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Abstract: Spatial historical analysis is very helpful in research. Historical analyses allow for: the re-
construction of the process underpinning the creation and evolution of cultural landscapes from 
the Middle Ages up to modern times; the identification of phenomena and processes that are the 
direct and indirect consequences of historical events; and the reconstruction of cause-and-effect 
connections between events in a region and the contemporary physiognomy of its cultural land-
scape. 

The details and accuracy of such an analysis are conditioned by quality of materials. Historical 
research in Poland allows for the acquisition of detailed information for the period of the last 200 
years. A study area covering nearly 2500 km2 within the basin of the middle Vistula River was 
selected for study, this taking in a portion of a wide valley, as well as neighbouring uplands. The 
area chosen is considered representative of the central part of Poland. 
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INTRODUCTION 

After years of neglect, the issue of cultural 
landscapes and their evolution has again be-
come a theme of important bearing for geog-
raphers. Today's methodological approaches 
to the cultural landscape are different from 
earlier ones, however, and means of defini-
tion are different also. Some treat the cultur-
al landscape as an inherited landscape that 
is the expression of economic activity (Kuc-
era, Kucerova-Kuldova and Chromy 2008); 
while others see it in terms of anthropogenic 
impact on naturally-occurring landscapes 
(Solon 2008). There are also then those 
who, developing the approaches of Ratzel 
and Sauer (1925) and Dobrowolska (1948, 
1953), perceive the cultural landscape as 
a new and valuable feature distinguishing 
itself not only in its appearance (aspaysage), 

but also in its specifics of functioning. These 
authorities treat the cultural landscape as 
a synthesis of natural elements and human 
activities. "A cultural landscape is an his-
torically-formed fragment of the geographic 
surface resulting from the emergence of 
the effects of environmental and cultural 
actions, making a specific structure appar-
ent in regional differences and perceived as 
an individual physiognomy" (Myga-Piqtek 
2001). The cultural landscape is an evolu-
tionary form of the areal image, which can 
be interpreted as the registration of human 
activity in the geographical environment 
(Myga-Piqtek 2005). Cultural landscapes 
differ with climatico-phytological zones, but 
also bear the strong imprint of civilisational 
and religious spheres. 

The cultural landscape is dynamic - not 
something as it now is, but as it is continually 
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becoming - the result of the simultaneous 
action of natural processes and economic 
activity. Determining the role and impor-
tance of specific factors to the interaction 
between humans and the environment has 
become an important topic of landscape 
analysis that permits reconstruction of the 
mechanisms of change. 

Key differences have been observed 
between cultural landscapes, as when the 
process of transformation of some natural 
landscapes into cultural landscapes lasted 
many centuries, while others emerged sud-
denly on untouched ground (Bosch 1961). 
Where the process had the character of 
a gradual evolution together with the devel-
opment of a society, economic activity and 
changes in production methods, long chains 
of actions and reactions resulted between 
human activity and soil-creating processes, 
in the topoclimate, the evolution of relief 
(e.g. changes in the strength of processes of 
erosion and accumulation) and hydrography 
(melioration: drainage and irrigation), and 
as regards changes in flora and fauna. In 
each successive epoch, people have adapted 
differently to environmental conditions. 
The development of tools and technology, 
as well as changes in the organisation of 
production in the course of the historical 
process have allowed for ever-fuller exploi-
tation of resources (Dobrowolska 1948). 
Nature too adapts, and at each stage of the 
evolutionary process in the relationship be-
tween human beings and the environment 
a new, balanced arrangement has emerged 
(Kostrowicki 2007). The layering of ele-
ments of the cultural landscape originating 
in different epochs is decisive in determin-
ing the wealth and cultural continuity of 
a region. 

When economic and urbanisation pro-
cesses proceed suddenly this is often destruc-
tive for the natural environment, especially 
when anthropogenic landscapes are created 
in line with the concept of the subjugation of 
nature to human economic activity. In such 
landscapes there is a lack of transitional 
phases and ecotonic communities, and bio-
diversity falls acutely; boundaries are sharp, 

often linear, and in the landscape structure 
it is geometrically-outlined zones of use that 
predominate. 

The objectives of this paper are: 
• to decipher the cultural landscape em-

pirically, treating it as a societal docu-
ment (Ducan 1990); 

• to reconstruct the process by which the 
cultural landscapes of a Polish province 
were created and evolved from the Mid-
dle Ages through to modern times; 

• to identify phenomena and processes 
that are the direct or indirect conse-
quences of historical events; 

• to reconstruct the cause-and-effect con-
nections between events in a region and 
the contemporary physiognomy of its 
cultural landscape; 

• to determine the effects of landscape 
change on the way of life of inhabitants 
and their further economic existence. 

METHOD OF ANALYSIS AND CARTOGRAPHIC 
SOURCE 

The method of investigation applied here 
was developed in the 1980s. It has in fact 
been used in a series of analyses (of which 
this is just the latest) devoted to transforma-
tions in the natural environment and cultur-
al landscapes of various Polish regions (e.g. 
Plit 2003, 2004ab). 

The earliest period treated here was an-
alysed on the basis of archival sources and 
the historical literature. While early events 
in the settlement and economic exploitation 
of the region were reconstructed, more de-
tailed studies were available for the last 200 
years. 

