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Abstract

The chapter examines the acculturation processes in the Eastern Alps during the Early Middle Ages, focusing on 
the Slavicisation influenced by agricultural transitions. It builds on an earlier research by the authors that confirmed the 
hypothesis of simultaneous Slavic migration and cultural diffusion and defined the Alpine Slavs as people who spoke 
Slavic, shared specific common ancestry and migrated to the Eastern Alps in the sixth and seventh centuries. This study 
focuses on how these immigrant Alpine Slavs significantly impacted the region’s social and agricultural systems. Key 
findings include the transition from the Late Antique population’s market-based wheat agriculture to a self-sufficient 
barley-based system introduced by the Slavs. This shift facilitated successful acculturation and led to a resilient, bicultural 
society. The transformation underscores the adaptability and efficiency of Slavic agricultural practices and their pivotal 
role in the socio-economic stability of the region during the Early Middle Ages. The study concludes that the Slavs, rather 
than precipitating economic decline, introduced an optimized agricultural system that mitigated the effects of the already 
collapsed market economy, aiding in the survival and integration of the Late Antique population.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Ancient Slavs is a complex subject to discuss, and 
the complexity begins with the definition of the term. 
To a linguist, ancient means something different than 
it does to an archaeologist. The designation Slavs can 
mean everything from an ancestral population traceable 
to the depths of prehistory (e.g., Dolukhanov 1996), to 
a mere figment of a Byzantine chronicler’s imagination 
(Curta 2001). Our stance is anchored somewhere in 
the middle of two extremes and in the hypothesis that 
we study Slavs rather then “Slavs”. We understand the 
Ancient Slavs from the sixth to the eighth century as a 
secondary, relational and in-group of people, who hori-
zontally distincted themselves from the proverbial others 
through language, housing culture, dress, sustenance, 

and a network of social relations including genetic re-
latedness (Štular 2025). Specifically, we understand the 
Alpine Slavs who co-inhabited the Eastern Alps in the 
Early Middle Ages as people who spoke Slavic, shared 
specific common ancestry and who immigrated in 
Eastern Alps in the sixth and seventh centuries (Štular 
et al. 2022). Furthermore, we maintain that migration 
was indeed part of Slavicisation in the Eastern Alps, but 
that the subsequent acculturation processes exerted a 
more substantial influence.

This article explores the latter: acculturation 
process. In particular, the article examines how ac-
culturation processes were significantly influenced by 
the transformation of the agricultural system from a 
market-based to a self-sufficient system. First, however, 
the scientific context of the acculturation process also 
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In the 21st century, the archaeology of the ancient 
Slavs, like archaeology in general, made great meth-
odological progress. For example, in the applications 
of computational (Rihter 2023) and web-based analyses 
of cemeteries (Eichert 2021), airborne LiDAR (Lozić 
2021), geospatial analyses (Magdič 2022), and machine 
learning (Štular et al. 2022). In addition, a large number 
of factual errors underlying the hypotheses of Curta 
and Dzino were exposed (e.g. Fusek 2004; Sokol 2011; 
Lindstedt, Salmela 2020). Regardless of this, no alterna-
tive hypothesis has been proposed that would success-
fully address the well argumented shortcomings of the 
Urheimat hypothesis. 

Currently, then, there are three competing hypoth-
eses for the spread of Slavic language between about 
400 and 850 CE. The first hypothesis assumes that the 
Slavs, a people, moved in all directions from their small 
original habitat, the so-called Urheimat, (e.g. Herrmann 
1986; Dolukhanov 1996; Timberlake 2013). The second 
hypothesis assumes the diffusion of the Slavic cultural 
model among non-Slavic populations or, in its extreme 
form, the diffusion of language alone, (e.g. Pritsak 1983; 
Lunt 1997; Curta 2001; 2020). Many archaeologists 
adhere to the third, hybrid hypothesis. It states that 
movement, cultural diffusion, and language diffusion 
occurred simultaneously (Heather 2010; Pleterski 2013a; 
Pohl 2018; Kazanski 2020) and is supported by recent 
research in population genetics and linguistics. It seems 
that the language spread in the West Slavic zone mainly 
by migration to sparsely populated areas, and in the East 
Slavic zone by a combination of migration and language 
shift. The spread in the South Slavic region was trig-
gered by migration, but the main mechanism for further 
spread was a language shift from local Balkan idioms to 
Slavic (Lindstedt, Salmela 2020).

