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Palaeopathology in Poland at the beginning
of the 215! century

Judyta J. Gtadykowska-Rzeczycka
Gdansk, Poland

Palaeopathology is a science investigating the origins of diseases, their spread,
dynamics and their effect on human life. It is used in assessing the biologi-
cal structure of past populations, of which little or nothing is known from
historical sources.

The history, significance and prospects of this relatively young disci-
pline have been examined in the professional literature on several occasions
(Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1978, 1981, 1985, 1990, 1993, 1998, 1998/99, 2000,
2003, 2006b, Dzierzykray-Rogalski 1978, Nowakowski 1996). In Poland, how-
ever, for many years it received very limited attention, as is evidenced in re-
ports on physical anthropology (e.g. Bielicki et al. 1987). Among Polish anthro-
pologists it was only the late Professor Andrzej Wierciiski who recognized
its importance to the development of research into ancient populations. In his
appraisal of the 1% International Congress of Palaeodemography (22-25 August
1978) in Sarospatak, Hungary, Prof. Wiercifiski wrote that in comparison to the
speaker from Italy “the following paper by J. Gladykowska-Rzeczycka from
Poland demonstrated a more useful approach, based on statistics. This delegate
presented the results of research into the frequency of various pathological
changes noted on skeletal material from four medieval cemeteries in relation
to palaeodemographlc parameters, including the R and I indicators of the
Poznan group” (Wierciriski 1980). This passage comes from a review of the ar-
ticle The influence of pathological changes on the biostructure of the ancient population
(Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1984).

Even though Polish anthropologists had been describing certain skeletal
conditions (predominantly traces of trepanation) since the mid-19" century,
these studies were only sporadic (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1978, 1985).

For many decades palaeopathology struggled to gain recognition in Poland.
The main reason for this was a lack of credulity in its results, as well as a lack
of suitably trained specialists in this particular branch of science, combining the
disciplines of anthropology and medicine. It was not until the final two decades
of the 20" century that Polish palaeopathology gained respect abroad thanks
to numerous publications by Polish palaeopathologists and their active partici-
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pation at international conferences of the Palaeopathological Association. This
advance resulted in Polish publications being cited in leading textbooks on the
subject of palaeopathology (Ortner, Putschar 1981, Capasso 1985, Aufderheide,
Rodrigues-Martin 1998, Roberts, Manchester 1983-1999), as well as by my be-
ing awarded a diploma for my contribution to this field of research at the 1998
International Palaeopathologists” Conference in Prague-Pilzen.

Interest in palaeopathology also grew within Poland itself, mainly due to
its being promoted at virtually all national seminars, beginning with the an-
thropological symposium held on 17 October 1975 in Poznan (Gladykowska-
Rzeczycka 1976, see bibliographic references up to 2005), and also thanks to the
fact that access to international publications began to be more readily available.
Another significant factor to this upsurge in popularity was the cooperation
entered into with specialists from other branches of medicine, in particular
radiology. A certain amount of credit can also be attributed to the permanent
exhibition about palaeopathology on display at the Archaeological Museum in
Gdansk, which originally came into being at the Medical Academy in Bialystok
in 1977, and was later transferred to Gdarisk in 1989 (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka
1989). My own input into the creation of this exhibition was acknowledged
in 1990 by my receiving a second degree ministerial award of the Minister
of Culture and Art. Palaeopathological exhibitions can also currently be seen
in £6dZ (A. Smiszkiewicz-Skwarska, University of £6dz), Wroctaw (Faculty of
Anthropology, University of Wroctaw), and Torun (T. Koztowski, Nicolaus Co-
pernicus University UMK) and Lednica (A. & J. Wrzesiriscy, Museum of First
Piasts at Lednica).

The term “palaeopathology’ provides an instant definition of this discipline,
whilst the emergence of increasingly sophisticated research methods has ena-
bled this science to broaden its scope. As a result, palaeopathologists can do
more than simply determine the overall health of past populations. Through
the study of aspects such as diet (based on an identification of microelements
in the bones and teeth) they can also ascertain the reasons behind any observ-
able changes in the biological structure of a given group of people, and hence
gain an insight into the environment in which they lived. Disease induced
changes can also be detected in cremated skeletal remains (e.g. Gladykowska-
Rzeczycka 1965, 1971, 1985a, 1987a, 1987b, 1988, 1993a, 1995, 2000a, in press a,
Smiszkiewicz-Skwarska 2004a, Smiszkiewicz-Skwarska, Malinowski 2002).