Five map series were gathered, encom-
passing the entire area or fragments thereof. 
The scales to all maps were unified photo-
graphically, and the cartographic method 
applied to bring them all under a unified 
co-ordinate system and identical projection. 
The basis for further work was taken to be 
the 1:100 000-scale Military Topographical 
Map issued in 1994. The oldest maps are 
charged with significant location errors, re-
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suiting from the lack of mathematical and 
geodesic foundations. These maps were 
based upon the few localities for which as-
tronomical measurements of latitude and 
longitude existed. Initially, these maps were 
elaborated without the use of precise instru-
ments (e.g. with a lack of precise chronome-
ters causing errors in longitude). In the maps 
elaborated later much imprecision reflected 
insufficient density of the triangulation grid, 
or else the ignorance of the magnitudes of 
magnetic deviations. Until as late as the mid-
dle of the 19th century each side of the river 
was charted separately. 

Maps made use of in the cartographic 
analysis were: 
1. "Carte von West-Gallizieii', elaborated on 

the basis of a sparse and not too precise 
triangulation grid under the supervision 
of Colonel of the Austrian army MAY-
ER VON HELDENSFELD, in the years 
1797-1803, on the scale 1:28 800. After 
generalization, the map was published in 
Vienna in 1808 at 1:172 800. The math-
ematical foundations of the map neglect 
the curvature of the Earth, so that errors 
appear in the meridional orientation of 
the map sheets. 

2. The Map of the Head Quartermaster's De-
partment of the Polish Army. The basis for 
the grid calculation was constituted by the 
Bessel ellipsoid. Twisting of many frag-
ments of the map is observed, resulting 
from a lack of knowledge of magnetic dec-
lination. The images of the southern and 
south-eastern parts of the so-called Con-
gress Kingdom originate from 1832. Table 
charting was carried out on the scale 1:42 
000, and the map was engraved on the 
scale of 1:126,000 (situation as of 1837) 

3. "Novaia topograficheskaia karta zapad-
noi Rosii" ["New topographic map of 
western Russia", in Russian], published 
at 1:84 000 at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury. The cartographic projection of the 
charting was the polyhedral Muffling 
projection. The basis for the instrumen-
tal charting was constituted by the trian-
gulation grid. Field charting was carried 
out on the scale of 1:21,000. On the basis 

of this map, the Germans published (in 
the years 1914-15) the "Karte des westli-
chen Russland" at 1:100 000, which was 
made use of in the present study. 

4. The battlefield map on the scale 1:100 
000, elaborated by the Military Geo-
graphical Institute in the 1930s.. The 
reference basis taken was the polyhedral 
Muffling projection and the Bessel ellip-
soid. This battlefield map is very detailed 
and precise, with an extensive descrip-
tion. The sheets of interest to our study 
were developed in 1937. 

5. The Military Topographical Map of 1:100 
000, published by the Topographical Ser-
vice of the Polish Army, and elaborated 
by the State Geodesic-Cartographic 
Enterprise. The universal transversal 
Mercator projection and the ellipsoid 
WGS-84, were assumed. The maps were 
elaborated in 1994. 
A series of maps was elaborated at uni-

form scales showing the mixture of settle-
ment and road networks in three chosen 
periods (16th century, 1937 and 1994), as 
well as the extent of forests at five points in 
time (1803, 1837, 1915, 1937 and 1994). The 
durability of forest complexes was analysed 
on a cartogram of frequency of occurrence, 
created by layering, one onto another, the 
five maps of the extent of forests in specific 
periods. For an easier interpretation, the 
boundaries in specific periods were marked 
in different colours. Thus one and the same 
map served in the interpretation of the dura-
bility of boundaries. 

THE CHOICE OF TERRAIN STUDIED 

A large study area was chosen, as bounded by 
coordinates cp 51°20'-51°50', y 21°15'-22°05', 
and hence covering nearly 2500 km2 lying 
within the basin of the middle Vistula River, 
taking in a portion of a wide valley as well as 
neighbouring uplands. The various parts of 
the terrain mentioned are in the physico-ge-
ographic regions of: the Kozienice Plain, Ra-
dom Plain, middle Vistula Valley, Żelechów 
Upland, Wieprz Spillway, Lubartów Upland 
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and Nałęczów Plateau (Kondracki 1972). 
The boundaries of the natural regions are 
indistinct in nature and are applied as a mat-
ter of convention. Relief is only indicative of 
strong erosion: the edge of the Nałęczów 
loessial plateau is cut by ravines. The major-
ity of the area is taken up by lightly undulat-
ing sand-clay periglacial denudation plains. 
These are forms of glacial or fluvioglacial 
accumulation of the Central-Polish Glacia-
tion. Through the middle of the study area 
runs the wide (in places up to even 14 km) 
Vistula Valley, which in the gap across (to 
the south of the area under analysis) nar-
rows to 2 km. The valley floor is not flat, but 
is formed by a series of terraces and many 
kilometres of lowland (filled with peat) on 
the flanks of the valley, but also by lengths 
of inactive meandering riverbeds and oxbow 
lakes. The Pleistocene terraces are gravel 
and sand (often with dunes); while the Holo-
cene terraces are built mainly of loam and 
silt deposits. This arrangement (on a smaller 
scale) is repeated along the lower sections of 
the Rivers Wieprz and Pilica. Of a different 
character are the narrow valleys of small riv-
ers, the largest of these being the Okrzejka, 
Radomka and Zagożdżonka. They flow fast, 
cutting the edge of the valley and Pleisto-
cene terraces. 

In ethnic and cultural terms, the area 
studied is characterised by uniformity. For 
1000 years now, it has been inhabited by 
a Polish population of Catholic confession. 
From the 16th century on, Jews also set-
tled here. Before World War II the Jewish 
portion of the population exceeded 30% in 
some localities. A brief 18th-19th-century 
period of Dutch settlement is noted on the 
Vistula floodplain (until great floods caused 
the terrain to be abandoned). 