Recently, we were able to corroborate the hybrid 
hypothesis for the Eastern Alps by applying machine 
learning and spatial analysis to an archaeological Deep 
Data. We confirmed two separate migrations into the 
Eastern Alps: the earlier one sometime after 500 CE 
upstream the Mura and Drava rivers, and the later one 
sometime before 700 CE upstream the Sava river. We 
envisaged that the number of immigrants was relatively 
small and that it was by no means a mass migration like, 
for example, that of Theodoric’s Ostrogoths or Alboin’s 
Lombards. Along the Mura and Drava rivers, it likely 
took the form of a series of near neighbourhood colo-
nisation of mostly uninhabited landscape. Along the 
Sava it was more akin to a small group infiltration. In 
the next step of the study we employed the convergence 
of evidence from archaeology, linguistics, and popula-
tion genetics. Linguistics and population genetics have, 
independently from archaeology and from each other, 
also deduced that there were two separate migrations 
to the South-eastern Alps (present day Slovenia). Ar-
chaeology and genetics validated that acculturation was 

referred to as Slavicisation must be briefly outlined (for 
more details see Štular 2025).

Until the middle of the 20th century, the study of 
the ancient Slavs differed little from other studies of Late 
Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages in Europe. Within 
the paradigm known as the Grand Narrative, migration 
was understood as the main process of change (e.g. 
Ratzel 1909), and peoples and tribes were understood, 
as MacEcheron (2000, 370) puts it, as “caroming around 
the continent like culture-bearing billiard balls”. The rest 
of the Early Medieval history was merely a process of 
peoples and nations bouncing around until they settled 
in places where they were still to be found in the 19th 
century. The Slavs were understood as part of the west-
ward movement known as the Great Migration period. 
According to this theory, they emigrated from their 
original homeland, the Urheimat, in the fifth and sixth 
centuries to colonise the lands abandoned by Germanic 
tribes, who in turn are said to have fled from the Huns 
and their allies. The Slavs settled the areas between the 
Oder and the Elbe-Saale line, Bohemia, Moravia, a large 
part of present-day Austria, the Carpathian Basin and 
the Balkans in the south, as well as the upper Dnieper 
basin to the north. In the second half of the sixth cen-
tury, they appeared in large numbers on the Byzantine 
borders.

In the second half of the 20th century, still within 
the paradigm of the Grand Narrative, the Slavic studies 
focused mainly on the ethnogenesis of the ancient Slavs 
and the search for the Urheimat. There were tremendous 
advances in terms of archaeological data collected and 
in terms of methodology (Parczewski 1991; Gojda 1991; 
Pleterski 1995; Dolukhanov 1996; Kazanski 1999). By 
the mid-1990s, the immutability of ethnic identity was 
being questioned, and the field was in the process of 
moving away from the perception of ancient Slavs as an 
ethnic group and instead viewing them as a language-
based identity group (e.g. Pleterski 1995; Mamzer 1999).

The watershed event for the current state of the 
art in the study of ancient Slavs was The Making of the 
Slavs by Curta (2001). The book argued that the use 
of the ethnonym “Slavs” only became common in the 
contact zone between Byzantium and the Slavs along 
the lower Danube. Like Pohl (1988, 96−102) before 
him, he criticised the model of Slavic expansion from 
the Urheimat and insisted on its appearance in the Ius-
tinianic period. However, Curta went one step further 
and claimed that the Slavs were essentially created by 
Byzantine perception: The creation of the Slavs was 
less a matter of ethnogenesis than one of invention, 
imagination and labelling by Byzantine authors. Thus, 
the Slavic group identity emerged in “the shadow of 
lustinian’s forts” along the lower Danube. Later Dzino 
(2010) postmodernised Curta’s approach in his book 
Becoming Slav, Becoming Croat, in which he understood 
the early Slavs as a process rather than an entity.
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the predominant post-migration process. Linguistics 
confirmed that the migrants spoke Slavic, and genet-
ics proved that they possessed a homogeneous genetic 
substrate inherited from a single ancestral population 
common only to today’s Slavic-speaking ethnic groups. 
We were therefore able to define the immigrants as 
Alpine Slavs (no inverted commas), people who spoke 
Slavic and shared specific common ancestry (Štular et 
al. 2022).

Therefore, in the Eastern Alps the migration of 
people, cultural diffusion, and language shift took place 
in a single process. The migration was part of the ensuing 
Slavicisation, but the acculturation processes that took 
place afterwards were historically the most important.

However, this does not explain the enduring success 
of the Slavs in the longue durée. Pohl offers a pragmatic 
explanation: The Slavs, in comparison to the Germani, 
did not establish stable military based polities. Instead, 
they embraced decentralised form of social organisation 
(Pohl 2018, 118−126). This social organisation has been 
described as a fractal society because not only did all 
local communities shared the same structure, but the 
same structure was also replicated when these com-
munities, social fractals, joined together in larger social 
units. These formed an adaptable and efficient network 
with great power of absorption (Pleterski 2013b, 10−11). 
Contemporary and modern authors alike perceived this 
organisation as “primitive”, but in fact it was resilient 
because it was highly adapted to the socio-economic 
conditions of the period.

