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Abstract
Despite the previous overview studies on Polish and East 
German archaeology and historiography after 1945, further 
analyses of  the relationship between science and politics as well 
as of  the inner-disciplinary processes and discourses in the “Cold 
War” period are still needed. This applies in particular to 
the research field of  “Slavic archaeology”, the archaeological 
and historiographical research on the “Slavs” in prehistorical 
and early medieval times. 
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With regard to recent demands for an extended and more 
dynamic understanding of  science and new methodological 
approaches in the history of  science (and of  archaeology as well), 
this paper focuses on two leading figures of  “Slavic archaeology”, 
Witold Hensel (PPR) and Joachim Herrmann (GDR), as case 
studies to provide more insights into this discipline. 

Analysing the course of  Hensel’s and Herrmann’s careers 
and of  their way to the “Slavs” as one of  their main research 
interests, their administrative functions as institutional directors 
and the central narratives of  their publications on the early 
“Slavs”,  provides  the  opportunity  to  profoundly  dissect 
the interrelations between scholarly work, politics, and ideology 
in this field of  research. 

The comparative approach also makes it possible to 
identify parallel tendencies in Eastern German and Polish 
“Slavic archaeology” as well as specific national conditions and 
developments. 

On the example of  Hensel and Herrmann, it becomes clear 
that the implemented biographical-comparative perspective  
is fruitful and can be used for further research in the history 
of  science.
Keywords: Slavic archaeology, prehistory, Witold Hensel, Joachim Herrmann, 
East Germany, Poland, communism, history of  science, history of  archaeology, 
biography 

Między ceramiką a polityką?  
„Archeologia słowiańska”  
w komunistycznej Polsce  
i Niemczech Wschodnich  

i jej związki z polityką i ideologią.  
Podejście biograficzno-porównawcze

Abstrakt 
Pomimo dotychczasowych badań przeglądowych dotyczących 
archeologii  i  historiografii  Polski  i  NRD  po  1945  r.,  nadal 
potrzebne są dalsze analizy związków między nauką a polityką, 
a także wewnętrznych procesów dyscyplinarnych i dyskursów 
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w  okresie  „zimnej  wojny”.  Dotyczy  to  w  szczególności 
badań  „archeologii  słowiańskiej”,  badań  archeologicznych 
i  historiograficznych  „Słowian” w  czasach  prehistorycznych 
i wczesnego średniowiecza. 

W związku z ostatnimi wymaganiami szerszego i bardziej 
dynamicznego rozumienia nauki oraz stawania nowych podejść 
metodologicznych  w  historii  nauki  (a  także  archeologii), 
niniejszy artykuł koncentruje się na dwóch wiodących postaciach 
„archeologii słowiańskiej”, Witoldzie Henselu (PPR) i Joachimie 
Herrmannie (NRD),  jako studiach przypadków, aby zapewnić 
większy wgląd w tę dyscyplinę. 

Analiza przebiegu kariery Hensela i Herrmanna oraz 
ich  dróg wiodących do  „Słowian”  jako  jednego  z  głównych 
zainteresowań  badawczych,  ich  funkcji  administracyjnych 
jako dyrektorów instytucjonalnych oraz głównych narracji  ich 
publikacji naukowych o wczesnych „Słowianach”, umożliwia 
dogłębnie przeanalizować zależności między pracą naukową, 
polityką i ideologią w tej dziedzinie badań. 

Podejście porównawcze pozwala również na identyfikację 
równoległych  tendencji  we  wschodnioniemieckiej  i  polskiej 
„archeologii  słowiańskiej”,  a  także na  specyficzne  społeczne 
uwarunkowania i rozwój sytuacji w tych krajach. 

Na  przykładzie  Hensela  i  Herrmanna  staje  się  jasne,  że 
wdrożona perspektywa biograficzno-porównawcza jest owocna 
i może być wykorzystana do dalszych badań w historii nauki.
Słowa kluczowe: archeologia słowiańska, prehistoria, Witold Hensel, Joachim 
Herrmann, NRD, Polska, komunizm, historia nauki, historia archeologii,  
biografia

1. Introduction
It almost sounds like an advertising slogan when the archaeolo-
gist and historian Marc-Antoine Kaeser points to the special value 
of  biographies for the history of  science: According to him, looking 
at the case examples of  single scholars (instead of  analysing the history 
of  a discipline or an area of  research from a broader perspective) prom-
ises “unique insights into the concrete realities of  science in the mak- 
ing”1. Kaeser’s statement actually corresponds with a more general 

1 Kaeser 2008, p. 18.
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development in the history of  science: As a result of  theoretical discus-
sions, paradigm shifts and different “practical” experiments, researchers 
increasingly aim to avoid telling only the linear success story of  scientific  
results while ignoring how they have been found.2 Instead, the focus is 
more and more on the generation of  scientific knowledge as a “social 
process” (“als ein[…] soziale[r] Prozeß”3). Therefore, historians of  sci-
ence look closely at “the political and social parameters of  scholarly and 
intellectual developments”4 and extend their perspective on the com-
plexities and dynamics of  the academic field.5 The tendency is to move 
away from creating “a unifying grand narrative of  inexorable progress, 
across time, towards truth”6 and to provide “more critical and contex-
tual histories”7. In this context, as also shown by Kaeser’s comment  
cited above, researchers come back to biographical approaches.
Due to controversial debates and fierce criticism (for example Bour-

dieu’s famous reflections on the “biographical illusion”)8 biographies 
have experienced various adjustments over the past decades and more 
attention is now being paid to the (until then rather deficient) theoreti-
cal and methodological foundation of  the genre.9 This is also reflected 
on the level of  actual biography writing. Although there are still many 
examples of  “classical” scientific biographies about prominent schol-
ars whose life stories and academic careers are presented in chrono-
logical order as cohesive, somehow “goal-oriented” and meaningful 
sequences of  events,10 more and more alternative approaches can now 
be observed and the genre has gained new reputation in the academic 
sphere in general. Biographies meanwhile appear in “many forms and 

2  Eckel 2008, p. 90; Kaeser 2008, pp. 9, 17; Strupp 2008, p. 112.
3  Szöllösi-Janze 2000, p. 20.
4 Lässig 2008, p. 15.
5  Eckel 2008, pp. 85–86; Kaeser 2008, p. 12; Lässig 2008, p. 15; Nordbladh; Schlan-

ger 2008, p. 3; Szöllösi-Janze 2000, pp. 20–22, 29–30; Veit 2011, pp. 34, 37–38.
6  Nordbladh; Schlanger 2008, p. 1.
7  Nordbladh; Schlanger 2008, p. 1.
8  Originally Bourdieu 1986, pp. 69–72.
9  Berghahn 2008, p. 239; Harders 2014, p. 49; Kershaw 2008, pp. 27–32; Lässig 

2008, pp. 3–4; Loriga 2014, p. 89; Nasaw 2009, pp. 576–577; Pyta 2009, p. 332; Strupp 
2008, p. 115; Szöllösi-Janze 2000, pp. 17, 20.

10  Harders 2014, p. 54; Lässig 2008, p. 6; Renders 2014, p. 132; Schweiger 2009, 
p. 34.
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sizes”11, as for example, collective and prosopographical analyses en-
joy increasing popularity.12

The potential of  such new types of  biographies has also been re-
discovered in the history of  archaeology in recent years along with 
its development from an eccentric hobby, which often served legiti-
mising, commemorating and self-assuring purposes, to a recognized  
field of  research.13 However, according to Marc-Antoine Kaeser and 
Ulrich Veit for instance, the history of  archaeology still needs to catch 
up theoretically and methodologically with other disciplines that are 
more experienced and/or more advanced in critically examining their 
own past (like historiography for example). They determine avoiding 
“internalist” perspectives (which means: analysing the past of  the dis-
cipline “regardless of  the scientific context in which it developed”14) 
as well as  “presentism” (that is: the search for answers in the past to 
contemporary questions) as the main challenge for the history of  ar-
chaeology.15 Especially biographical approaches with a close connec-
tion to primary sources are considered a helpful tool to overcome these 
difficulties.16

2. The thematic focus: East German  
and Polish “Slavic archaeology” and its protagonists 

Joachim Herrmann and Witold Hensel
In this paper, in order to evaluate the actual “usability” of  the assump-
tions elaborated above, they will be applied to a concrete example. I will 
therefore focus on an object of  research from the history of  archaeology  
and prehistory (in fact located at the interface between archaeology 
and history) that definitely deserves more attention than it has received 
so far: the “Slavic Archaeology” in the so-called Eastern bloc and its 
protagonists. Although several overview studies on prehistorical and 

11 De Haan; Renders 2014, p. 5.
12 Harders; Lipphardt 2006, p. 81.
13  Kaeser 2006, p. 307; 2008, p. 9; Nordbladh; Schlanger 2008, p. 1; Veit 2011, 

pp. 34–36, 40, 49–50. See Hoppe; Quadflieg 2010, p. 6 (on the same phenomenon 
in history).