In administrative terms this is an area 
in which several historical voivodships -
of Mazovia, Świętokrzyskie and Lublin 
- came into contact. The path of adminis-
trative boundaries and division into par-
ishes has been subject to many changes and 
shifts down the centuries. The causes were: 
changes in the Vistula channel; a strength-
ening or weakening of the influence of the 

main centres of authority and changes in 
the conceptualisation of the country's ter-
ritorial division. Currently, almost the en-
tire area is contained within the bounda-
ries of Poland's Mazowieckie voivodship 
(province-region). 

The choice of this transitional terrain for 
study was a conscious one: here the influ-
ences of particular administrative centres 
are indistinct. The peripheral location al-
lowed for a more peaceful evolution of cul-
tural landscapes. This meant a better chance 
of survival during the upheavals of war and 
other cataclysmic events. The area chosen is 
considered representative of the central part 
of Poland. 

HABITAT CHARACTERISTICS 
OF THE STUDY AREA 

This part of Poland is characterised by 
habitats that are not very fertile, but at the 
same time very diverse floristically. The 
Radom and Kozienice Plains represent the 
range limits for tree species typical of the 
Świętokrzyskie Primaeval Forest, i.e. beech, 
fir, spruce, broadleaved lime and English 
oak, and probably also previously sycamore 
and yew (Zaręba 1974). Plant communities 
growing in the southern parts are richer 
and more diverse in terms of species (the 
primaeval forests were similar to those of 
the Małopolska Upland); the further north, 
the poorer and more monotonous they are 
(gradually coming to resemble the Mazurian 
forests). 

According to the "Potential natural Veg-
etation of Poland" (Matuszkiewicz 1995), 
fertile habitats account for c. 15% of the 
area. These are areas of brown soils formed 
on loess and clays, which are potentially cov-
ered with lime-hornbeamforest. Such habi-
tats occur mainly in the SE part of the study 
area and in smaller swaths in the immedi-
ate vicinity of the towns of Ryki, Zwoleń 
and Puławy, and the village of Brzoza. Fer-
tile habitats take up the greater part of the 
Holocene fluvial terraces of the Vistula. 
The alluvial soils had elm and ash forests 
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(Ficario-Uhnetum). Today, nearly all the 
fertile habitats are used agriculturally, the 
only places remaining uncultivated being 
the steep sides of loess ravines overgrown by 
forests and thickets. 

The region is dominated by habitats of 
average fertility and by poor lime-hornbeam 
woods and oak woods. Swaths of oak habi-
tats (Potentillo albae-Qiiercetum) are locat-
ed on gravel and clay-gravel deposits on the 
scarp terrace of the Vistula Valley between 
Ryczywół, Kozienice and Pionki. In the SE 
part of the region it is poor lime-hornbeam 
forest habitats (Tilio-Carpinetum) that dom-
inate. The greater part is cultivated or used 
as meadow and pasture, or is sometimes for-
este d̂  

The sandy Pleistocene terraces and sandy 
fluvio-glacial accumulation plains have pine 
forests (Leucobryo-Pinetum) and mixed oak 
and pine forests habitat (Querco-Pinetum). 
Large areas of such habitats are found in 
the N and NW of the region. Today they are 
covered by the Kozienice and Stromiec Pri-
maeval Forest complexes, as well as by the 
Garwolin Forests. The third largest complex 
of such habitats is found between the Wieprz 
and the Vistula to the north of Puławy, and 
is also forested. 

In the valley bottoms and in lower parts 
without drainage there are wet habitats of 
floodplain forests and alder woods. These 
are used as meadows and pastures; on the 
floodplains - especially between levees -
there are numerous willow scrub and wood-
land areas (Salici-Popidetiun) left alone to 
natural processes. 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SETTLEMENT 

Though the area under study has been in-
habited since at least the Neolithic era, as 
late as 1000 years ago the entire terrain was 
covered with primaeval forest. The region 
was again colonised by the Lesser Polanie 
tribes coming from the south, and by the 
Mazovians from the north along the Vis-
tula, Pilica and Radomka Valleys. By the 
11th century there were already forts in Ra-

dom1, Świerże and Sieciechów, by the 12th 
century market settlements at Magnuszew, 
Ryczywół, Gniewoszów, Kozienice, Lesiów 
and Tczów, and villages at Policzna, Strycho-
wice, Sycyna and Kochów, as well as a first 
fortress at Stężyca. Main routes ran along 
both sides of the Vistula Valley, and river 
fords were present at Swierże-Kochów and 
Sieciechów-Stężyca (Wąsowiczówna 1957). 
A serious limitation to settlement activity 
was urged by constant looting raids staged 
by the Yotwingians (Sudowians), Lithuani-
ans and Tartars along the large river valleys. 
But as the Polish state strengthened from the 
13th century, a marked increase in popula-
tion density and economic development fol-
lowed. The Kings supported the settlement 
of new people entering the terrain of the 
Radom Primaeval Forest2. Kazimierz the 
Just gave part of this wilderness over for the 
building of a friary for the Sieciechów Ben-
edictines (monks on large-scale cleared for-
est, settled peasants and cultivated fertile 
terrain). The Benedictine friary brought 
about improved agriculture and education 
in the region. It propagated fruit cultiva-
tion, horticulture and viticulture. Kazimierz 
the Great fortified Radom and Sieciechów, 
and founded Brzoza and Kozłów. In the 14th 
century a wooden bridge for a road over the 
Vistula was built at Stężyca (Kurzyp 1989). 