The succinct characterizations of Pohl and Pleterski 
thus posits that the longue durée success of the Slavici-
sation was based on a decentralised, “primitive” social 
organisation that was highly adapted to the conditions 
of the period. In this text we build upon, elaborate, and 
substantiate this stance with objective archaeological 
evidence. We believe that the key to understanding 
the adaptations lies in understanding the conditions: 
the transformation of the agricultural system and its 
impact on social organisation, as alluded to by Lozić 
(2021, 15−17). Our discussion draws on the ground-
breaking findings of the three micro-regional analyses 
of agricultural potential in the Eastern Alps published 
in this volume (Fig. 1).

2. METHODS, MATERIALS, 
AND RESULTS

Each of the three micro-regional case studies we 
build upon used state of the art methodology and offered 
many interesting insights, and each must be consulted 
in full to get a complete picture. Here we will briefly 
summarise only those aspects that are relevant to our 
discussion. 

Let us first take a look at the case study of the 
Bled micro-region (henceforth Bled). It revealed that 
the Early Medieval immigrants of late seventh century 
were attracted to light soils with a high water retention 
capacity. Such soils were particularly suitable for the 
cultivation of barley, which was known to be one of the 
most important staple crops of the time, especially in 
colder climates such as the subalpine. Soils with lower 
water retention capacity were only colonized in the 
eleventh century, which could indicate the transition to 
a  wheat as a staple crop and subsequently to a higher 
degree of agricultural organisation (Lozić 2021; 2024 
in this volume).

The immigrant Slavs, who colonised the Drava 
Plain microregion towards the end of the sixth or be-
ginning of the seventh century, were confronted with a 
mature forest that had overgrown the long abandoned 
Roman landscape. The analysis of this microregion 
demonstrated that the choice of field and settlement 
locations was largely related to the soils and terrain that 
were best suited to a particular agricultural system. The 
settlements established in the seventh century were 
located on dry patches at the foothills of Pohorje with 
easy access to loose, sandy, automorphic soils, that 
were partially gleyed. That is, the soils with the highest 
water retention capacity among the available light soils. 
Light sandy soils could be cultivated by hand with a hoe 
or with a simple plough. The streams running down 
from the hills provided sufficient moisture for crops 
to grow. Sometime before the end of the 7th century, 
the new settlements were established in wetter areas 
with heavy clay soils. Cultivating these soils required 
the use of more advanced agricultural technologies, 
in particular a type of plough that not only cut and 
crushed the soil but also turned it over. However, the 
light brown soils with low water retention capacity only 
gained importance from the tenth century onwards 
(Magdič 2024 in this volume).

The analysis of the Leibnitzer Feld revealed three 
types of potential settlement sites. The first type were 
the sites on well-saturated brown soil, which were 
interpreted as agricultural settlements. The second 
type were hilltop settlements which, due to their 
position, do not have access to sufficient arable land. 
These settlements were thus not predominantly en-
gaged in agricultural production and were defined as 
non-agricultural. At least some of them, for example 
Wildoner Schlossberg, were likely central places that 
fulfilled administrative and commercial functions. The 
third type were non-hilltop sites without favourable 
agricultural hinterland. Some of them were located 
in small depressions between the hills, others in the 
area of regular flooding. These sites must have served 
entirely to non-agricultural activities. Of particular 
interest is the Weitendorf site, where archaeological 
evidence suggests a workshop area for iron ore pro-
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cessing and where interpretative mapping of  LiDAR 
data revealed clear evidence of mining. Therefore, 
the site was interpreted as a mining settlement where 
iron ore was extracted and processed. This is the only 
site with demonstrated specialized non-agricultural 
activities in all three micro-regions (Lozić, Koch 2024 
in this volume).

The three micro-regional studies thus resulted 
in some exciting discoveries, for example, the mining 
settlement in the Leibnitzer Feld and the evolution of 
agricultural technology in the Drava Plain. However, 
we focus here on the fact that all three found that to the 
immigrant Slavs the most important soil property was 
its ability to retain water. This property is defined as the 
soil’s effective field capacity or FC. The wider implica-
tions of this for Early Medieval agriculture have already 
been alluded to by Lozić (2021, 15−17). In the following, 
we build on this by contrasting the agricultural system 
of the Slavs with the Late Antique one.