14 Kaeser 2008, p. 15.
15  Kaeser 2006, pp. 307, 310; 2008, pp. 11, 18; Veit 2011, pp. 35, 37–38, 51.
16 Kaeser 2008, p. 18.
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medieval history and archaeology in the Socialist countries on the one 
hand, and on the development of  the image of  the “Slavs”17 across 
time on the other hand have already been published, there is still need 
for further research on these topics and for bringing together the dif-
ferent angles of  vision in particular. Therefore, in this paper, two lead-
ing figures of  “Slavic archaeology” from communist Poland and East 
Germany will serve as case studies to dissect the interrelations between 
scholarly work, politics, and ideology in the discipline: Witold Hensel 
from the PPR,18 who was the director of  the archaeological and pre-
historical institute at the Polish Academy of  Sciences (“Instytut Histo-
rii Kultury Materialnej”, IHKM PAN), and Joachim Herrmann from 
the GDR, who also held an influential position as head of  the equiva-
lent institution at the East German Academy of  Sciences (“Zentralin-
stitut für Alte Geschichte und Archäologie”, ZIAGA AdW).

2.1. The Research Question

Based on these examples, I intend to demonstrate that especially a com-
parative biographical study can help to draw conclusions on “science 
in the making” and to decipher if, or respectively to what extent we 
can assume a certain level of  (forced or chosen) political and ideolog-
ical “penetration” of  “Slavic archaeology” in the GDR and the PPR. 
The  term “penetration”  takes up  the current  theoretical  reflections 
on the connections between the scientific and the political sphere.19  

17  The  term „Slavs”  (as well  as “Germanic”,  etc.)  and  related words are used 
in quotation marks in this paper. This is in no way meant as a devaluation or disregard 
for the historical and cultural significance of  entities and developments that are as-
signed to the “Slavs” in current and past research. It rather serves to reflect the problem 
of  simplifying applications of  ethnic-linguistic collective terms to prehistoric units 
and archaeologically defined (material) cultures, as this issue is a central subject of  to-
day’s theoretical discussion in archaeology (and also beyond disciplinary boundaries).  
For  further  information and different arguments,  see,  for example, Brather 2009;  
Curta 2001a; Curta 2001b; Gąssowski 2003; Mühle 2020; Pohl 1999; Urbańczyk 2003. 
For an overview over the current state of  discussion, see Hardt 2015, pp. 16–24.

18  The official state name “Polska Rzeczpospolita Ludowa”/“Polish People’s Re-
public” (PRL/PPR) was only established with the change of  constitution in 1952. Nev-
ertheless, as an analytical term, “PRL/PPR” is also applied to the time of  communist 
rule in Poland in total – and is used here in that sense as well.

19 In addition to the remarks above see Ash 2002, pp. 32–51; Troebst 2013,  
pp. 15–36; Wolfrum 1999, pp. 13–38.
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It is used to avoid a one-dimensional perspective on the role of  scientists 
and to widen the scale instead, as it gets the scientists out of  the “ivory  
tower” and examines various forms and phenomena of  relations be-
tween academia, society, and politics. This creates a more differenti-
ated picture of  scholars between the extreme poles of  either passive 
victims of  exterior instrumentalization or eager henchmen to the po-
litical authorities.20 Of  course, it must be taken into consideration that 
in non-democratic systems (as in the regimes in East Germany and 
Poland after 1945) the interrelations between the archaeological and 
the political sphere develop under specific conditions.21 Nevertheless, 
I intend to avoid “exoticizing” these entanglements as something ex-
clusively occurring under authoritarian circumstances: The way how 
politics, ideology, and scholarly work were interwoven in East German 
and Polish “Slavic archaeology” can be worked out all the more clearly, 
if  the question whether history and archaeology can in principle be (or 
rather not be) “objective” and detached from non-scientific factors is 
comprehensively considered.22 The approach via two case studies con-
tributes even better to taking a close look at the respective conditions 
for research that we have to keep in mind analyzing “Slavic archaeol-
ogy” in communist East Germany and Poland, and, by that, prevents 
generalizations. By the example of  Hensel and Herrmann, I therefore 
aim to answer the question to what extent they endeavoured to assert 
certain spaces for action and/or actively (out of  conviction or pragma-
tism) contributed to political and ideological goals. 

In this respect, the paper also follows a microhistorical approach to 
some degree, as in microhistory, the analytical focus is narrowed to par-
ticular phenomena from the past (which can be problems, areas, events/
situations, groups, single actors…) in such a manner that very specific 
objects of  research are examined, and limited, small-scale research ques-
tions can be pursued.23 Like microhistorians, who always aim to then 

20 Ash 2002, p. 33.
21  Gediga 2004, pp. 215–216; Neustupný 2004, pp. 225, 228.
22  Neustupný 2004, p.  233, notes pointedly  that  archaeologists  (and  scientists 

in general) do not exist “in a vacuum” but are “influenced and determined by their 
non-archaeological environment” – may  it be  the reliance on financial  funding or 
the need for permission to travel abroad to attend scientific conferences for example.

23 De Haan, Renders 2014, p. 5; Frijhoff  2008, p. 215; Peltonen 2014, pp. 105–107, 
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“draw far wider generalizations”24 in respect of  larger “macro” contexts, 
the “bigger pictures”, so to say, and to reconstruct the specific historical 
conditions of  a certain time and space based on their “micro studies”, 
I also intend to extensively include contextual factors (the “macro level”),  
like the political and social circumstances in Poland and East Germa-
ny, the science policy of  the Communist regimes, the structure and 
functioning of  the research landscapes in both countries etc., into my 
analysis as well as to derive new results concerning their reciprocal re-
lationship with my two case examples (as the “micro level”).

2.2. The sources and the structure of  the analysis

As Hensel and Herrmann have not yet been main subjects of  bi-
ographical monographies or papers,25 it is necessary to mostly rely 
on primary sources (which can of  course be complemented and contex-
tualized by research literature about archaeology, history and the image 
of  the “Slavs” in the course of  time). The central sources concerning 
Hensel and Herrmann that are available are biographical, personal ad-
ministrative, and “general” administrative documents, which are stored 
mainly in the archives of  the institutes that Hensel and Herrmann led, 
as well as their scientific publications on the early “Slavs”.

With regard to the approach of  this paper, I aim to apply an alter-
native way to present my case examples, breaking up the classical bi-
ographical pattern: Of  course, Hensel’s and Herrmann’s curricula vitae 
will also be considered here, but instead of  re-narrating their life sto-
ries from birth to death, the key moments and phases in their lives will 
only be addressed in relation to their relevance for the research question. 

110–112; Renders 2014, p. 138. Therefore, Kaeser 2006, p. 309, describes the relation-
ship between microhistory and “general history” as similar to the connection of  cell 
biology and general scientific morphology.