The region began to flourish in the Re-
naissance era as the Vistula became the main 
transport artery. In the 15-18th centuries 
trade was mainly in grain, wood, ash, potash 
and pitch, salt, fish, skins and fabrics (Plit 
2004a,b). The most important Vistula rafting 
port was the town of Stężyca between Sand-
omierz and Torun; an important function in 
cattle trading was filled by Ryczywół (town 

1 Historical Radom lies to the SE of the study area; 
while today the suburbs of Radom extend beyond its 
boundaries. 

" The Radom Primaeval Forest (Puszcza Radom-
ska) grew over an area in the north from the Święty 
Krzyż Mountains down to the Rivers Vistula and Pilica. 
This area was royal property and the favourite hunt-
ing-ground of Władysław Jagiełło. Two large parts of it 
survive today as the Kozienice and Stromiec Primaeval 
Forests. 
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charter from 1409). At the time Zwoleń and 
Sieciechów were also chartered towns. Near 
the end of the 16th century settlements were 
concentrated on upper alluvial terraces of 
the Vistula and Wieprz, as well as in the edge 
zone of the valley. Also settled were areas 
to the S and E of Zwoleń and the Nałęczów 
Plateau. In the area analysed there were 215 
villages and seven cities. Villages belonging 
to aristocrats (144) and to the clergy (19) 
were situated in fertile habitats, while free 
royal villages (53) were located around the 
Kozienice and Stężyca Primaeval Forests, as 
well as in strategically important places (riv-

er fords or hills capable of being fortified), 
the area had four royal towns (Kozienice, 
Zwoleń, Kazimierz and Stężyca), the aristoc-
racy-owned towns of Magnuszew and Macie-
jowice, as well as Łaskarzew, which belonged 
to the clergy. Among the chartered towns the 
largest was Stężyca (Fig. 1). 

The next 100 years brought further 
economic development and an increase in 
population. Wilderness was cleared, the 
land won was exploited, new villages and 
towns sprang up, and intensive trade devel-
oped. But the long period from 1650 to 1837 
brought war-related destruction. The region 

Figure 1. The settlement pattern in the second half of the 16"1 century 
(Note: Kazimierz Dolny, town on the Vistula river, is located just beyond the investigated area, 

however, because it has performed key economic functions throughout centuries in the region, it has 
been included in the Figures) 

1 - town; 2 - noble's village; 3 - royal village; 4 - ecclesiastical village; 5 - road; 6 - river (river bed 
based on 1837 interpretation from Map of the Head Quartermaster's Department of the Polish Army) 

Source: after maps of the Historical Atlas of Poland 
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suffered especially during the wars with the 
Swedes. Armies swept along the Vistula 
many times, burning, looting and murder-
ing. They burned Magnuszew, Stężyca and 
Gołąb. A majority of localities suffered, their 
populations decimated. The upheavals of 
war brought similar effects at the turn of the 
18th and 19th centuries3. Wars were accom-
panied by natural disasters (hunger and epi-
demics), but they at the same time resulted 
in the faster spread of new ways of cultivating 
crops and new food crops (e.g. the potato). 

The entire 19th century was a period of 
demographic boom (except for the mid-cen-
tury potato crop failures and famines) and 
intensified pressure on the environment. 
The process of settlement and land develop-
ment continued in the Vistula Valley, where 
the most fertile habitats are found. Numer-
ous villages were also located on flood ter-
races (these were Polish as well as Dutch 
settlements). The Vistula often changed its 
channel; dangerous floods increased dur-
ing the 'Little Ice-Age' (Plit 2004b)4. Floods 
destroyed villages and towns, with some be-
ing completely abandoned and others built 
again elsewhere (e.g. the inhabitants of a few 
abandoned localities built Nowa Wieś - New 
Village - at a higher elevation; the village of 
Świerże had to be relocated three times; the 
town of Ryczywół was moved 1.5 km farther 
from the Vistula channel; and Stężyca and 
Wargocin were destroyed several times as 
the Pleistocene terrace was washed away, 
causing the failure of the localities) (Kurzyp 
1989; Plit 2004 a,b). 

A second direction to settlement was into 
wilderness areas, above all where habitats of 
poor lime-hornbeam woods, oak woods and 
mixed oak and pine forests were brought un-

3 The Austrian, Russian, French and Polish armies 
rolled back and forth. It was near Maciejowice that one 
of the main battles of the Kościuszko Insurrection of 
1794 took place. 

4 In 1678 the capture of a lower section of the River 
Wieprz by the Vistula took place. Catastrophic (espe-
cially obstructive) floods ensued, causing wide destruc-
tion in the valley, especially in 1600, 1678, 1713/14, 
1736/37, 1749, 1774, 1783, 1813, 1838/39, 1840,1844/45, 
1850, 1852, 1854/55, 1867 and 1871, as well as in 1934 
and 2001. 

der cultivation. Numerous small settlements 
and villages arose in clearings. Settlement 
units already existing around mill buildings 
and sawmills were built up further. Expan-
sion took in the southern part of the Koz-
ienice and Stromiec Primaeval Forests and 
the middle Radomka Valley (Fig. 2). The 
network of towns became denser; in the re-
gion the functions of chartered towns were 
served by Gniewoszów, Kazimierz, Kozien-
ice, Łaskarzew, Maciejowice, Magnuszew, 
Stężyca and Zwoleń, but actual chartered 
towns were few in number, and they were 
weak economically. In many localities, at-
tractive palatial objects with parks were 
built (as at Puławy, Kozienice, Dęblin and 
Podzamcze). 