3. DISCUSSION

3.1 THE AGRICULTURAL SYSTEM 
OF THE ALPINE SLAVS

We build our model primarily on the case study 
of Bled and underpin it with case studies of the Leib-
nitz Field and the Drava Plain. In Bled, all settlements 
founded between the late seventh and tenth centuries 
were adjacent to stony brown soils with high FC  (Fig. 2: 
Zone 2). In contrast, in the preceding Roman period and 
after the eleventh century more fertile and less stony 
soils with low FC were used (Fig. 2: Zone 3). Pleterski 
(2013b, 156−157) described the latter soils as the area 
in the plain where the soil was good and he noted that 
from late seventh to the end of tenth century this was a 
continuously forested area. However, he was unable to 
explain why these more fertile soils with lower FC were 
not cultivated in Early Middle Ages. Why, then, were 

Fig. 1: Location of the three micro-regional analyses of agricultural potential in the Eastern Alps.
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less fertile soils with high FC that much more attractive 
for Early Medieval agriculture?

The analysis of land use characteristics suggests 
that soils with high FC were sought after to minimizes 
the risk of exposing crops to water stress (Lozić 2021, 
15−17). This conclusion is noteworthy for two reasons. 
First, it can be used to predict the landscape contexts 
suitable for Early Medieval settlement throughout the 
region. Second, it helps to elucidate the characteristics 
of Early Medieval agriculture in the Eastern Alps. While 
the first is the subject of ongoing research that aims to 

map suitable soils in the entire region, the latter can be 
discussed here. What were the characteristics of Early 
Medieval agriculture in the Eastern Alps?

Early Medieval Slavs had a limited choice of the 
staple field crops available. Rye (Secale cereale), wheat 
(Triticum sp.), oats (Avena sp.), barley (Hordeum sp.), 
and millet (Panicum miliaceum) were the main cere-
als in the western Slavic settlement area (present-day 
eastern Germany) (Brather 2008). In Southern Russia 
we know of wheat and barley (Korobov 2012). The first 
Slavic settlers in northwestern Russia brought with them 
a great variety of cereals and legumes, but only the crops 

Fig. 2: Bled microregion, brown soils with high capacity to retain water (marked with dashed lines) and physiographic zones. 
The areas most suitable for barley-based agriculture are located at the intersection of the dashed lines and yellow Zone 2 and the 
areas suited for wheat-based agriculture are in Zone 3 (after Lozić 2024, Fig. 7). 
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that guaranteed agricultural success in the colder north 
were kept in cultivation: barley and rye (Alslebe 2012). 
Closer to the Bled microregion, wheat, barley and rye 
were the most common crops at Roztoky (Czech Repub-
lic: Profantová 2005; Machaček et al. 2024). In Thunau 
(Austria), both in the settlement and in one of the graves, 
the most common cereal remains were wheat, millet, 
barley, and rye (Teschler-Nicola et al. 2018). In Klein-
klein (Austria), the contents of a settlement pit revealed 
barley, millet, and rye (Heiss, Wiesinger 2019). On Bled 
Island, the central location in Bled, charred barley and 
millet grains were recovered, but are C14 dated to the 
mid-13th century (Bitenc, Knific 2020, 84). Therefore, 
the Early Medieval Slavs, like other contemporary Eu-
ropeans, relied mainly on wheat, barley, rye, and millet.

Of these, barley has the greatest ecological am-
plitude and is able to cope with extreme ecological 
conditions (Brouwer 1972). It was grown, for example, 
in Highland Britain (Gillingham, Griffiths 2000), in 
Scandinavian northwestern Europe (Hamerow 2002), 
and even in the Faroe Islands (Arge et al. 2005). Regard-
less of climate, barley was the dominant crop in western 
Europe and Britain at the beginning of the Early Middle 
Ages (Brather 2008), where it was important enough to 
warrant a special barley tax (Wickham 2005). Wheat in 
western and rye in northwestern Europe had replaced 
barley as the dominant cereal by the end of the Early 
Middle Ages (Hamerow 2002).

There are many differences between wheat, millet, 
barley, and rye. Most pertinent to our discussion is that 
while millet and rye have exceptional drought tolerance, 
wheat and barley do not. Under rainfed conditions they 
suffer from drought resulting in significant yield loss 
(Hossain et al. 2012; Sveinsson, Hermannsson 2017). 
Consequently, it is barley and wheat that require soils 
with high FC. Between the two, barley is better suited 
to colder climate because it matures earlier. In addition, 
it has greater tillering capacity and competes better 
with weeds, but generally yields less (Taylor, Cormack 
2002). Wheat can potentially achieve high yields, but 
for this potential to materialize it requires more labour 
and more complex cultivation including manuring. 
The latter requires a complex mixed agriculture that in-
cludes sophisticated animal husbandry (Campbell 2000; 
Hamerow 2002). Thus, wheat cultivation is optimal for 
a relatively high and barley for relatively low degree of 
agricultural organization.