24 Levi 1994, p. 98.
25  Burda 2004, p. 332, points out that there has been a “revival of  the discussion 

about the post-war history” („ożywienie[…] dyskusji nad powojenną historią naszej 
nauki”) of  archaeology in Poland, which is still continuing and demands further re-
search. Leube 2010a, p. 150, explicitly states that “an objective picture of  the person 
Herrmann, his scientific achievements and his political attitude, which takes due ac-
count of  the circumstances of  the time, is still outstanding” (“Eine objektive und den 
Zeitumständen gerecht werdende Darstellung der Person Joachim Herrmanns, der 
wissenschaftlichen Leistungen und seiner politischen Haltungen steht noch aus.”).
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That is why this paper at the same time does not provide detailed de-
scriptions of  every part of  their lives (for example their family back-
ground and socialisation, their side-line jobs and activities in addition 
to their first professional experiences, etc.). Although it is certainly de-
sirable to obtain more information about these “unknown” biograph-
ical parts in general, a detailed analysis of  these aspects cannot and 
should not be part of  this study as it focuses on the connection between 
Hensel’s and Herrmann’s biographies and the development and specif-
ics of  “Slavic archaeology”.26 Therefore, Hensel and Herrmann are to 
serve as “prisms”27 through which the specific conditions of  prehistor-
ical and early medieval archaeology and history, and especially of  “Slav-
ic archaeology”, in the GDR and the PPR can be described. The focus 
is on examining how Hensel and Herrmann started their careers and 
how their research interest in the early “Slavs” can be explained (3.1.), 
on pointing out how they got into the positions of  institute leaders and 
how their potential as well as actual exertions of  influence on the orga-
nization of  science can be described (3.2.), and on analyzing the cen-
tral lines of  argumentations in their scientific publications on the early 
“Slavs” with regard to possible ideological and political “penetrations” 
(3.3.). Following this structure, it is explicitly not my intention to eval-
uate Hensel’s and Herrmann’s behaviour in terms of  moral categories.

3. Analysis

3.1. Old structures or new findings? Hensel’s and Herrmann’s 
academical careers and their way to the “Slavs”

Witold Hensel came from what in communist terminology would be 
called a “bourgeois” family. He was born in 1917 in Poznań but grew up 
and went to school in Gniezno where his father, a civil engineer, had first 
worked as a building officer for the municipality, before in the 1920s, 

26 The author is aware of  the existing need for more research into these parts 
of  Hensel’s and Herrmann’s biographies and has already taken important steps 
in the search for additional sources and in the evaluation of  those (few) already known 
to the scientific community and those newly discovered by her. As this process still needs 
to be continued and such aspects do not concern the subject of  this paper, the results 
will be left out here and explained in another context as part of  a detailed interpretation.

27 The term “prism” for biographical studies is also used by Kershaw 2008,  
pp. 35, 38, and Strupp 2008, p. 107.
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he functioned as mayor and vice city president and held other positions 
in the city administration.28 From 1934 to 1938, Witold Hensel stud-
ied prehistory, ethnography (with ethnology), anthropology and histo-
ry  in Poznań, where Józef  Kostrzewski, Kazimierz Tymieniecki, and 
other politically engaged scholars belonged to his teachers.29 At this 
time, Poznań was the centre of  archaeological and historical research 
connected with the so-called “myśl zachodnia” (“Western thought”). 
The resident researchers were highly involved in confrontations with 
German historiography and archaeology about the prehistorical and 
medieval “Slavic” or “Germanic”/“German” past of  the border areas 
and both sides used archaeological and historical interpretations as po-
litical arguments for territorial claims.30 It was also under the leadership 
of  Kostrzewski, that Hensel could gain his first experience in archaeo-
logical field work (i. a. in Biskupin, Gniezno, etc.).31 After finishing his 
studies, Hensel continued his practical work in Poznań, where he main-
ly dealt with questions concerning the Piasts (the first Polish ruling dy-
nasty) and the origins of  the first medieval Polish state. From this point 
at the latest, he therefore became actively involved in the quarrels be-
tween Polish and German archaeologists, which intensified in the con-
text of  the rise of  National Socialism in Germany.32

28  Archiwum  IAE  1391/OS-26, Życiorys’  Sylwetki  naukowe  członków PAN,  
p. 105, Urbańczyk 2008, p. 147.

29  Archiwum IAE 1391/OS-26, Sylwetki naukowe członków PAN, p. 105; Mły-
narska-Kaletynowa 2017, p. 11; Urbańczyk 2008, p. 147.

30  See, for example, Stobiecki 2007, p. 108. The concept of  the “myśl zachodnia” 
dates back even further and contains various configurations. With regard to the in-
terwar period,  it can be defined as the  idea of   legitimizing – and sometimes even 
extending – the Polish western border of  1919 against German revanchist tendencies 
by referring to the prehistoric and medieval “Slavic” and “Polish” roots of  the west-
ern Polish borderlands. For further information on the “Westforschung” etc., see i.a. 
Briesewitz 2014; Hackmann, Jaworski, Piskorski 2002; Krzoska 2001. For further infor-
mation on the situation of  Polish archaeology in the interwar period, see for example 
Kozłowski 2007, pp. 273–274; Lech 2009, p. 195–196.

31  Archiwum IAE, 1391/OS-26, Życiorys; Sylwetki naukowe członków PAN, p. 
105. Hensel’s relationship with Kostrzewski is also commented by Kostrzewski in his 
autobiography in 1970 as well as by Hensel, for example in a retrospective inter-
view in 2008 and therefore offers potential for further research, see Urbanczyk 2008,  
pp. 154–155; Kostrzewski 1970, p. 146.

32  Archiwum IAE, 1391/OS-26, Sylwetki naukowe członków PAN, p. 105.
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Hensel’s scientific career was then interrupted by the war and the oc-
cupation of  Poland by Nazi Germany. From 1944, he could finally con-
tinue his scientific career by finishing his doctoral thesis and teaching 
in Lublin, which had already been “liberated” by the Red Army.33 It is 
also documented that immediately after the war, Hensel temporarily 
worked for the department of  culture and art of  the “Polski Komitet 
Wyzwolenia Narodowego” (“Polish Committee of  National Libera-
tion”, PKWN), which was established by the communists in 1944 as 
the provisional government. In this function, he was responsible for 
the protection of  historical monuments.34 Further important steps 
of  his career after the war took place in Poznań,35 where he worked for 
the “Instytut Zachodni” (“West Institute”), founded in 1944/45, and 
finished his habilitation about the early settlements in the Wielkopols-
ka area. So, in Poznań, Hensel continued concentrating on “Slavic” and 
“Polish” topics such as the Piast Poland, the history of  Wielkopolska and 
the origins of  the “Slavs”.36 Therefore, his research on the prehistorical 
and medieval “Slavs” is in line with the tradition of  the interwar period, 
because Hensel also aimed to prove the long Polish tradition of  the “re-
covered territories” (the new Polish territories in the West, which had 
belonged to the German state territory before the war) and, thus, to le-
gitimize the new western border of  Poland. These research interests 
also matched the new political conditions, especially in the post-war 
period and the early years of  socialism in Poland, when the instability 
of  the new border in the West was one of  the greatest fears of  Polish 
society. The communist rulers tried to appease and, at the same time, to 
instrumentalize these concerns against their international and national 
political opponents to gain the people’s support. In this period, the use 
of  national or even nationalist rhetoric served as one of  the main strate- 
gies of  the communist forces in Poland. They also relied on these ideas 

33  Kośnik 2007, pp. 219–221; Urbanczyk 2008, pp. 151–152.
34  Archiwum IAE, 1391/OS-26, Sylwetki naukowe członków PAN, p. 106; Koś- 

nik  2007, pp. 221–225. For further information on Hensel’s accompanying activities 
in Lublin see Kośnik  2007, pp. 220–225.

35  In an interview with Joanna Kośnik, Hensel explained the difficulties during 
his short “stopover” in Warsaw that motivated him to continue his career in Poznań, 
see Kośnik 2007, p. 225.