A brief look at the history of Polish palaeopathology reveals that the main
centres which have been carrying out research in this field for many years
are to be found in Cracow, Poznan, Gdansk, Warsaw, Wroctaw, Toruin and
Lodz (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1978, 1985). Sporadic studies were also con-
ducted in Szczecin during the late 1970s and in Lublin in the 1980s. At present
palaeopathological research is especially vibrant in Gdarisk, Cracow, Wroctaw,
L.6dz, and Szczecin.

The first palaecopathological research project undertaken in Gdarisk began in
the early 1950s, after which it was continued in Bialystok in the 70s before re-
turning to Gdansk in the 1980s (see bibliographies in Gladykowska-Rzeczycka
1978, 1985 to 2006a). As was the case at many other centres, initially macro-
scopic methods of examination were used. However, by the 1970s radiological
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analysis had been introduced, followed by TC and histological analysis in the
80s, and biochemical analysis, DNA testing and chemical analysis in the 90s.

A broad range of issues is dealt with in this field. In essence research cen-
tres on the observation of pathological changes, their dynamics and effects on
the biological structure of human populations in a wide variety of aspects.
This involves case studies of particularly rare diseases (Gladykowska-Rzeczy-
cka - see bibliographies in 1978 and 1985, 1988a, 1988b, 1992, 1995a, 1997,
1998a, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Mysliwski 1985/1986, Gladykowska-Rzeczy-
cka, Prejzner 1993, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Krenz 1995, Gladykowska-Rzeczy-
cka, Smiszkiewicz-Skwarska 1998, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Czerwiriski 1999,
Krzyzanowska et al. 2003, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka et al. 1998, 2000, 2001,
2003), investigations into the epidemiology of various diseases (Gladykowska-
Rzeczycka - see bibliography in 1978 and 1985, 1980, 1982, 1982a, 1984/
1987, 1987, 1987c, 1989a, 1991, 1992a, 1992b, 1994, 1998b, 1999, 2001, 2005,
Gladykowska-Rzeczycka et al. 2005), the health and biological structure of past
populations (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka — see bibliography in 1978 and 1985;
1998c, 2006, in press b, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Pudlo 2003, Gladykowska-
Rzeczycka, Smiszkiewicz-Skwarska 2000, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Sokét 2000,
2005, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Iwanek 2001, 2006, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka
et al. 1998a, 2000, 2003a, Pudlo, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 2005), the study of
particular aspects, such as diagnosis (Prejzner, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1997),
or senility (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Nowakowski 2006), the relationship be-
tween disease and gender (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 2003a), the susceptibility
of children to diseases (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 2004), diet (Gladykowska-
Rzeczycka et al. 1997, Smrcka et al. 2000), examination of the remains of fa-
mous individuals (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1992¢, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka,
Sokét 1992, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Wrzesiriska 2002, 2006), the study of
curative practices (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1993b), general knowledge about
the diseases suffered by past populations (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1996,
1999a, 2002, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Duda 1993, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka et
al. 1996), and the potential for establishing the profession of an individual
based on pathological changes noted on the bones (Gladykowska-Rzeczy-
cka 1994a). Other topics which have been reported on include the presence
of parasites in skeletal material recovered from excavation (Gladykowska-
Rzeczycka et al. 2003b, 2003c, 2003d, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 2005, 2005a), an
unusual example of pseudopathology (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Parafiniuk
2001), as well as some of the methods used in palaeopathology (Gladykowska-
Rzeczycka et al. 1993). Research has also been undertaken on skeletal remains
from the Sudan (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1998d, 2003b, 2006a, Gtadykowska-
Rzeczycka, Czerwinski 1999, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Gladykowska-Rzeczy-
cka, Iwanek 2006a, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Pudlo 2005, Pudio 2005, 2006,
Pudto Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 2005a).