In the particular case of Bled from late seventh to 
the tenth century exclusively light but stony soils with 
a high FC were cultivated (Fig. 2: Zone 2). Due to their 
high FC, these soils are suitable for both wheat and 
barley cultivation. However, as wheat requires more in-
tensive cultivation, the stony soils were far more suitable 
for growing barley. There are two additional pieces of 
evidence suggesting that barley was indeed the principal 
field crop. First, barley was the cereal of choice for the 

Slavs when they settled in what they perceived as colder 
climates, such as the above-mentioned colonization of 
northwestern Russia (Korobov 2012); the subalpine 
climate of the Bled microregion is colder (under any 
climatic conditions) than the areas from which the Slavs 
were arriving, for example, from the western edges of 
the Pannonian plain that they settled already in the 
sixth century (Pavlovič 2017). Second, under rain-fed 
conditions, barley, unlike wheat, prefers high FC to all 
other soil properties (Hossain et al. 2012; Sveinsson, 
Hermannsson 2017).

We can therefore infer with high degree of certainty 
that from the seventh to the tenth century barley was 
the staple crop in Bled. The analyses of the soils and 
agricultural potential in the other two microregions, 
Leibnitzer feld and Dravsko-Ptujsko polje (the Drava 
Plain), revealed the same adaptations to the local con-
ditions: soils with high FC were prefered over all other 
characteristics. This tells us two things. First, Early 
Medieval agricultural systems in all three micro-regions 
were barley-based. Since the micro-regions were cho-
sen to best represent the different landscape types and 
historical conditions in the Eastern Alps, we conclude 
that it is very likely that barley was the staple crop of the 
period throughout the Eastern Alps. Second, unlike in 
Bled, in the Leibnitzer feld and Dravsko-Ptujsko polje 
the Slavs colonised a forested landscape that had been 
all but abandoned at least a century earlier (Štular et al. 
2022, 9−11; Magdič 2024 in this volume). The fact that 
the “barley fields” were the first to be colonised proves 
that it was the immigrant Slavs who introduced the 
barley-based agricultural system in the Eastern Alps 
and not vice versa.

In conclusion, based on the analyses of the soils 
worked by the Alpine Slavs we can infer that their staple 
crop was barley. Barley-based agricultural system is a 
low-complex one that favours stability over quantity of 
the yields and is thus suitable for self-sufficient societies.

3.2 TRANSITION FROM LATE ANTIQUITY 
TO THE EARLY MEDIEVAL PERIOD 

The conclusion that the immigrant Slavs intro-
duced the barley-based agricultural system in the East-
ern Alps is important for the Early Medieval agricultural 
history. But also so much more! It offers a new insight 
in the acculturation processes taking place during the 
Early Middle Ages throughout, and possibly beyond, 
the Eastern Alps.

Let us first look at the transition from Late Antiq-
uity to the Early Medieval period. Late Antiquity was the 
period when the key achievements of Romanitas were in 
recession but still present. Putting the art, science, and 
warfare aside, the key designator of Roman Antiquity 
was urbanization and its inseparable companion the 
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market economy. In Eastern Alps both urbanization 
and market economy have decidedly declined after the 
middle of the fifth century. However, in limited quantity 
they persevered at least until the end of sixth century. 
The small hilltop towns were still integrated in the mon-
etary market economy network including regional and 
long distance trade as evidenced by archaeological finds 
of imported pottery and coins (e.g. Kos 2020; Modrijan 
2020; Leskovar et al. 2024, 603). Carnium, today’s Kranj 
(Sagadin 2020a, 21; Sagadin 2020b, 208−210), was the 
last urban settlement in the Eastern Alps and thus the 
only local market accessible to the inhabitants of Bled.

There are limited data on Late Antique agriculture. 
In the Roman period, the staple agricultural product was 
undoubtedly wheat. Panem et circenses (sic), bread of 
course being the most common food made from wheat. 
For this purpose, in Bled the fertile soil with low FC, 
which was most suitable for wheat but exposed to crop 
failure due to drought, was cultivated (Fig. 2: Zone 3). 
This is evidenced by pottery shards in the fields and by 
the location of the first and second century CE settle-
ments at Zasip and Želeče which are adjacent to these 
fields (Pflaum 2010; Lozić 2019). But until when were 
these fields used? Numerous finds of ploughs and other 
tillage tools in hoards (e.g. Ciglenečki 1983, 50−53; Bi-
tenc, Knific 2001, Nos. 146, 167) clearly indicate that at 
least some of the residents of the Late Antique hillfort 
towns of the sixth century were directly involved in field 
work. Since in Bled the “wheat fields” were adjacent to 
the hillfort town (Fig. 2) and no other fields were being 
cultivated at the time, we can infer that they were still 
in use in the sixth century. The legacy of Romanitas, 
the existence of the market economy, and the choice of 
“wheat fields” thus point to a wheat-based agricultural 
system in the micro-region of Bled in the sixth century.

