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The Panel is supposed to center around the problem of how "power" or "rule" in medieval 
(Piast) Poland was organized, how it functioned and how it impacted people’s lives. Medieval 
‘power’ acted within a given space, a material reality it claimed to rule. In 10th to 14th century 
Poland large parts of this reality still were made up of unexploited areas (terra inculta). These 
had to be transformed into ruled spaces as well as into sources of material exploitation. How 
did the Piast dukes/kings change natural landscapes into political and cultural ones, how did 
they penetrate nature and make use of environmental features, how did they influence the 
demographic and ethnic composition of territories in order to organize their political realm and 
strengthen their rule? Medieval rule had to be executed in persona. The ruler’s periodical 
appearance in specific localities and his movement within space thus took on crucial 
importance. But how and by what means did the ruler move through his regnum? How was he 
assisted in this by ‘supporters of power’, by an effective administrative ‘enforcement team’ of 
followers (retinue, officeholders)? What traces and effects of the ducal or royal travels can be 
discerned? In what way did they determine the practice of power? Did the sojourns in varying 
locations open up room for manoeuvre in the enforcement of the ruler’s policies? Which sites 
of power developed in this way and through which stages? 
 
Power was a “social practice” that could by no means have functioned only from the top down 
and regardless of regional or local concerns. Power was not consistent, but had always to be 
negotiated between rulers and ruled, as the former deployed the available techniques of 
domination in variable ways. This gives rise to further questions – as to the room for ma-
noeuvre and effects of power as well as the perceptions of and reactions to the implementa-tion 
and execution of power. What were the consequences of rulers’ actions in the various regional 
and social contexts of medieval Poland? What was the impact of power on the organization and 
appropriation of the natural environment and the cultural landscape created by people? How 
did power within the Piast realm shape and structure political, social and economic spaces, and 
how did it mark itself off from other spheres and agents of power, most notably the interests 
and activities of those influental persons (principes, nobiles, proceres, primores etc.), who 
began to form a social stratum - the nobility - which soon required its own right to political 
space and action? 
 



The session aims at bringing together a group of scholars from Poland to discuss with 
interested (mainly American) Congress participants aspects of the aforementioned problems by 
presenting three stimulating papers framed by an introduction and a comment given by the 
representative of the Panel’s Sponsor (presider). 
 
 
Paper 1: The Topography of Power in Medieval Poland 
Zbigniew Dalewski (Warsaw/Białystok) 
 
It is no great exaggeration to say that in the Middle Ages power was first of all exercised in 
space and almost all aspects of exercising of power had their spatial dimension. Power 
manifested itself in space in the strongholds, in the rulers’ residences, in the religious 
foundations, in the places of assemblies or of courts. This network of complementing each 
other places constituted a spatial framework where material resources of power were 
concentrated, where power were represented in rituals and ceremonies and found political, 
religious and ideological justification, where political decisions were made, where, in short, the 
most important interactions between ruler and his subjects took place. As a result in order to 
understand correctly the principles of the functioning of the political system of medieval 
polities one cannot neglect this spatial conditioning of political activities and need take into 
consideration the role that space played in the notions about possibilities of exercising of 
power. The proposed paper is, therefore, to be an attempt to describe this topography of power 
and to present political practice and imagery behind it with regard to medieval Poland (10th – 
12th c.). Its purpose is to determine the nature of relationships between power and space and 
point out how they shaped the spatial landscape of Polish monarchy and influenced the patterns 
of political behavior.  
 
 
Paper 2: Changes in the spatial functioning of power in Poland from the 10th to the 14th 
century – an example of Sandomierz    
Andrzej Pleszczyński (Lublin) 
 
From the 10th to the 13th century there had been some major changes in the functioning of 
power ruling communities residing in the territory of present-day Poland. These shifts were 
connected with the changes in spatial character of the centers of authority. Early on the 
institution of stabile leadership was unheard of. Rule belonged to the assembly of all men folk. 
The basis for this organization was the territorial unit called opole. The central point of this 
unit formed a large stronghold that could accommodate even all inhabitants of the opole (e.g.: 
Chodlik in the Lublin region). During the 9th century this system disintegrated. This was a 
result of the emergence of new elites that took over power in the communities. Their military 
support took the form of small, strong fortified castles prepared for a few people (e.g: 
Żmijowiska in the Lublin region). In the second half of the 10th century this organization was 
destroyed by the expanding Piast state. The conqueror ruined the old centers but usually built 
their own next to them. They also constructed the system of delivering goods and providing 
services to these centers. Traces of this system can be seen in many place names (especially in 
the neighborhood of Sandomierz). From the end of the 12th century this organization started to 
be displaced by a new economy of privately owned land. This brought about a revolution in the 
spatial functioning of civil and church power. The aim of this paper is to show the spatial 
character of the changes in the functioning of local power that took place in the area of 
Sandomierz – the largest territorial unit in medieval Poland. 
 



 
Paper 3: A “Succession Crisis” in Central Europe. Understanding Łokietek’s Coming to 
Power at the Beginning of the Fourteenth Century from a New Region-centered 
Perspective 
Wojciech Kozłowski (Warsaw/Budapest) 
 
The working definition of a “succession crisis” is based on the presumption that stability is a 
critical factor in a political system. The system becomes vulnerable if something deprives it of 
its steadiness and pushes it out of balance. A monarch in the medieval political system played 
the role of the stability factor which was supposed to harmonize contrary interests of different 
groups and circles in a kingdom. A succession crisis erupts when there is no political 
agreement regarding who should step into the role of a deceased monarch, i.e., who shows the 
most promise in achieving the goals of stability, harmony and a balance of power. The thrones 
in Central Europe were emptied nearly simultaneously at the turn of the fourteenth century. 
Since politics cannot bear a vacuum, these unexpected vacancies opened the field for new 
candidates to the throne(s). The political situation became even more complicated when some 
monarchs, in whom many had invested their political hopes, died young (Ladislas IV the 
Cuman, Andrew III, Wenceslas III, Rudolf of Habsburg, Henry VII). The peak of the crisis 
occurred during the years 1306-1310 when the Hungarian, Bohemian, Roman, and Polish 
thrones were vacant. This unstable situation created a heated political environment in the 
region and attracted special attention because it appeared like the “Promised Land” to new 
ambitious noble families that were engaged in a quest to enlarge and secure their domains. The 
paper will reflect on three subjects. First, it will raise the question of a “succession crisis” as a 
methodological tool for studying politics in the Middle Ages. Secondly, it will outline the 
stances of the modern Polish historiography on Łokietek’s coming back to power between 
1305 and 1314 and his puzzling popularity among the nobility of Little Poland. Finally, the 
paper will apply the concept of “succession crisis” and switch the focus of Łokietek’s attempts 
for the throne from a political microhistory to a picture of greater regional range. 
  