In Cracow interest in the subject of palaeopathology dates back to the latter
half of the 19" century (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka — see bibliography in 1978 and
1985). At present odontological research is ongoing (e.g. Krezotek 1995, Szcze-
panek 2000), and since the 1990s has included the analysis of microelements
in the teeth and bones of animals as well as humans (e.g. Szostek 1992, 1998,
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Szostek, Glgb 2001, Szostek et al. 1998, 2001, Glab 1998, Glab, Szostek 1993,
1995, Giab et al. 2001, 2002, 2003, Kaczanowski et al. 1995, Gleri-Haduch et al.
1997, Szczepanek et al. 2004). Further research projects currently in progress
include the study of disease induced changes in order to assess the biological
condition of ancient populations inhabiting southern Poland and the Ukraine
(e.g. Glen 1979, Glen-Haduch 1990, 1990a, 1995, Glen-Haduch et al. 1993, 1994,
Haduch 1997, 2004, Kaczanowski 1993, 1995, Giab 1994, 1997, 1998, Glab et al.
1998, Krezolek 1998), reports on rare cases, such as trepanation (Glen, Kacza-
nowski 1980, Karas 1980), an assessment of the research potential of the chemi-
cal composition of bones (Glab, Szostek 2000) and an examination of the bio-
logical condition of an Early Neolithic Iraq population (Szostek et al. in press).

At Lublin’s Marie Curie-Sklodowska University macroscopic analysis of
pathological changes noted on skeletal remains has been being conducted
since the 1980s (e.g. Gasiorowski, Kozak-Zychman 1985, Kozak-Zychman 2003,
2004, Kozak-Zychman, NiedZzwiadek 1994, Kozak-Zychman, Gasiorowski 1998,
Kozak-Zychman, Pilarska 1999, Kozak-Zychman, Szeliga 2003, 2005).

A particularly wide range of palaeopathological research is carried out at
a number of academic centres in £6dz, which are engaged in cooperative ven-
tures with numerous other centres around the country (see Gdansk, Poznan,
Wroctaw). This work encompasses macroscopic and radiological analysis, as
well as studies into ancient DNA. Numerous publications have appeared in
recent years, including titles reporting on pathological changes observed on
cremated skeletal remains (e.g. Smiszkiewicz-Skwarska 2004, 2004a, 2005,
2005a, Smiszkiewicz-Skwarska, Zieliiska 2000, 2002, Smiszkiewicz-Skwarska,
Malinowski 2002, Malinowski 2003, Malinowski et al. 1995, 1996, 1996a, Luczak
et al. 1993, Luczak, Malinowski 1995, Borowska 1999, 2000, Gartowska 2001,
Urbanczyk, Smiszkiewicz-Skwarska 2000, Lorkiewicz et al. 1995, 2005, Lorkie-
wicz, Pawlicka-Nowak 2002, Zadzifiska 2004). The results of the work on an-
cient DNA have been presented at both national and international conferences
(Witas 2001, Witas, Zawicki 2004, Witas et al. 2004).

Palaeopathological research has featured at institutions in Poznan for many
years (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka — see bibliography in 1978 and 1985). The scope
of this work was significantly extended in the 1990s. Research topics include
osteoporosis (e.g. Rewekant 1992, 1993, 1993a, 1996) as well as the analysis of
readily identifiable, stress-related skeletal conditions and their resultant effect
on bone morphology and body development (e.g. Jerszyriska 1988, 1988a, 1988b,
1991, 1997, Jerszyniska, Nowak 1996, Piontek 1992, Piontek, Jerszynska 1993,
Piontek et al. 1993, 2001, 2001a, Kozak, Krenz 1993, Kozak, Krenz-Niedbata
2002, Krenz, Piontek 1996, Rewekant 1999, Nowak 1996, Nowak, Piontek 2002,
2002a). In addition work continues on the study of disease induced changes in
single and/or multiple skeletons (e.g. Mitosz 1993, Piekarz, Piontek 1999, Re-
wekant, Mifosz 2003), odontological analysis (e.g. Kaczmarek 1981, Malinowski,
Kaczmarek 1982, Kaczmarek et al. 1988, Kaczmarek, Pyzuk 1985) and the study
of biological dynamics within ancient populations, including the relationship
between people and their health or environment (e.g. Piontek 1999, 2001, Pion-
tek et al. 2001b, Jerszynska 1998, 2004, Mitosz 1989, Nowak 1999, Rewekant
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1998, 1999, 2000, Krenz-Niedbata 1999, 2000). A new area of research, laid out
by Krenz-Niedbala (2004, 2005), focuses on identifying patterns of infant nutri-
tion in prehistoric populations through the analysis of enamel hypoplasia.