36  Archiwum IAE, 1391/OS-26, Sylwetki naukowe członków PAN, p. 106; Lech 
1997/1998, p. 63; Urbanczyk 2008, p. 155.
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to divert attention from the loss of  territory in the east and to deny 
their huge dependence on the Soviet Union.37 As shown by previous 
research, the interests of  the traditional “research on the West” (Polish 
“Westforschung” in German, as the equivalent to the German “Ostfor-
schung”/“research on the East”) and the new rulers coincided. Due to 
this as well as to the communists’ focus on other priorities, the disciplines 
archaeology and history were still dominated by “bourgeois” representa-
tives from the interwar period and their pupils, especially when it came 
to the history of  the “Polish West”.38 Of  course, this was also a conse-
quence of  the general lack of  scientific personnel resulting from the ex-
tinction of  Polish intellectuals during the Nazi occupation.39 Therefore, 
scientists and politicians both aimed to assert their convictions as well as 
to use the correlation of  interests pragmatically to achieve their goals.40 
Hensel’s research also has to be seen in this context.
Comparing Hensel’s early career and his way to the “Slavs” to Joa-

chim Herrmann, some similarities as well as significant differences can 
be observed. Here, biographical aspects can fruitfully be linked with 
the analysis of  national varieties and transnational parallels of  the Pol-
ish and East German “Slavic archaeologies” in particular and the ar-
chaeological and historical research landscapes and their interrelations 
with politics and ideology in these countries in general, which shows 
the added value of  the comparative biographical approach.

Joachim Herrmann was born in 1932 and grew up in the village Lüb-
nitz (in the district of  [Bad] Belzig) as the son of  a farmer and miller.41 
Thus, Herrmann was significantly younger than Hensel and therefore, 

37  For an in-depth analysis on this strategy, see for example, Behrends 2009; Górny 
2011; Wawrzyniak 2006; Zaremba 2011.

38  Stobiecki 2007, pp. 107–108. For a deeper analysis of  the different conflicting ten-
dencies in Polish archaeology after 1945 (from supporters of  a continuation of  the pre-
war research traditions to sympathizers with communist theoretical paradigms), see 
for example Stobiecki 2007, pp. 106–109. For further information on the interrelations 
of  research and politics concerning the “recovered territories”, see Grzechnik 2017, 
pp. 669, 672; Lech 2009, p. 193–194; Piotrowska 1997/1998, p. 271; Szczerba 2018,  
p. 248–249; Wawrzyniak 2006, pp. 298–319.

39  Bursche, Taylor 1991, p. 588; Guth 2015, pp. 315–317; Kozłowski 2007, p. 274; 
Stobiecki 2007, p. 106; Szczerba 2018, p. 247.

40  Stobiecki 2007, p. 110; Szczerba 2018, p. 248–249.
41  Brather 2010, p. 201; Donat, Gramsch, Klengel 2012, p. 8; Leube 2010a, p. 144.
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according to the model of  Werner Coblenz, did not belong to the “first” 
but to the “second” generation of  scientists of  the Eastern bloc. This 
generational difference does not only refer to his age but mainly to 
the fact that, in contrast to Hensel, Herrmann received his academic 
education under the new political system after the war.42 These circum-
stances included, for example, the first two so-called Higher Education 
Reforms in 1945 and 1951/52. The reforms did not only obligate all 
students to basic lessons in Marxism-Leninism and took a further step 
towards centralising the academic landscape and the course of  studies 
but also aimed to enable more workers’ and peasants’ children to attend 
university.43 As a result, the higher education system in East Germany 
differed from the Polish one, where – as research has already pointed 
out – representatives of  the middle and upper class (of  the “bourgeoi-
sie” in communist terms) dominated the universities and the research 
institutions.44 To a certain extent, the different family backgrounds and 
courses of  education of  the two biographical examples reflect this na-
tional difference – Hensel’s “bourgeois” family roots on the one hand 
and Herrmann’s peasant origins on the other hand.

Due to the reorganisations that followed the East German reforms, 
the “Department for Early History and Prehistory” was founded 
at the Humboldt University in Berlin in 1953 and was finally transformed 
into the “Institute for Early History and Prehistory” in 1954.45 In re-
sponse to that, Joachim Herrmann, who had begun his studies in 1951, 
changed his subject from history to prehistory in 1953.46 Although Herr- 
mann’s university teachers, like Karl-Heinz Otto, Paul Grimm and Ger-
hard Mildenberger,  were members  of   Coblenz’s  “first  generation”, 
they had turned away from the previous research principles (with re-
gard to the new political and ideological circumstances after 1945),  
which – in some cases – also meant turning away from previous political 

42 Coblenz 2002, p. 312.
43 Leube 2010b, p. 127.
44 Ash 1995, p. 912; Guth 2015, p. 315; Kossack 1999, pp. 83–84, 90.
45 Leube 2010b, p. 127.
46  Archiv der BBAW: VA-PA, Prof. Herrmann, Joachim, Bewerbung Herrmanns 

um außerplanmäßige wissenschaftliche Aspirantur vom 4.8.1957; Leube 2010a, p. 144. 
“Since the systematisation of  Joachim Herrmann’s papers in the archive is not yet en-
tirely finished at the completion time of  this paper, it is possible that details concerning 
the archival reference numbers may still change.”
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convictions.47 In contrast to Poland, in the East German case, it was un-
thinkable to take up the research traditions from the interwar period – 
at least not in a recognizable way. The rejection of  the old so-called 
“fascist” or “imperialist” research was instead one of  the proclaimed cor-
nerstones of  the East German scientific landscape, just as the radical break 
with the past served as one of  the political founding myths of  the GDR.48

When Herrmann graduated in 1955 with a study about the econom-
ic development in early Iron Age Denmark, he used the Marxist term 
“Produktivkräfte” (“productive forces”) in the title of  his diploma the-
sis.49 This indicates the required application of  Marxist-Leninist meth-
odology and terminology to pre-modern periods, which Herrmann 
willingly implemented, as will be shown later. After graduation, Herr-
mann first worked as a freelance excavation supervisor, before he was 
finally given a permanent employment at the “Institute of  Early His-
tory and Prehistory” at the “German Academy of  Sciences at Berlin”  
(as the academy of  the GDR was called until 1972). It was in the context 
of  his field work in the area of  Berlin and Potsdam that Herrmann more 
and more focused on the scientific examination of  the early “Slavs”.  
His dissertation and habilitation theses (1958 and 1965, published 
in 1968) were based on the interpretation of  his excavational findings 
and, therefore, dealt with topics related to “Slavic archaeology”.50

Therefore, Hensel’s and Herrmann’s concentration on the “Slavs” 
also arose, among other factors, from their academical education 
and from the tasks they were given at the early stage of  their careers.  
It will be analyzed later how Hensel and Herrmann themselves de-
scribed their motivation to do research on “Slavic” topics, and how 
far these arguments contained aspects of  ideological and/or political 
“penetration” (3.3.). 

47  Brather 2010, p. 211. For further information on these persons, s. the respective 
biographical articles in Leube 2010b. Another example for a pre-war researcher who 
continued his career in the GDR institutional research landscape is Wilhelm Unverzagt. 
For an in-depth analysis of  his career, see Brather 2001b.

48 Coblenz 2002, pp. 310–311; Guth 2015, pp. 324–326.
49  Archiv der BBAW: VA-PA, Prof. Herrmann, Joachim, Bewerbung Herrmanns 

um außerplanmäßige wissenschaftliche Aspirantur vom 4.8.1957.
50  Archiv der BBAW: VA-PA, Prof. Herrmann, Joachim, Bewerbung Herrmanns 

um außerplanmäßige wissenschaftliche Aspirantur vom 4.8.1957; Brather, Nachruf, 
pp. 211–212; Leube 2010a, p. 145.
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At this point, it can be stated that the comparison of  Hensel’s and Her-
rmann’s biographies illustrates that, although both research landscapes  
in  part  faced  similar  challenges,  the  turn  towards  “Slavic  research”  
after 1945 also took place under different national conditions. Building 
up on this, in the following, I will analyze the (hindering or promoting) 
impact of  the specialization on the “Slavs” for Hensel’s and Herrmann’s 
further careers with regard to the question whether ideological and po-
litical “penetration” can be determined for the organization and admin-
istration of  “Slavic archaeology” in the GDR and the PPR.