This is further supported by two linguistic hy-
potheses. First, in several Balkan Slavic languages the 
word for bread (“kruh” in Slovenian) was developed at 
the time when the Slavs were in contact with the Late 
Antique population (Bezlaj 1964). Second, the terms 
describing wheat preserved as geographic terms are of 
Latin origin (Bezlaj 1958, 689). In other words, when 
the Slavs encountered the Late Antique populations the 
latter’s staple food was bread and their staple crop was 
wheat. Therefore, there is sufficient evidence to infer that 
the Late Antique population of Bled practiced highly-
complex wheat-based agriculture geared for market 
economy that favoured high yields (higher profit) and 
was able to absorb occasional crop failure (imported 
food could be bought on market).

However, from the middle of the sixth and espe-
cially in the seventh century the era of modest market 
economy was drawing to a close. One aspect of the ensu-
ing changes was the ruralisation of the surviving cities 
(Bratož 2014, 569−582; Pohl 2018, 149; Ciglenečki 2023, 
149−166), including Carnium. With its ruralisation the 

inhabitants of Bled lost access to the market. The only 
agricultural system they knew, namely complex wheat-
based one geared for the market economy was thus 
becoming less and less suitable.

As a result, the sixth century Bled population was 
repeatedly under nutritional stress evidenced by the 
cemetery of Pristava. Of the 380 graves, 147 were dated 
to the 6th and early 7th century and belonged to the 
Late Antique population. 233 graves, dated from the 
early 7th century to the beginning of the 11th century, 
belonged to a different population, presumably the 
Slavic immigrants. The graves of the two population 
groups were located next to each other, but on separate 
plots with distinct grave goods and burial customs 
(Knific 2004; Pleterski 2014, 264, Fig. 3.3.6.34; Belak et 
al. 2023, ID 10003456). Anthropological analysis has 
revealed further significant differences between the two 
populations. The denture analysis of the Late Antique 
population reveals repeated nutritional stress, but not in 
the Slavic population. In addition, the life expectancy of 
the Late Antique population was 18 years and that of the 
Slavic population 27 years. This is an enormous differ-
ence that places the two populations at the extreme ends 
of the contemporary sites (Leben-Seljak 1996, 30−65 
and 232−236). In particular, the life expectancy of the 
Late Antique population from Bled was the lowest of 
all. This indicates not only a population in distress, but 
possibly a population on the verge of collapse (Fig. 3). 
Recent interdisciplinary analyses of four individuals’ 
skeletal remains from the Late Antique population of 
the Pristava cemetery, buried in the middle of the sixth 
century, tentatively confirmed malnutrition for all of 
them (Leskovar et al. 2024).

Therefore, when the Slavs immigrated in the Bled 
micro-region they encountered an isolated community 
in crisis practicing wheat-based agriculture. The immi-
grants settled amicably which is evidenced by three facts. 
First, at the beginning the two populations were sharing 
the Pristava cemetery, respecting each other’s space and 
rituals (Knific 2004). Second, the Slavs colonised new 
fields in areas not cultivated by existing population and 
they eventually established new settlements (Pleterski 
2013b). Third, there was a bidirectional transmission of 
agricultural knowledge and tools.

The bidirectional transmission is directly evidenced 
in Bled by the Sebenje hoard. It was deposited in the first 
third of the nineth century containing the equipment of 
a cavalry soldier and the entire set of farm tools. Among 
the latter were three ploughs, which have complemented 
each other in terms of utility. One was the Slavic ard 
and another the Alpine plough (Pleterski 1987). Alpine 
plough was an unmistakably regional development of 
the late prehistory (e.g., Bartoli 2017) still in use in Late 
Antiquity (e.g. Ciglenečki 1983, 50−53; Bitenc, Knific 
2001, Nos. 146, 167v), but without Early Medieval paral-
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Fig. 3: Bled – Pristava, Late Antique (“Pristava I”) and Early Medieval (“Pristava II”) cemetery (above; after Knific 2004, Fig. 3) and 
life expectancy in comparison to the selected contemporary cemeteries (below; after Leben Seljak 1996, Tab. 155).
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lels outside of Eastern Alps. Therefore, it could only be 
transmitted by the Late Antique population to its heirs. 
The fact that the Sebenje hoard contains both a Slavic 
ard and an Alpine plough is therefore direct material 
evidence that the population of Bled in the ninth century 
were the heirs of a bidirectional transfer of agricultural 
knowledge between the Late Antique population and 
the Slavs.