The Medical Academy in Szczecin has only recently resumed palaeopatho-
logical research which was initiated in the late 70s. It is worth noting that
this was the first ever centre in Poland to carry out palaeohistological studies
(Parafiniuk, Wdowiak 1978). Investigative methods used here include biochemi-
cal and aDNA techniques. This work is mostly conducted on skeletons from
museum collections and church graveyards (Parafiniuk, Wdowiak 2005, Parafin-
iuk et al. 2000, Szydtowski et al. 2000, 2005, Teul et al. 2005, Teul et al. 2005a).

The Department of Anthropology at Torur’s Nicolaus Copernicus Uni-
versity had intermittently been producing reports on skeletal changes since
the 1960s (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka — see bibliography in 1978 and 1985). It
was not until the 1990s that a distinct upsurge in interest in palaeopathol-
ogy was note. T. Koztowski states that the main subjects of research here are
“the health, incidence of trauma and living conditions of prehistoric and early
historic populations in Poland”. The progress being made on these topics is
evidenced in numerous publications (e.g. Koztowski 1992, 1993, 1995, 1995a,
1997, Koztowski, Piontek 2000, Florkowski, Koztowski 1993, 1993a, Kriesel,
Koztowski 1994, 1995, Piontek et al. 1993).

By the 1960s pathological changes were being studied and reported on in
Warsaw by H. Szukiewicz, A Marynowski, D. Zarzycka, K. Szlachetko and
A. Wiercinska (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1978, 1985, as well as Szlachetko,
Wierciniska 1981, Wierciiska 1984, 1998, 1998a, Mann et al. 1992). Up until
the mid-90s important contributions, particularly in the field of ‘African’ pal-
aeopathology, were being made by T. Dzierzykray-Rogalski and E. Promiriska
(e.g. Dzierzykray-Rogalski 1980, 1980a 1980b, 1985, 1996, Dzierzykray-Rogalski,
Prominiska 1982, 1984, Promiriska 1980, 1982, 1992, 1992a, 1993, 1996; for other
sources see e.g. Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1978, 1985). Moreover, serological re-
search on skeletons from prehistoric burials and cemeteries was already being
carried out in the 70s (Makowski, Pyzuk 1981, Pyzuk, Makowski 1982, 1985).
The works of J. and E. Tyszkiewicz (1976, 1976a) and J. Tyszkiewicz (1981) also
represent a significant role in palaeopathology. Recent publication include a re-
port presenting the results of analysis of physiological and pathological changes
on skeletal remains from cemeteries in Syria (Jaskulska, Sottysiak 2002).

Palaeopathological research, including studies on animals, has featured at
academic centres in Wroclaw since the 1950s (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka — see
bibliography in 1978 and 1985). Wider ranging research was undertaken in
the 90s, concentrating on the analysis of indicators of physiological stress
(initiated by P. Bergman e.g. 1986, 1993, Dabrowski, Krzyzanowska 1997,
Kwiatkowska et al. 2000, Gronkiewicz et al. 2001, Staniowski et al. 2004). The
results of these investigations are used as the basis for assessing the living
conditions of both rural and urban populations. To this end, observations are
made of all changes affecting the bones, including the stomatognathic sys-
tem, with additional information being gleaned from historical documentary
sources. The team of scientists working on this project includes anatomical
pathologists, radiologists, histologists, stomatologists, and palaeopathologists
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from other institutes. Several papers have been published, mostly regard-
ing odontology (e.g. Dabrowski 1997, 1999, Dabrowski, Szczurowski 1997,
Dabrowski, Gronkiewicz 1997, 1998), as well as disease related skeletal change
(see Dabrowski et al. 1998, 1998a, 1998b, 1999, 1999a, Kornafel et al. 2001,
Krzyzanowska et al. 2003, Kwiatkowska 1998, 2005, 2005a, Kwiatkowska,
Gronkiewicz 2003, Garcarek et al. 2000, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka et al. 2003,
Kluska, Smiszkiewicz-Skwarska 2005, Psonak 2005).

