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Summary

Social communication serves as a critical framework for 
historians seeking to decode relational dynamics within 
medieval society. To date, however, archaeological sources 
have not yet been sufficiently integrated into this discourse. 
This paper proposes an interpretative approach that posi-
tions material culture as a communicative medium, capa-
ble of transmitting both the ‘great tradition’ – accessible 
solely to educated elites – and the ‘little tradition’, legi-
ble to broader societal strata. As a case study, the analysis 
focuses on a hitherto overlooked category of mass media: 
dress accessories.

A pivotal technological shift in the 13th century enabled 
the industrial-scale production of these items, with indi-

archaeological approaches to social differentiation 6 in both 
rural 7 and urban 8 contexts. Scholars have also actively 
engaged with various social theories, including Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus 9 and the broader frame-
work of social practices.10 The so-called ontological turn 11 
has gained significant traction, bringing attention to ap-
proaches linked to Actor-Network Theory,12 their cri-
tiques,13 and their potential interpretative applications in 
material culture studies.14 Assemblage thought also con-
tinues to draw interest,15 as its very name seems to appeal 
even to archaeologists traditionally resistant to theoretical 
approaches. Keeping in mind those approaches, this text 
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1. Introduction

In recent years, archaeologists specialising in the European 
Middle Ages and early modern period have increasingly 
drawn upon various theories from the social sciences,1 
thereby expanding the traditional scope of archaeologi-
cal research and approaches.2 It is exceptionally difficult to 
summarise these developments concisely from the perspec-
tive of Central and Central-Eastern Europe,3 let alone the 
British and American academic traditions.4 A detailed dis-
cussion would far exceed the scope of this text; however, 
I will briefly outline a subjective overview of issues that 
directly or indirectly influenced the reflections presented 
here, focusing primarily on work related to the broadly de-
fined field of historical archaeology.

Sociologists and archaeologists have frequently ex-
plored the concept of consumption strategies,5 which 
builds on the works of Thorstein Veblen, alongside other 

1	 More on those issues: Mehler 2013, 11, 17; Lozny 2011, 212. 
2	 i.e. Piekalski et al. 2022. 
3	 Gramsch/Sommer 2011.
4	 Worthy of mention is a recent “handbook” by Harris/Cipolla 

2017; there is further literature. 
5	 Haase/Whatley 2020.

vidual workshops estimated to manufacture up to 10,000 
pieces monthly. While not all such objects conveyed com-
plex messages, their ubiquity demands recognition as a 
widespread medium of cultural transmission. This study 
traces the processes underpinning their dissemination, in-
terrogating their accessibility across urban and rural con-
texts in Central-Eastern Europe. Through this lens, it ex-
plores how these artefacts contributed in large measure to 
identity formation in medieval society, challenging tradi-
tional approaches.
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Materielle Kultur als Mittel sozialer Kommunikation. Kleidungsaccessoires und ihre Symbolik als 
Teil der Identitätsbildung im spätmittelalterlichen Mitteleuropa

Soziale Kommunikation dient Historiker*innen als zent-
rales Konzept, um Beziehungsdynamiken in der mittel-
alterlichen Gesellschaft zu entschlüsseln. Bislang wurden 
archäologische Quellen jedoch kaum systematisch in die-
sen Analyserahmen integriert. Dieser Beitrag argumentiert 
für eine Interpretation materieller Kultur als Kommunika-
tionsmedium, das sowohl die „große Tradition“ – allein 
gebildeten Eliten zugänglich – als auch die „kleine Tra-
dition“, verständlich für breitere Gesellschaftsschichten, 
vermittelte. Als Fallstudie steht eine bisher vernachläs-
sigte Kategorie massenhaft verbreiteter Objekte im Fokus: 
Bekleidungszubehör.

Eine technologische Wende im 13. Jahrhundert ermög-
lichte deren serielle Herstellung, wobei einzelne Werkstät-

ten Schätzungen zufolge bis zu 10.000 Stück monatlich 
produzierten. Auch wenn nicht alle Stücke komplexe Bot-
schaften trugen, fordert ihre Allgegenwärtigkeit eine An-
erkennung als Massenmedium kultureller Übermittlung. 
Die Studie untersucht die Verbreitungsprozesse dieser Ob-
jekte und ihre Verfügbarkeit in städtischen wie ländlichen 
Kontexten Ostmitteleuropas. Darüber hinaus beleuchtet 
sie, wie diese Artefakte zur Identitätsbildung beitrugen 
und tradierte Dichotomien zwischen elitärer und populä-
rer Praxis hinterfragen.
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