3.2. “At the desk”: Hensel and Herrmann as institutional directors 
and coordinators of  “Slavic archaeology”

After the war, Witold Hensel’s career soon gathered further pace, which 
again, of  course, also has to be seen against the background of  the post-
war situation of  the Polish research landscape described above. Among 
other positions in university administration and the participation in var-
ious excavation projects, Hensel was appointed to Chair of  the History 
of  Material Culture at the University of  Poznań in 1950 and also re-
ceived a nomination for Chair of  Polish Archaeology at the same uni-
versity in 1951.51

As early as in 1946, motivated by his discoveries in the course 
of  excavations in Poznań – as he explained in retrospective52 – Hensel 
published an article in which he explained the need for intensive archaeo- 
logical research on the origins of  the first Polish state and demanded 
a large-scale excavation campaign, in view of  the upcoming millenni-
al anniversary in the 1960s.53 The decision of  the communist rulers to 
support a research project of  this size, cost and thematic orientation 
must be understood in the context of  the national legitimation strate-
gy of  the communists.54 Within the framework of  the millennial cam-

51  Archiwum  IAE,  1391/OS-26,  Sylwetki  naukowe  członków  PAN,  p.  106;  
Życiorys.

52 Urbanczyk 2008, pp. 153–154.
53  Hensel 1946. Often the baptism of  the first documented Piast ruler, Mieszko I  

in 966 was (and still is) taken as the symbolic founding date of  the first Polish state. 
54 For further information on the funding and the number of  employees, meth-

odological assumptions, the role of  other researchers such as Aleksander Gieysztor, 
etc., s. for example Brather 2001a, p. 736; Kurnatowska 2000, pp. 381–412; Młynarska-
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paign, Hensel also participated in archaeological and historical research 
on the origins of  the “Polish state” (which also led to the question 
of  the origin of  the “Slavic people(s)”).55

As part of  the general restructuring of  the research landscape in  
Poland in the 1950s, the tasks and the personnel of  the leading committee  
of  the campaign and its subordinate bodies and projects were merged 
into a new  institute, which was part of   the Polish Academy of  Sci-
ence: the IHKM. While current research interprets this centralization as 
a means of  establishing a clear hierarchical administration of  non-uni-
versity research, following the Soviet model, to allow for central control 
and easier implementation of  decisions, Hensel retrospectively suggested 
another explanation. He referred to concepts by Polish researchers (es-
pecially by Kazimierz Majewski) dating back to pre-war days to summa-
rize the archaeological and historical research on prehistory and the early 
Middle Ages under the paradigm of  the “history of  material culture”.56 
It is quite conceivable that certain aspects from pre-war plans of  Polish 
archaeology and history may have found their way into the shape and 
structure of  the institute, however, it was also due to political premises 
and compromises that the institute was established.57 Therefore, Hensel’s 
account in combination with current research results on the centraliza-
tion of  the Polish research landscape once more sheds light on the con-
necting and interweaving points, where science and politics cannot be 
seen as distinguishable spheres. This again shows the value of  the bi-
ographical approach in connection with consequent contextualisation.

It was due to the foundation of  the IHKM that Hensel’s workplace 
moved from Poznań to Warsaw  in 1953/54, where he first became 
the vice director and then the director of  the institute.58 In 1956, he 
was also appointed professor for “Slavic archaeology” at the University 

-Kaletynowa 2017, pp. 7–12; Moździoch 2009, p. 141; Reichenbach 2009, p. 232; 2016, 
p. 266; Szczerba 2018, p. 249–252; Urbańczyk 2009, p. 245.

55  Archiwum IAE, 1391/OS-26, Sylwetki naukowe członków PAN, p. 106.
56 Kurnatowska 2000, p. 385; Lech 1997/1998, p. 79; Reichenbach 2016, p. 267; 

Stobiecki 2007, p. 109; Urbańczyk 2008, pp. 155–156.
57  Moździoch 2009, p. 140; Urbańczyk 2009, p. 244. This seems possible due to 

the fact that many researchers with a “pre-war past” took part in the conception pro-
cess and were among the first (leading) members of  the institute. 

58 The foundation process of  the IHKM and its circumstances are further dis-
cussed by Kozłowski 2007, p. 275–276; Lech 2009, pp. 203–209; Szczerba 2018, p. 251.
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of  Warsaw.59 As director of  the IHKM, Hensel was the main person 
in charge of  the millennial research campaign and he could use the prac-
tical and organisational experience he had gained before in this field.  
It was also in the 1950s that the conceptual orientation of  the campaign 
gradually shifted from the focus on Polish national history, closely con-
nected with the traditions of  the Polish “Westforschung”, to the con-
centration on social and economic conditions, on the “material culture” 
in terms of  the Polish researchers, as historically relevant factors, which 
led to a stronger accordance with the principles of  the communist under-
standing of  history and historiography, namely with historical material-
ism.60 On the basis of  the biographical perspective of  this paper, another 
aspect can be added to this observation: The change of  responsibili-
ty and institutional binding also strengthened the position of  early and 
prehistorical archaeology in comparison to history, as the examination 
of  past social formations and economic developments lies within the do-
main of  archaeological methodology. This might also be a consequence 
of  the fact that Hensel, someone who strongly promoted the added value  
of  archaeology for “Slavic research”, was at the head of  the IHKM.61

The career path of  Joachim Herrmann can also only be understood 
with regard to the general development of  the archaeological and his-
torical research landscape in East Germany, because it is closely con-
nected with restructuring and centralization processes as well. Following 
the Soviet model, the German Academy of  Sciences at Berlin (officially  
opened in 1946 as the leading institution of  non-university research) 
underwent a broad reform program, the so-called Academy reform, 
between 1968 and 1972. This reform finally led to a more centralized 
institution and was also marked by the final renaming to “Academy 
of  Sciences of  the GDR” (“Akademie der Wissenschaften der DDR”, 
AdW).62 The changes also affected the institutional structure of  early  

59  Archiwum IAE, 1391/OS-26, Sylwetki naukowe członków PAN, p. 106; Ankieta 
Personalna.

60 Reichenbach 2016, p. 273.
61 Hensel 1950 [1949], pp. 1–4; 1965 [1956], pp. 457–458; 1967, pp. 5, 8, 170. 

On this aspect, see also Kurnatowska 2000, p. 385–386, 388; Młynarska-Kaletynowa 
2017, pp. 7ff.

62 For more information on the reform process see for example Willing 1996,  
pp. 466, 470–471.
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and prehistorical archaeology, like the “Institute of  Early History and 
Prehistory”, Herrmann’s workplace so far. When the political authori-
ties and the academy’s management level asked for inner-institute pro-
posals concerning the structure of  early and prehistorical research 
within the reformed and centralized academy, Joachim Herrmann was 
the main initiator who came up with a new concept for a central aca- 
demical institute, which should include early history and prehistory, 
“Oriental studies” and Greek and Roman ancient studies.63 Herrmann’s 
idea was modified and finally implemented: The ZIAGA at the Acade-
my of  Sciences of  the GDR was founded and Herrmann became the di-
rector of  the institute. Therefore, he held a position that came along 
with a lot of  potential influence, which he also used to direct the in-
stitutional research towards the principles of  historical materialism64. 
On the other hand, with regard to the production of  knowledge as a so-
cial process and to the active role of  scientists in the interrelation with 
politics and the public, it can be stated that, despite the rigid adminis-
trative structures and the ideological requirements from above, there 
was still room for manoeuvre and various grey areas can be confirmed.  
This is demonstrated, for example, by the fact that, despite all cen-
tralisation efforts and the resulting tense relationship with some rep-
resentatives of  ancient history, Herrmann could (and did) ensure 
the continuation of  long-term research activities such as very specific  
traditional editing projects of  ancient studies under the umbrella 
of  the ZIAGA.65 Admittedly, there was no East German equivalent to 
the millennial campaign in Poland in terms of  the extent of  participants, 
funding and public attention. Nevertheless, with Joachim Herrmann as 
director, a prominent position for “Slavic topics” within the institute 
and, therefore, within the field of  archaeological and prehistorical re-
search in the GDR in general was guaranteed. Due to that, for exam-
ple, a large-scale “Slavic” project – an extensive study on the history and 
culture of  the “Slavic” tribes until the “feudalistic” “German” eastward 

63  See for example the organigram in Herrmann’s conceptions for the new institute 
as well as other conceptional documents in Archiv der BBAW, NL Herrmann, no. 26.