In the years 1837-45, at the fork of the 
Rivers Wieprz and Vistula in Dęblin, Tsarist 
armies built a great brick fortress. Part of 
these fortifications were also bastions built 
on the left bank of the Vistula. The fortress 
became the icon of the occupiers in the land-
scape, a dominating feature not at all suited 
to its surroundings. 

By 1837, the area analysed had 268 vil-
lages and hamlets, as well as eight towns; 
up to 65 of these were new settlement 
units (completely new or relegated to other 
places); 12 destroyed localities had been 
abandoned. The settlement network had 
a strongly concentrated character, the main 
axis of which (as in previous centuries) was 
the Vistula Valley. The transport network 
had only become slightly more dense, with 
but a few sections of road built or modern-
ised. In the second half of the 19th century 
great changes occurred in the settlement sys-
tem of the region: 
• After construction of levees against 

flooding5, the low-lying fertile terraces 
along the Vistula were resettled. 

5 In the years 1846-56 on the lower-lying left side 
of the Vistula, 6.4 m-high flood levees were built from 
Góra Puławska to Świerże (26.7 km). Following those 
measures, erosion increased on the right bank, making it 
necessary to construct levees there too, but construction 
was slow and suffered long interruptions. Full enclosure 
was only completed after WW II. 
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Figure 2. The settlement pattern in 1837 (1 - town; 2 - village; 3 - new village, 4 - non-extant village, 
5 - roads; 6 - river) (after the Map of the Head Quartermaster's Department of the Polish Army) 

• After the stifling of the January Rising 
of 1864 by the Russian occupier, Tsarist 
decree enfranchised the peasants, and 
forms of forced tenure and labour and 
peasant serfdom were suspended. This 
gave impetus to the creation of new local-
ities (often with extensive construction). 

• With the measures of political repression 
after 1870 several small towns lost their 
charters. This political act approved 
their de facto status legally, since the in-
habitants lived mainly from farming. 
In the 20th century, the First World War 

left its mark on the landscape in the form of 
huge cemeteries after the battles of Dęblin 
fortress but caused only insignificant dam-

age to settlements in the region. By contrast, 
the Second World War decimated the popu-
lation, with Nazi forces murdering almost all 
Jewish inhabitants. There was partisan activ-
ity in the large forests, and many villages were 
burnt down in the Occupant's campaign of 
repression. Frontline military action caused 
great destruction at Maciejowice, Kozienice 
(1939) and Łaskarzew, as well as around the 
bridgehead at Magnuszew (1944). On the 
other hand the powerful fortress at Dęblin 
was bypassed by the fronts, and never taken. 

In the second half of the 20th century, 
industry developed in the region with the lo-
cation of several industrial plants: in Puławy 
a large chemical plant (mainly nitrogen ferti-
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Figure 3. The settlement pattern in 1994 (1 - town; 2 - village; 3 - roads of different categories; 
4 - river) (after the IGiPZ-PAN Numerical Map of Poland) 

lisers), in Pionki chemical and textile manu-
facturers, in Kozienice a power plant, and in 
Ryki food processing. These investments had 
a city-building role: new masonry housing 
complexes were built in the chessboard-style 
arrangements of 2- and 3-floor apartment 
blocks then typical of socialist-bloc cities. 
The Garbatka and Jedlnia vacation towns 
were built on the concept of the 'city-park' 
(Fig. 3). The growing cities and towns ab-
sorbed surrounding villages. 

The effect of the communist era on the 
rural landscape in the region was also in-
tense. Multi-storey masonry buildings with 
flat roofs - schools, administrative build-
ings and homes in the form of simple six-sid-

ed blocks - slowly overwhelmed the local 
wooden architecture. As in all of Poland, 
roofing of 'eternite' (asbestos cement) was 
introduced. Another important landscape 
element became masts and networks of sus-
pended electric power and telephone lines. 

Towards the end of the 20th century the 
spatial arrangement of the settlement net-
work became more even; there were 267 vil-
lages, with the amount of extensive building 
(scattered-type villages) significant. Many 
former towns failed and new ones sprang 
up, e.g. Puławy (1909), Dęblin (1954), Pi-
onki (1954) and Ryki (1957), but Kazimierz 
(1927), Łaskarzew (1969) and Zwoleń (1925) 
were again chartered formally. 
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CHANGES IN THE EXTENT OF FORESTS AND 
MEANS OF FOREST USE 

In the Middle Ages the enormous Radom 
Primaeval Forest (on the left-bank side of the 
River Vistula) was royal property. The forest 
was divided administratively into the Stro-
miec Forest to the north the and Kozienice 
Forest to the south. In the 13th century part 
of the Kozienice Forest in the NE was given 
over to the Benedictine order in Sieciechów 
for their Abbey. On the right-bank side of 
the Vistula side there grew the Osieck For-
est (N of Promnik) and the Stężyca Forest, 
which for the greater part were the property 
of aristocrats. 

In the 15th and 16th centuries the 
blocks of forest belonging to the aristocra-
cy or clergy were exploited intensively. The 
Sieciechów Benedictines cleared and turned 
into fields the oak-beech woods of the Vis-
tula and Zagożdżonka Valleys. Aristocrats 
and peasants cleared the Sężyca wilder-
ness, dividing it into small forest parcels. 
Settlement actions in wilderness areas were 
also engaged in by the King. Something ap-
proaching preservation was confined to the 
Kozienice Forest, because royalty had cho-
sen it for their hunting ground. 