The amicable settlement of the Slaves in the 
Eastern Alps is not a new discovery. In addition to the 
above archaeological evidence, there is also linguistic 
and historiographical evidence. Linguistic evidence 
comes from an antiquated Slovenian term “krščenica” 
(translation: baptised woman) for a female farmhand. 
The word dates back to the time when the servants were 
Christians but not yet their masters (Kos 1902, XXV). 
Such a situation is described in the late eight century 
anecdote from the Eastern Alps about the priest Ingo 
and his feast. Ingo called the true believing servants 
(Latin vere servos credentes) to his table. He left those 
who ruled over them, the unbelievers (Latin qui eorum 
dominabantur infideles), sitting outside “like dogs”. This 
inspirited the latter, believed to be the Slavs, to rush to 
the baptism (Kos 1902, No. 336; Wolfram 1979, 96−102).  
The term “krščenica” and Ingo’s anecdote are often cited 
as an indication of lower social status of the Christian 
population living among the Slavs (Štih 2010a, 165; 
Pohl 2018, 144). Importantly, from the perspective of 
agricultural system, this is also evidence that the two 
populations cohabited within households.

Two further contemporary sources from the Balkan 
region provide additional context for the cohabita-
tion of Slavs with “others”. The Strategikon of Maurice 
and the Miracles of St Demetrius (Miracula Demetrii) 
report that the Slavs did not keep prisoners in eternal 
captivity. Rather, they sold them back or allowed them 
to live among them as equals after a certain period of 
time (Pleterski 2013b, 27; Pohl 2018, 151). Even if there 
were no prisoners in the example of Bled, these sources 
account that the Slavs were accustomed to fully accom-
modate outsiders into their community.

In summation, the Late Antique community of 
Bled was forced into a self-sufficient economy due to 
external global factors, the decline of market economy. 
Its wheat-based agricultural system became increas-
ingly unsustainable and it was on the verge of collapse. 
However, the relatively small and isolated community 
apparently lacked the knowledge and/or resources to de-
cisively alter the agricultural system. The much-needed 
new barley-based agricultural system optimised for 
self-sufficiency was introduced by the immigrant Slavs.

The new agricultural system was crucial to the 
ensuing acculturation process that can be explained in 
four successive steps.

First, since the wheat-based and barley-based ag-
ricultural systems utilised different resources, the Slavs 

were able to colonise the required fields amicably be-
cause they were of marginal interest to the Late Antique 
population (as evidenced by archaeological analyses by 
Pleterski and Lozić and indirectly by the word for bread). 
For a limited period of time, the two communities co-
existed peacefully as equals (as evidenced by the brief 
overlap of the two populations in the Pristava cemetery).

Second, the barley-based system was much more 
successful in feeding the population (as evidenced by 
the anthropological analysis of the human remains in 
the Pristava cemetery).

Third, the Late Antique community switched to 
barley-based system (as evidenced by the abandonment 
of fields with low FC); it seems that it experienced a 
downward social mobility during this phase (as evi-
denced by written sources and linguistic evidence).

Fourth, sharing resources and knowledge as well 
as cohabitating in same settlements (as evidenced by 
the archaeology of Bled) and even same households (as 
evidenced by written sources and linguistic evidence) 
led to intensive acculturation.

Specifically, the type of acculturation can be 
described as an inverse integration: individuals from 
host population (Late Antique community) adopted 
the cultural norms of the dominant immigrant culture 
(Slavs) while maintaining their culture of origin. This 
lead to  biculturalism, co-existence of two originally 
distinct cultures, also termed polyethnic society by mod-
ern historiographers (Pohl 1998, 42; Eichert 2011) and 
evidenced by the anecdote about Ingo from the eighth 
century. The bicultural society had mixed material cul-
ture (evidenced by a distinctive material culture (e.g. 
Eichert 2012) including agricultural tools) but eventually 
the Slavic language (as evidenced by the modern Slo-
venian language, which is Slavic) and religion prevailed 
(as evidenced in numerous cemeteries, e.g. Štular 2022).

The new society was known to the contemporary 
observes as Carniola Sclavorum patria. The name itself 
encoded the biculturalism. Carniola designated the 
location by using a pre-Latin word derived from *kar, 
which recurs in various place names of rocky or stony 
landscapes and was used in a name of a pre-Roman tribe 
Carni. (e.g. Vedaldi Iasbez 1994, 239; Winckler 2012, 
333); this was the legacy of Late Antique population. 
Sclavorum patria signified an externally imparted Slavic 
identity which was most likely due to the Slavic language 
and subsistence economy (which also determined other 
external markers, e.g., dress, dress accessories, housing).

3.3 TRANSITION 
FROM EARLY TO HIGH MEDIEVAL PERIOD 

The community of Bled from the seventh to tenth 
centuries was therefore a successful self-sufficient one 
that practised uncomplex barley-based agriculture 
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on the “barley fields” with a high FC. However, in the 
eleventh century they expanded into areas of soil with 
lower FC. Why? We believe that this too was caused by 
an external impetus, a global process of transition to a 
feudal society.