64 Willing 1996, p. 471.
65 That is shown by the archival documents that contain the planned long-term 

projects that Herrmann wanted to continue or establish in the new institute, see Archiv 
der BBAW, NL Herrmann, no. 24. This aspect is also mentioned by Willing 1996, p. 471.
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expansions – had already been part of  Herrmann’s initial conception 
for the institute and received the authorities’ approval.66

Another  example  for  the  prominent  status  of   “Slavic  research” 
connected with Hensel’s and Herrmann’s institutes and the entangle-
ments with politics that came along with that, were the “International 
Congresses for Slavic Archaeology”, a forum to discuss a wide range 
of  chronological and thematic aspects of  the early “Slavs” as well as 
methodological questions. The congresses brought together the main 
researchers concerned with the early “Slavs”, not only from the coun-
tries of  the Eastern bloc but of  “Western” states as well.67 Therefore, 
these congresses provided various exchange possibilities “undermining” 
the Iron Curtain. The first congress took place from 14 to 18 Septem-
ber 1965 in Warsaw and was organized by a special planning committee 
at the IHKM PAN. As president of  this committee and of  the presidium  
of  the first congress, Witold Hensel took actively part  in the prepa- 
ration and also in the publication of  the contributions afterwards. Her-
rmann, at this time scientific supervisor at the East German prehistor-
ical academical institute, also participated in the event and talked about 
the social and economic preconditions of  the state-forming process-
es of  the “Slavs” west of  the Oder.68 During this congress, the official 
foundation of  the “Union Internationale d’Archéologie Slave” (“Inter-
national Union of  Slavic Archaeology”, UIAS) was initiated by Hen-
sel, who led the association until Karl-Heinz Otto was elected new 

66  See Herrmann’s plans in the different versions of  the planning documents for 
the  institute  in Archiv der BBAW, NL Herrmann, no. 26. The ending date  refers 
to the eastward expansion and settlement movements of  “German” groups (pre-
viously also – in parts ideologically instrumentalized – called German “Ostkoloni-
sation”/“Colonisation of  the East”), which started approximately around the turn 
of  the first millennium. For further information, see for example Piskorski 2006.

67 This is documented by the collective publications of  the two sessions of  the 
congress, see IHKM 1968–1972, and Herrmann 1970–1973, as well as by the archival 
documents that contain the lists of  guests and the conference program, see for exam-
ple Archiwum IAE 98/Konf./1965, and Archiv der BBAW, NL Herrmann, no. 320. 
Still, “Eastern” participants were in majority, which can be explained with regard to 
the easier travel regulations, the political requirements for exchange among the resear-
chers of  the Socialist countries and the presence of  “Slavic” history in the countries’ 
archaeological and historical research.

68 Herrmann 1970d, pp. 55–70.
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president of  the UIAS in 1967.69 The main task of  this union was to or-
ganize the next congresses at regular intervals and to promote the trans-
national networking of  researchers dealing with “Slavic archaeology”.70

The second congress took place in East Berlin from 24 to 28 August 
1970, mainly initiated and organized by Karl-Heinz Otto and Joachim 
Herrmann, who held the positions of  the first secretary of  the national  
committee and of  the leader of  the organizational committee. As 
the director of  the ZIAGA, Herrmann also gave a welcoming speech 
at the beginning of  the congress and, because of  his position as first 
secretary of  the congress, summed up the main results of  the meeting 
in a closing speech. Witold Hensel also participated in the congress and, 
among other activities, represented the founding states of  the UIAS 
in a short welcome note.71 

The archival materials illustrate that the organization of  the con-
gresses and further scientific exchange included correspondences with 
researchers from the West before and after the event.72 Therefore, de-
spite the rigid official bloc division,  individual possibilities for action 
and lines of  contact and communication within the frame of  profes-
sional exchange were created and used by the “Slavic archaeologists”.

However, the organization of  the congresses obviously required co-
operation with the leadership of  the academy and the political author-
ities (regarding the provision of  financial means, the general consent 
to the holding of  the conferences, etc.) and, thus, compliance with cer-
tain demands from above was mandatory: For example, since guests 
from “socialist” as well as from “capitalist” countries should be invited,  
special travel authorizations were needed from the state authorities, 
as shown by a letter of  request from Hensel to the foreign ministry.73

69  Točik 1970, p. 39. The foundation of  the union was mainly based on the fre-
quent symposia on “Slavic archaeology”, which had taken place since 1957, see Brather 
2008, pp. 26–27.

70  Brather 2008, pp. 26–27.
71 Hensel 1970, p. 36.
72  See for example Herrmann’s correspondence in Archiv der BBAW, NL Herr-

mann, no. 432.
73 The need for travel permits and the accompanying dependence on decisions 

from above, which, of  course, required a certain level of  conformity, affected Hensel 
and Herrmann and their employees even more when they wanted to travel abroad 
(especially to countries outside of  the Eastern bloc).
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Regarding the congress in East Berlin in 1970, the choice of  loca-
tion also signified the relevance of  the East German archaeological 
and historical research on the “Slavs”: “Slavic archaeology” contributed  
to the integration of  the GDR into the community of  the socialist  
states and at least helped to overcome old reservations. This becomes 
evident when the importance of  the second congress for the interna-
tional reputation of  the East German research landscape is highlighted 
in the laudation for Herrmann being elected corresponding mem-
ber of  the Academy of  Sciences in 1972.74 Furthermore, in the con-
gratulation letter on Herrmann’s 50th birthday in 1982, the president 
of  the academy, Werner Scheler, once again, acknowledged the key role 
of  “Slavic research” for Herrmann’s international reputation, which also 
contributed to the prestige of  the ZIAGA and thus of  GDR scholar-
ship in general.75

3.3. “In the field”: Hensel’s and Herrmann’s research work

Despite their administrative tasks as directors of  the IHKM and the  
ZIAGA, Hensel and Herrmann continued field research (excavations) 
and produced own research results on the prehistoric and early me-
dieval “Slavs”, which they presented in their publications. Therefore, 
the phrase “in the field” is used metaphorically, as this section deals with 
Hensel’s and Herrmann’s interpretation of  their excavational findings, 
which, of  course, partly took place rather at a desk than “in the field”. 
However, their publications were mainly based on material sources, 
which required archaeological digging and the examination of  artefacts, 
although both of  them now and then took into account written sourc-
es as well. Furthermore, the expression “in the field” refers to the fact 
that this part of  the analysis focuses on Hensel’s and Herrmann’s “prac-
tical” research activity (in contrast to their academical education and 
their administrative work).

74  Archiv der BBAW: AKL (1969–1991) Pers., no. A 117. The fact that the Inter-
national Congress for Slavic Archaeology is the only one mentioned in the laudation 
and that the passage in which it is mentioned has also been included in the summary 
of  the laudation, points to the special status of  the conference for the East German 
archaeology in general and for Herrmann’s career in particular.

75  The letter and the draft are available in Archiv der BBAW: AKL (1969–1991) 
Pers., no. A 117.
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Hensel and Herrmann likewise published an enormous number 
of  scientific studies on the early “Slavs” and, in addition to that, were 
responsible editors of  collective volumes and scientific journals on this 
topic.76 When Hensel and Herrmann explained their research focus 
on the “Slavic” past in their writings, some aspects, which have already 
been mentioned when describing their way to the “Slavs”, became appar-
ent, again. However, a more in-depth inquiry of  their scientific and pop-
ular scientific texts significantly adds new results to these observations, as 
it provides insights into Hensel’s and Herrmann’s lines of  argumentation.