Ever since Christianity had banned 
from Slav culture the tradition of the sacred 
grove, forests had been treated as a utility, 
and there was no planting of trees on the 
occasion of great events, as had been the 
case with the Germanic tribes. The forest 
was exploited in all possible ways. Old trees 
as well as various specimens of the most 
valuable species were cut. The wood of co-
nifers was mostly used in building and for 
fuel and hardwoods in crafts and as fuel for 
smithing, while bark served in tanning. This 
intensive, diversified exploitation lasted 
many centuries, and resulted in an impov-
erishment of habitats. Fires and burning in 
the course of clearing damaged soils, while 
removal of litter decreased their fertility. 
Intensive herding caused changes in the un-
dergrowth, eliminated seedlings, damaged 
saplings, and at the same time encouraged 
the expansion of other species (e.g. juni-

per). Beech and larches were eliminated al-
most entirely. The numbers of firs, oaks and 
hornbeams were limited6, and a formerly 
dense forest complex became ragged and 
fragmented. 

In the parts of the forest belonging to 
the royal estates, great damage was caused 
by the owners of neighbouring land, but 
also by tenants (Zielony 1997)7. As an in-
spection of forests from 1765 shows, bee 
husbandry in the forest lost its former im-
portance, and over-hunting and poaching 
caused significant reductions in wild game 
numbers. In 1793, K. A. Mehling carried 
out one of the first forest management plans 
in Poland for the Kozienice Forest, deter-
mining the permissible clearcut limits, and 
setting out instructions for the care and re-
generation of forests. This inspection of the 
forest allowed for the establishment of the 
species composition of stands, and further 
registered the fact that half of the forests 
were completely devoid of trees, while V4 
were areas of reduced standing timber and 
scrubby terrain, and only V4 were rich, ma-
ture ecosystems. 

Because of herding and the storage of 
dead wood remnants, natural regrowth and 
saplings were practically absent from the 
Forest (Zariba 1963)8. The extent of for-
est in the early 19th century as represented 

6 Some documents from the 16'" and 17'" centuries 
have survived, concerning timber rafting in the river 
haven in Stężyca, and hence providing evidence for the 
felling of large volumes of beech and larch timber from 
the Forest of Radom. 

7 From the beginning of the 17th century the for-
est complex was administered by the Kozienice district. 
In 1706 the forest was transformed into the 'Kozienice 
Estate', and revenues from its exploitation and agricul-
ture within its boundaries were used for the upkeep of 
the royal court in Warsaw. Nevertheless, not even such 
a change of management form was able to stem the il-
legal devastation of the wilderness that had been taking 
place. 

s The forest regeneration proceeded slowly. On 
wasteland the forest regenerated either spontaneously 
through natural succession, or else was made subject to 
a process whereby, after two or three years of cultivation, 
cones from which new trees sprouted were planted on 
the clearings. 
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in Fig. 49 is enlarged - since forest was also 
taken to include cut-down areas, scrub, as 
well as smaller open areas within the forest10. 
Nearer the truth is the extent of forest as re-
constructed from the Quartermaster map 
(Fig. 5): the forest then covers nearly 50% of 
the analysed area. 

In the 1830s the rights to herd in state for-
ests, rake forest litter and gather dead wood 
for fuel were abolished, and artificial refor-
estation was introduced. Further restric-
tions on the use of forest were introduced 
within the framework of peasant enfran-
chisement. After 1885, the region witnessed 
the onset of management in 'state forests'. 
Forest complexes were divided into sections, 
bare areas forested and damaged trees re-
moved. There was broad-scale clearcutting 
(with a few years' grain cultivation on clear-
ings thereafter), as well as artificial plant-
ing of pines. The process of limiting the 
extent of forest and dividing up complexes 
was still going on. The southern and eastern 
parts of the Kozienice Forest, as well as sig-
nificant parts of the Stromiec Forest, were 
reforested. Forests in the drainage basin 
of the River Radomka were cut down. On 
the right-bank side of the Vistula the forest 
complexes between Łaskarzew and Stężyca 
were divided and delimited. New forests 
were planted between Puławy, Dęblin and 
Ryki, partially stabilising the moving sands 
there (Fig. 6). During the First World War, 
wood was exploited intensively. For ease of 
transport, a network of narrow-gauge rail-
ways and two large sawmills, at Pionki and 
Garbatka, were built. 

Between the World Wars the process 
of forest management in the region was 
concluded. All complexes were divided up 
by means of a network of aisles. Clearcut-
ting was still practised, but regeneration 
progressed in the form of plantation. Sin-
gle-species pine plantations of uniform age 
were created (Zaręba 1974). The smallest 

9 For ease of comparison, all maps depicting the ex-
tent of forest show the contemporary hydrography. 

10 Other cartographic productions from the same 
period, e.g. Czaykowski, 1786 and Perthees, 1791, show 
different extents of forest, but always less than Mayer's. 

total surface area of forest in the region 
was registered in 1937 (Fig. 7). In the years 
1915-37 some small forest blocks within 
fields were cut down and the boundaries of 
larger complexes evened out, but at the same 
time some open areas within forests were 
replanted. The greatest losses occurred in 
the Stromiec Forest, as well as in the area 
between Łaskarzew, Stężyca and Dęblin. 
Some forests between Zwoleń, Łagów and 
Sieciechów were eliminated nearly com-
pletely. World War II caused great destruc-
tion in forests: total forest removal, fires, 
damage to existing growth during battles, 
etc., all took place 