A summary of work (including pathological research) carried out by an-
thropologists and other scientists based in Wroctaw can be found in Barbara
Kwiatkowska’s Inhabitants of medieval Wroctaw: lifestyle and health conditions from
the anthropological point of view (2005). Other noteworthy articles include those
by J. Jankowski about the history of diseases (1986, 1986a, 1988, 1990) and
by D. Nowakowski, of the Agricultural Academy, on human skeletal condi-
tions (Nowakowski 1996, 2005, Nowakowski, Kwiatkowska 2005, Kwiatkowska
et al. 2000, Gronkiewicz et al. 2001, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Nowakowski 2006,
Gladykowska-Rzeczycka et al. 2003b) and animal diseases (Nowakowski 1999).

Palaeopathological research has also involved the work of other biologists
and stomatologists. Among these scientists are R. Paczuski of the Medical
Academy and School of Pedagogy in Bydgoszcz, whose projects include analy-
sis of the biochemical composition of bones recovered from excavation (Pac-
zuski 2000, 2002, 2003, 2004, Paczuski, Koziowski 2000), A. and J. Wrzesiriski
of the Museum of the First Piasts in Lednogora (Wrzesiriska, Wrzsesiniski 2005,
Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Wrzesiriska 2002, 2006, Gtadykowska-Rzeczycka et al.
1998, 2000, 2003b, 2003d) as well as Z. and M. Jaworski from Lanicut, who are
investigating stomatognathic systems from cremated human remains recovered
from excavation (Jaworski 1981a, 1981b, 1987, Jaworska, Jaworski 1982).

Even this cursory overview demonstrates that by the onset of the 21 cen-
tury Polish palaeopathology had made a considerable contribution to interna-
tional palaeopathology. The reasons for this lie not only in the many reports
filed on rare diseases. These have included e.g. a case of multiple exostoses,
noted in a skeleton from a Roman period cemetery in Pruszcz Gdanski, which
was published in 1970 (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Urbanowicz). This was only
the second reported incidence in world literature of this rare disease having
been detected in excavated remains. The first ever skeleton in which lepro-
sy was diagnosed in Poland was recovered from a medieval settlement site.
This diagnosis was confirmed in the late 1990s by DNA testing (Gladykowska-
Rzeczycka 1976a; Donoghue et al. 2002). Further worldwide firsts in the field of
palaeopathology were the comprehensive analysis of ochronosis using the new
biochemical technique (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Czerwiniski 1999), and a case
of hydatid disease (caused by the Echinococcus granulosus parasite) which was
investigated with the help of morphological and radiological studies, including
TC and histological analysis, as well as an examination of the parasite’s DNA
(Gladykowska-Rzeczycka et al. 2003b, 2003c, 2003d). The presence of Echinococ-
cus cysts identified in the skeleton of a female pointed to the existence of an
endemic focus of this dangerous zoonotic disease during the early medieval pe-
riod in the Lednica microregion of Poland. Complex epidemiological research
carried out on cancerous lesions in Central and Eastern Europe (Gladykowska-
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Rzeczycka 1991), and on syphilis (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1994), tuberculosis
(Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1999) and rickets (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 2001) in
Poland have allowed the history of these diseases to be traced within these
study regions. Similarly, a significant input in assessing the biological structure
of past populations has been provided by works on stress indicators and diet
which are readily identifiable in skeletal remains (see the work of research units
from Poznani, Wroctaw, Cracow, and L.6dz).

Polish palaeopathological research in the 21 century is also making an
ongoing contribution to world palaeopathology through the analysis of hu-
man bone assemblages from the Sudan (Gladykowska-Rzeczycka 1998d, 2003b,
2006a, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Czerwinski 1999, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka,
Iwanek 2006a, Gladykowska-Rzeczycka, Pudto 2005, 2006, Gltadykowska-Rzec-
zycka 2005a), Syria (Jaskulska, Sottysiak 2002) and Iraq (Szostek et al. in press).
The analysis of disease induced changes in cremated skeletal remains recov-
ered from excavation, as well as the introduction of new analytical techniques
(which is taking place at virtually all Polish units) is also of significance.

The growing number of palaeopathological articles by Polish research teams
being also published in international journals demonstrates that successive gen-
erations of anthropologists (paleopathologists), as well as representatives from
other disciplines such as archaeology and history, have begun to recognize the
value of the remarkable science of paleopathology.
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