Firstly, it is important to take account of  the fact that Hensel and 
Herrmann had a slightly different geographical focus concerning their 
object of  research. Both referred to the “Western Slavs” (Herrmann 
sometimes also used the term “Northern Slavs”) in a wider geographi-
cal frame, but while Hensel concentrated mainly on the “Slavic” groups 
that had lived on the territory of  the Polish state of  his days and exam-
ined their development with special regard to the formation of  the Piast 
state, Herrmann mostly looked at material (partly also written) evi-
dence of  the “Slavs” between the Oder and the Elbe/west of  the Oder 
and the Neisse.77 Therefore, tracking “Slavic” traces within the borders 
of  their own states’ territories was one of  the main purposes of  “Slavic  
archaeology” for Hensel and Herrmann. However, this motivation 
stemmed from different backgrounds and was closely related to the spe-
cific features of  the respective “national” history of  “Slavic research” 
and the situation of  Poland and East Germany after 1945: As elaborat-
ed above, looking for the earliest possible proof  of  “Slavic” or “Pol-
ish” populations on the actual or intended territory of  the Polish state 
already had a vivid tradition in Polish history and archaeology. Since 
this research goal was still relevant after 1945 with regard to the contro-
versial status of  the Western Polish border and its official recognition 

76 Here, they could shape the orientation of  these publications, for example through 
the choice of  topics, the selection of  contributors and as authors of  the opening and 
closing remarks, see for example their correspondence concerning the preparation 
of  edited volumes such as “Welt der Slawen”/“World of  the Slavs” (1986), see Herr-
mann’s preparation material including the drafts for the papers (with annotations and 
comments by the editors) and parts of  the correspondence in Archiv der BBAW, NL 
Herrmann, no. 377, no. 378.

77  See for example Herrmann 1970e, and other publication titles.
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by West Germany still pending, the political context and the climate 
of  the public opinion were reflected in the geographical focus of  Hen-
sel’s research on the “Slavs”, on the location of  their alleged common 
“homeland” and on the analysis of  settlement continuities until the for-
mation of  the first Polish state.78

On the contrary, considering “Slavic” elements as influencing factors 
for the development of  the areas west to the Oder was rather a nov-
elty in German-speaking research: Before 1945, despite a few excep-
tions, German archaeology and history, especially the “Ostforschung”, 
had rather aimed to highlight the high “Germanic”/“German” cultural 
level in prehistory and the Middle Ages and mostly denied any lasting 
historical and cultural “Slavic” achievements – especially in the regions 
that belonged or were to belong to the German state territory.79 Hen-
sel and Herrmann both pointed to this previous pejorative perspective 
on “Slavic” history and culture as a negative example. While Hensel, es-
pecially in the immediate post-war period, demanded intensive Polish 
“Slavic research” as means of  defence and compensation (an attitude 
that later increasingly softened), Herrmann, instead, derived the need 
for an “objective” German examination of  the “Slavs” from the devel-
opments before.80

In Herrmann’s case, the rejection of  the previous German im-
ages of  the “uncivilized Slavs” went along with the clear distinction 
from some tendencies in post-war West German archaeological and 
historical research, which he identified as the continuation of  the old 
“Ostforschung”. According to Herrmann, this proved, that East Ger-
man “Slavic archaeology” had performed a more profound break with 
the disastrous German past than West German research.81 This argu- 

78 Examples can be found in Hensel 1960; 1971; 1974, etc.
79  Brather 2001a, p. 732; Lübke 2003, p. 187. For examples of  researchers who 

had shown actual interest in an unbiased approach to the “Slavs” like Rudolf  Virchow 
or Heinrich Felix Schmid, see Brather 2000, p. 149.

80  See for example Herrmann 1963, p. 810; 1971, p. 8.
81 Herrmann 1984 [1983], p. 9. Herrmann’s statements do have a true core, as 

in West Germany a few prominent figures of  the “Ostforschung” managed to con-
tinue their work after 1945 – albeit maybe no longer with the same political and social 
attention as before. In their interpretations, for example, the concept of  the “occident” 
often replaced the reference to the high “Germanic/German” culture to argue for 
the supposed Western superiority to the East. This argument was also used for territo-
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ment corresponded to the antifascist self-image of  the GDR. Another  
indication for the influence of  the political situation on Herrmann’s ar-
gumentations can also be found in a publication from 1971, when he 
mentioned Willy Brandt’s “Neue Ostpolitik”/“New Eastern Policy”  
of   the  late  1960s  and  early  1970s,  which  he  polemically  classified  
as “imperialistic” and linked with the “Ostforschung”.82 Here, Herr-
mann’s remarks can be interpreted with regard to the initial East Ger-
man scepticism towards the West German approaches to the Socialist 
bloc during Brandt’s  chancellorship,  as  this was first understood as 
threatening the loyalty of  the other bloc members to the GDR.83 How-
ever, in the following years, the increasing political relaxation also en-
abled new exchange possibilities with Western colleagues. For example, 
this can be observed in the collective volume “Welt der Slawen”/“World 
of  the Slavs” (1986), edited by Joachim Herrmann, which also con-
tained articles by scholars from the West. In this publication, Herrmann 
referred to more distant and ideologically “harmless” common German 
points of  negative and positive reference such as Leopold von Ranke 
on the one hand and Johann Gottfried Herder on the other hand.84 Here 
again, the gradual change of  the political climate affected the scienti- 
fic sphere of  “Slavic archaeology” – or, in other words, took place also 
on the level of  scientific exchange, which stresses the reciprocal com-
ponent of  processes of  political “penetration” between the state and 
the academic sphere.
Regarding the state of  the German-speaking “Slavic research” after 

the war, Hensel emphasized the positive development of  East German 
“Slavic archaeology” in contrast to the dominating German assump-
tions on the “Slavs” in the pre-war period rather than talking about 
West German trends. He also pointed to the shared “Slavic” past as 
the basis for the common interests and friendship of  his country with 
East Germany and the Soviet Union, which were both very unpopu-
lar in Polish society, especially in the first decades after 1945. The fact 

rial claims concerning the “old German territories” in the East and to support the West 
German anticommunism. For further information on the “Ostforschung” before and 
after 1945 see Mühle 1997, pp. 317–350; 2005; Piskorski 2005, pp. 260–271.

82 Herrmann 1971, p. 9.
83 Loose 2008, p. 953.
84 Herrmann 1986b, p. 9.



Science in Central and Eastern Europe 

A. Kluger SHS 19 (2020) | DOI: 10.4467/2543702XSHS.20.010.12566 311

that he combined the positive evaluation of  the development of  East 
German archaeology and history with arguing for a close connection 
between the GDR and the PPR, coincides with the general tendency 
that Hensel and Herrmann both referred to the prehistoric and early  
medieval “Slavs”  in order  to affirm the unity of   the socialist bloc85 
and drew lines of  historical continuity from prehistory to their present 
days.86 Especially in the East German case, the reference to the “Slavic 
heritage”87 on the state territory of  the GDR was used to create a uni-
fying, somehow common “Slavic” past with the other socialist states 
and to integrate East Germany in the community of  the mostly Slavic- 
-speaking members of  the Eastern bloc. Herrmann dated the first ar-
rival of  “Slavic” settler groups in the East German territory to the 6th 
century – earlier than contemporary research does.88 In accordance with 
this classification, Herrmann’s description of  the further development 
of  the “Slavic” groups in this area also turned out to be timed quite 
early. Of  course, this was also a result of  the methods available at that 
time. Nevertheless, it can be stated that Herrmann did not deeply ques-
tion or substantiate his early chronological assumptions but welcomed 
the possibilities of  interpretation that came with them rather “uncriti-
cally”. On this basis, he could argue for a high cultural level and suggest 
an early economic and social differentiation, which had led to the estab-
lishment of  “feudalistic” structures at an early stage.89 His assumptions 

85 Herrmann 1971, p. 11; Hensel 1965 [1956], p. 460.
86  In  addition  to  that,  the  assumption  of   a  “Slavic  entity”  formed  the  basis 

of  “Slavic archaeology” (as one can already see from the term). It thus played a central 
role when it came to legitimizing the existence of  this discipline. This might have been 
one of  the reasons why the adherence to the “ethnic paradigm” in archaeology could 
never  be fully overcome in communist East Germany and Poland. For more infor-
mation on the problems that come along with ethnic interpretations of  archaeological 
sources, see Brather 2000; 2003; 2009; Gąssowski 2003; Pohl 1999; Urbańczyk 2003.