Marked growth in the forest area oc-
curred immediately after the War, and this 
trend continues even today, with mid-forest 
meadows being planted and wasteland re-
forested (Fig. 8). Today, forests grow on 
a somewhat greater area than at the turn of 
the 19th and 20th centuries. Only between 
Jedlnia and Pionki can we observe some 
loss of forest and reductions in its range. 
The forest-field boundary is complicated 
and lengthy. In the 20th century the main 
factor accounting for degradation was for-
est cultivation - the homogenisation of the 
species and age composition of growth. 
These forestry procedures caused a decline 
in the biodiversity of ecosystems, a lower-
ing of biological resistance, neglect of the 
use of habitats' natural capacities, and even 
their degradation. A second factor dam-
aging to forests has been air pollution: 
local emitters are the nitrogen fertiliser 
works (Zakłady Nawozów Azotowych) in 
Puławy, the chemical works in Pionki and 
the power plant at Kozienice. From 1983, 
when Kozienice Landscape Park was cre-
ated, most forests in this region are under 
[environmental] protection. The manner 
of cultivation has also changed: the natural 
composition of the forest is being restored 
through the focused planting of fir, beech, 
oak and lime. The process of stand trans-
formation during the 20th century is capable 
of being documented by reference to the 
tree stand maps elaborated periodically by 
the forest service. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE REGION'S CULTURE 
LANDSCAPE. 

CHANGEABILITY AND PERMANENCE 
Changes down the centuries in the region 
led to the emergence of half-open land-
scapes of forest, field and meadow. The main 
occupations of the populace were (and re-
main) forestry and agriculture. Three-field 
farming was introduced by the Sieciechów 
Benedictines in the 13th century, in turn, 
four-field systems dominated in the 19th 
century, together with potato cultivation, 
but crop rotation only reopened in the 20th 
century. The types of crop changed fluctuat-
ingly, in a process above all connected with 
long-term climatic change. In warm peri-
ods of the Middle Ages viticulture and or-
chardry played a great part, and wheat was 
cultivated. During the 'Little Ice-Age' rye, 
oats, peas and (from the 19th century), root 
crops dominated. As the climate warmed, 
there was renewed importance of orchards, 
plantations of bush fruits, as well as vegeta-
bles, while grains and roots continued to be 
cultivated. Up to the mid-20th century there 

was a marked upward trend for the area un-
der cultivation, and consequent limitation of 
the area under forest. 

For many centuries it was the exploita-
tion of forest resources plus agriculture that 
served as the economic base for the region. 
The remaining wilderness areas were ex-
ploited universally, if in diverse ways. How-
ever, from the 20th century on, the approach 
to forests and their exploitation changed as 
they began to serve other functions. Table 1 
illustrates the magnitude of these changes. 

The breakup of forest complexes (see 
map) was based on changes of a fundamen-
tal nature illustrated in Fig. 9. A change of 
trend occurred in the second half of the 20th 
century, with the process of the enlargement 
and consolidation of forest areas continuing 
up to the present day. Currently the region's 
forests are in better condition than 300 years 
ago, as can be observed in the emerging re-
generation of habitats, and the enrichment 
of the species composition. 

Fig. 10 offers a chronology for forest 
complexes in the 19th and 20th centuries. 
Analysis of the map draws attention to the 

Table 1. Different contemporary and past means of utilizing the forests in central Poland, between the 
13th and 20th centuries (density of hachure corresponding with process intensity) 

A. means of utilizing forests between the 13 and 18th centuries 
B. means of utilizing forests in the 20th century 
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fact that nearly all forests on the Vistula's 
clay alluvial terraces have disappeared. 
Away from the zone between the levees^ the 
forests were changed into farmland. Perma-
nent forest exploitation is maintained on the 
Pleistocene sand-gravel terraces of the Vis-
tula, and in the edge-zone of its valley. The 
Garwolin Forest, Kozienice Primaeval For-
est and the SE part of the Stromiec Forest 
were all long exploited as forests._ 

It is worth noting that the boundaries 
of many forest complexes are permanent, 
especially those fixed orographically and 
lithologically. Such boundaries occur along 
the Pleistocene terrace edges of the Riv-
ers Vistula and Wieprz. Some permanent 
boundaries have reflected from long-estab-
lished ownership structures, e.g. in the area 
of Kozienice and Łagów, and the village of 
Jedlnia. On the other hand, smaller rural 
(peasant-managed) forest complexes be-
tween Ryki and Maciejowice have been very 
unstable. 

In the second half of the 20th century, 
the edge of the Lublin Upland, almost com-
pletely without forest and [long] exploited 
agriculturally, overgrew by means of natural 
succession into undergrowth and then forest. 
The very complicated boundaries of forest 
complexes reflect the structure of the terrain 
(forest growing along the sides and floors of 
loess ravines, while the flat tops above are 
still taken for cultivation)11. 

