

Figure 6. Sacred natural sites in southern Estonia, within the historical territories of the Teutonic 

Order and the Episcopate of Dorpat according to folkloric and toponymic evidence. (Map: Valk) 

Figure 7. Chapel sites within the historical territories of the Teutonic Order and the Episcopate of 

Dorpat according to folkloric and toponymic evidence. (Map: Valk) 

Figure. 8. Maps showing a) Native Prussian territories in Pomesania where b) sacred sites have been 

identified alongside pre-crusade strongholds and native settlements from the thirteenth to fifteenth 

centuries. (Maps: Szczepański) 

1 The term ‘pagan’ is used in this article for the sake of convenience to refer to native religions in the eastern Baltic, 

whilst acknowledging that its contemporary use in Christian sources (alongside ‘heathen’) is both a derogatory and 

generic label for religious otherness. For the latest work on Balt pagan beliefs see Kregždys 2012, Radzimiński 2015 and 

Kawiński 2018.  

                                                           