87 The term “heritage” (“Erbe”) can be found, for example, in Herrmann 1971, 
p. 11, where he connected the GDR with Poland and Czechoslovakia who took over 
the West Slavic “heritage of  cultural-historical achievement” together. 

88 Herrmann 1986a, pp. 33–36, 40; 1970b, pp. 11, 14, 19–21; 1963, p. 810; 1971,  
pp. 16–17, 22; 1986c, p. 44. For the current state of  research see for example Brather 
1999, pp. 331, 334; 2001a, p. 741; Mühle 2017, p. 66; Steuer 2001, p. 22.

89 Herrmann 1970c, p. 2; 1970d, p. 50. On the early datings of  “feudalistic” ele-
ments in Herrmann’s texts and in “Slavic archaeology” in general see Brather 1999,  
p. 334; 2001a, pp. 741–742; Gringmuth-Dallmer 2001, p. 27.
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were based on the dating of  archaeological finds on the territories con-
cerned, which he classified as belonging to different “Slavic” archaeo-
logical cultures, for example on pieces of  pottery and on the remains 
of  an old hillfort, which he had discovered in Tornow.90 

Just as Herrmann did, Hensel also aimed to emphasize the high level 
of  prehistorical and medieval “Slavic” culture. In his scientific publica-
tions, this occurs especially in connection with the concept of  “autoch-
thonous forces”. Already in the 1960s, he referred to the discussion 
about the proportion of  “autochthonous” vs. “allochthonous”, do-
mestic vs. foreign, factors and their significance for the historical pro-
cess as one of  the most prominent (and still ongoing) controversies 
in Polish prehistory. By opting for the “autochthonous” theory and for 
the significance of  “internal” conditions and developments over exter-
nal (for example “Germanic” or “German”) cultural or political influ-
ences, Hensel explained the assumed high cultural level of  the “Slavs” 
and also their first attempts to the foundation of  cities and of  state-
wise structures not as the result of  a German “cultural mission” but 
as “the product of  indigenous forces” (“das Produkt einheimischer 
Kräfte”)91. Even though this argumentation had its origin in the Pol-
ish archaeological and historical research from the interwar period and 
even before,92 it also enabled the implementation of  Marxist-Leninist 
ideology and serves therefore as an example of  “ideological penetra-
tion” of  “Slavic archaeology” in Poland: By defining “autochthonous 
elements” as “economic and social forces” (the main driving forces 
of  the historical progress according to the historical-materialist un-
derstanding), Hensel combined these two different theoretical back-
grounds in his interpretations.93

This aspect represents a Polish peculiarity in the East German-Polish 
comparison, as it demonstrates the specific Polish combination of  con-
tinuing “bourgeois” narratives with elements of  the “new” commu-
nist theory and methodology. However, Herrmann argued all the more 

90  See for example Herrmann’s interpretations in Herrmann 1966; 1970b; 1970d; 
1970e. In the meantime, his dating results has been corrected for example by Brather 
1999; Mühle 2017, p. 66; Steuer 2001, p. 22.

91 Hensel 1967, p. 169; 1960, p. 205; 1965 [1956], p. 459.
92  Stobiecki 2007, p. 110.
93 Hensel 1965 [1956], p. 456; 1960, p. 205.
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resolutely for the relevance of  social and economic factors in history –  
with direct references to communist “standard works”, such as quota-
tions from Engels.94 In addition to that, communist terms like “ruling 
classes”, “class society”, or “class struggle” appeared in Hensel’s and 
Herrmann’s studies on the early “Slavs” as well and were therefore ap-
plied to pre-modern phenomena, mostly without further problemati-
zation.95 The fact that the use of  these expressions varied depending 
on the context and intended recipients of  the publications, once again 
points to the initially mentioned nuances of  pragmatical and/or ideal-
istic motivations and actions that must be taken into account when an-
alyzing the interrelations between science and politics.

4. Conclusion
This paper aimed to provide an insight into the development of  “Slavic 
archaeology” in communist Poland and East Germany, as this thematic 
field and its protagonists have not comprehensively been researched yet. 
The main goal was to exemplarily examine the interrelations between 
science, politics, and ideology to discern if, or respectively to what ex-
tent we can assume a certain level of  political and ideological “pene-
tration” of  “Slavic archaeology”. As discussed in the initial theoretical 
and methodological remarks, the paper intended to approach this ques-
tion by implementing a biographical perspective on two leading figures 
of  the discipline in the GDR and the PPR. On the example of  Joachim  
Herrmann and Witold Hensel, by analysing the course of  their careers, 
their administrative influences and their research work – always with re-
gard to the political and social context – areas of  special entanglements 
of  “Slavic archaeology” with ideology and politics could be determined 
as well as spaces for action below or against political structures and 
ideological requirements. Thus, the biographical examples effectively 
served as “prisms” to illuminate further the broader context of  “Slavic 
archaeology” under the conditions of  socialism.

Furthermore, the comparative German-Polish perspective proved 
to be very fruitful: On the one hand, it helped to draw conclusions 

94 Herrmann 1986 [1977], p. 346.
95 Herrmann 1971, p. 249; 1984 [1983], p. 29; Hensel 1960, p. 34; 1965 [1956], 

p. 456.
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on more general tendencies of  “Slavic research”, valid for the GDR 
and the PPR as well as probably for other states of  the Soviet bloc after 
1945. On the other hand, this approach enabled to discern unique East 
German or Polish phenomena in “Slavic archaeology”, which could be 
linked to the respective national histories of  “Slavic research” before 
and to the specific conditions after 1945. These results of  the synchro-
nous comparison were complemented by observations in a diachronic 
perspective, demonstrating that some of  the evidence for political and 
ideological “penetration” was modified over time, in accordance with 
political and propagandistic changes.

All in all, the chosen biographical-comparative perspective of  this 
paper did not only turn out as an effective approach to a deeper inves-
tigation of  the history of  “Slavic archaeology” under communist rule 
in East Germany and Poland, but – beyond the examples of  Hensel and 
Herrmann – also proved its further potential for new methodological 
attempts in the history of  science.

This is all the more relevant, as several links for further research 
can be taken up in addition to this paper. Of  course, for a more com-
prehensive image of  “Slavic archaeology” in East Germany and Po-
land, inquiries on other protagonists as biographical examples and  
on certain institutions and regional research projects are required. Be-
sides, the comparative perspective on other countries of  the Eastern 
bloc and their “Slavic archaeologies” as well as comparisons between 
“Eastern” and “Western” narratives and aspects of  scientific admin-
istration could provide promising insights. With regard to Hensel and 
Herrmann, a closer look at their active involvement in politics deserves 
a detailed examination: Herrmann had been a member of  the ruling 
East German “Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands” (“Socialist 
Unity Party of  Germany”, SED) since 1954, while Hensel, as a mem-
ber of  the “Stronnictwo Demokratyczne” (“Alliance of  Democrats”, 
SD), one of  the parties aligned with the socialist forces in Poland,  was 
at times a member of  the Sejm, the Polish parliament. Besides, there 
is further need for research on their careers after the system transfor-
mations in the 1980s and 1990s and the collapse of  the Eastern bloc, 
with special regard for example to their standing in the scientific com-
munity after the transformation processes or to the question wheth-
er they could manage to transfer their potential influences and powers 
(their different “capitals” with reference to Bourdieu) despite the system 
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changes. In this respect, again, parallels and peculiarities between East 
Germany and Poland and their effects on “Slavic archaeology” are to 
be discerned.
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