11 Estimation of the forested area in the periods 
analysed was consciously avoided, because: 

From the 16th to the 21st centuries, the 
area analysed witnessed a near-tenfold in-
crease in population 12. As new areas were 
settled, the settlement network became dens-
er. Most 16th-century localities retained the 
architectural layout of earlier villages and 
towns. Cluster-type villages dominated, with 
a distinct (often rectangular) marketplace, 
on which stood a church, inn, sometimes 
a town-hall, granary or warehouse. This ar-
rangement is to be found in all former towns 
(in Stężyca only the northern facade facing 
the market survives), but also in villages, 
e.g. in Bobrowniki, Brzeźce, Wysokie Koło, 
Bronowicze, Brzoza, Świerże, Ryczywół and 
Sieciechów. Some villages have elongate 
forms corresponding to the course of drain-
age channels, oxbows, or terrace boundaries 
(e.g. Gołąb, Słowiki, Brzeźnica, Jedlnia and 
Pawłowice). In the 17—19th centuries the 

on old maps, still drawn up without precise triangula-
tion, the boundaries of the forest complexes are traced 
in an approximate manner, quite roughly, with delimi-
tations of the later periods being increasingly accurate; 
for the individual series of maps different charting in-
structions were elaborated, the differences referring 
to the definitions of the distinctions on the map and 
the assumed generalisation; e.g. in one case it was as-
sumed that woods of area not smaller than 0.25 sq. km 
are shown, while in another one the limit was 0.4 sq. km, 
and on the two-verst map a wood would be shown where 
a cluster of trees and bushes were sufficient for a rider on 
horseback to hide in; treatment of the floodplain forests 
and willow thickets differed significantly. 

l ' Estimated data calculated on the basis of the 
number of parishes in the 16th century, as given in the 
'Historical Atlas of Poland' and contemporary statistical 
yearbooks. 
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Figure 10. T h e p e r m a n e n c e of fores t use in s o u t h e r n M a z o w s z e in the 19th and 20 th cen tu r i e s 

A. Limits of forest area 
B. Permanence of forests 

1 - areas of permanent forest utilization 
2 - areas with a dominant method of forest utilization 
3 - areas with a prevalent method of forest utilization 
4 - areas with alternating utilization of forest 
5 - areas with occasional utilization of forest 
6 - non forest areas 
7 - river 

p r e d o m i n a n t f o r m s o f b u i l d i n g w e r e o n e - l e v -
e l w o o d e n s t r u c t u r e s w i t h g a b l e d r o o f s c o v -
e r e d i n s t r a w o r s h i n g l e s . O n l y c h u r c h e s , 

c o n v e n t s , p a l a c e s a n d t h e s e a t s of r o y a l t y o r 
t h e a r i s t o c r a c y w e r e b u i l t of m a s o n r y . W o o d 
b e i n g t h e b a s i c b u i l d i n g m a t e r i a l in t h i s r e -
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Table 2. Changes in the urban network in the southern Mazowsze region (X - 25 years) 

XIV XV XVI XVII XVIII XIX XX 

Sieciechów X X X X X X 

Ryczywół X X X X X X 

Magnuszew X X X X X x x x x x x x x x 

Kazimierz X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X x x x x x x 

Stężyca X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X x x x 

Łaskarzew X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X x x x X 

Zwoleń x x x X X X X X X X X X X X X x x x x x x 

Maciejowice X X X X X X X X X X X X x x x 

Kozienice X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 

Gniewoszów X X X X X x x x 

Puławy x x x 

Dęblin X X 

Ryki X X 

Pionki X X 

gion is what has ensured the survival of only 
scant historical buildings. 

Villages in the 19th and 20th centu-
ries most often had an arrangement of tiny 
streets, or were of the scattered settlement 
type. Presently most homes are of mason-
ry, but the proportion of wooden buildings 
in the region is still great (c. 30%). On the 
roofs of homes the dominant materials are 
sheet metal or eternite. 

Characteristic for Poland are weak infra-
structural development and an instability of 
local urban centres. In the study region it is 
possible to observe the degeneration of his-
toric urban centres and the creation of other, 
also small-sized localities. Only Kozienice 
has retained its town charter throughout the 
entire period analysed, while Zwoleń and 
Łaskarzew regained theirs at given times 
(Table 2) 

The Vistula was and is a barrier to inter-
change in the region; life and economic ac-
tivity have been organised separately on the 
two sides of the river channel. From the Mid-
dle Ages onward, parallel networks of roads 
developed either side of the river. Earlier 
there were many fords and ferry crossings 
(which changed their locations together with 

the shifting of the river channel). The only 
period during which the Vistula did not di-
vide, but rather unified, the region, was the 
15-17th centuries, when this queen of Polish 
rivers became the main shipping artery as 
trade flourished. The number of fords over 
the Vistula fell drastically after the con-
struction of flood banks in the 19th century 
(today one still functions at Świerże). The 
first wooden bridge built in the 14th cen-
tury at Stężyca operated only quite briefly 
before being destroyed by flood. A railway 
bridge was built over the Vistula at Dęblin 
in the early 20th century, and a road bridge 
in Puławy between the World Wars. After 
World War II, a road bridge was built at 
Dęblin, and more recently, a second auto-
mobile bridge at Puławy has connected the 
Vistula's banks. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

As the above analysis makes clear, the cul-
tural landscape is not static - it is always in 
the process of becoming, subject to trans-
formations, adapting itself to the evolution 
of the natural environment and societal 
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change, also in the evolution of ways of using 
the land for p roduc t ion . It is not only histori-
cal events tha t play an impor t an t role, bu t 
also the ownersh ip s ta tus of large land areas , 
as well as systems of authori ty. 

T h e chronological hor izon and ra tes of 
change are d i f fe ren t for specific l andscapes 
(e.g. for the Vistula Valley as opposed to the 
su r round ing uplands) . 

By read ing the cu l tu ra l l andscape of a re-
gion we may unde r s t and tha t region's specif-
ics and thus be t t e r p ro tec t its na tu ra l , bu t 
also cu l tu ra l as well as na tu r a l assets. T h e 
pr inciples of the care and pro tec t ion of cul-
tu ra l l andscapes u n d e r convent ions in inter-
na t iona l law must be cons idered in the de-
t e rmina t ion of f u t u r e land-use m a n a g e m e n t . 
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