In 1004 CE, parts of the Bled microregion were 
bestowed to the bishops of Brixen by the emperor 
Henry II (Štih 2004, 2011). This deed was much more 
than a routine exchange of ownership. It signified the 
assertion of direct control over Bled by the Kingdom of 
Germany for the first time in more than a century (for 
the historical context, see Arnold 1997; Štih 2010a). The 
Brixen came into possession of a small estate and all 
lands in Bled that were not directly farmed by existing 
owners (Štih 2004), including the then forested area 
with low FC soils.

The agricultural organisation of the new owners 
was based on the complex manorial system. The mano-
rial system was a subsistence economy geared towards 
stability, based on strategies of risk avoidance through 
diversification of resources and redistribution through 
storage and transport (Meier 2011). Wheat was the most 
important staple crop in this system (Hamerow 2002). 
In other words, still in the absence of significant market 
economy and monetary circulation, this complex agricul-
tural system was optimised for the cultivation of wheat 
and designed to routinely cope with local crop failures by 
resupplying from distant estates. For example, the see of 
the bishops of Brixen, today’s Bresanssone in north Italy, 
is located some 200 kilometres west of Bled (as the crow 
flies). Remote enough to avoid concurrent local crop 
failures, but close enough to transport supplies.

Wheat-based agriculture was likely first introduced 
to Bled in the eleventh century in the two settlements 
that colonised the previously forested “wheat fields”, i.e., 
the soils that are most fertile and most easily accessible 
in the microregion, but have a low FC (Fig. 2: Zone 3). 
The complexity of the new system also involved changes 
in animal husbandry, which included an increasingly 
complex system of summer pastures in the mountains 
(Štular 2006b). This is evidenced by the fact that since the 
eleventh century the Brixen estate was eager to take con-
trol of Bled’s mountain pastures (Pleterski 2013b, 147).

As already indicated, complex wheat cultivation 
on fertile soils with low FC produced high yields on 
average, but under rainfed conditions it was exposed 
to occasional drought. Under the new manorial system, 
which enabled resilience through redistribution, grow-
ing wheat was on average more fruitful than growing 
barley. Thus, eventually wheat-based supplanted the 
barley-based system at the latest when, in the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries, farm by farm, much of the land 
passed into the direct ownership of the bishops of Brixen 
(Gornik 1990; Štih 2004; 2011; Pleterski 2013b). It is 
not inconceivable that the efficiency of the wheat-based 
farming was one of the driving forces behind this change 

in ownership. Although the first two settlements that 
practiced wheat-based agriculture were not founded 
directly by the bishops of Brixen (Pleterski 2013b) it was 
the newly introduced manorial agricultural system that 
enabled the transition to the wheat-based agriculture.

3.4. LONG-TERM SUCCESS OF SLAVICISATION

The agricultural shifts described above in the sev-
enth century and the eleventh century are seemingly the 
same process in reverse. The shift from a high- to a low-
complexity agricultural system is followed by the shift 
from a low- to high-complexity system, both facilitated 
by external factors. However, from the perspective of 
acculturation the results of the two processes were not 
the reversal, but the opposite. As a result of the first shift, 
the identity of the Late Antique population melded into 
the cultural melting pot in a very short time, effectively 
all but erasing its original form. The shift in the eleventh 
century had no such consequence despite the political 
and economic dominance of the newly arrived German-
speaking landlords, that persisted for almost the entire 
second millennium (e.g., Štih 2010a) and was accom-
panied by a noteworthy and long lasting immigration 
of German-speaking agrarian population (Štih 2010b, 
63−65). The question arises: why? Comprehending the 
distinctions between the seventh and eleventh century 
agricultural shifts leads to a deeper insight into the nu-
ances of Slavicisation and the acculturation dynamics 
of the seventh century.

As typical of most self-sustaining agricultural so-
cieties, the Slavs’ agricultural practices were all encom-
passing. The interconnected subsystems of economy, 
law, religion, and governance coalesced into a unified 
belief system (Pleterski 2014, 236−286). Why a belief 
system rather than a knowledge system? Abundant 
anthropological evidence suggests that in pre-industrial 
societies, knowledge is imparted during childhood 
through involvement in daily tasks. In adulthood, this is 
internalized not as learned knowledge but as an innate 
truth of life (Leroi-Gourhan 1990, 24−27; Gosselain, 
Livingstone Smith 2005, 41−43; Štular 2009, 113−114). 
Thus, it’s not a matter of learning that “for optimal yield 
the crops are sown in spring when the median daily 
temperature reaches 15 degrees Celsius,” but believing 
that “when Perun vanquishes Veles, it’s time to return 
to the fields”. The vestiges of this belief system, albeit 
modified by new agricultural technologies and Chris-
tianity, persisted into the 20th century in the form of 
pratika, small books (almanacs) that combined calen-
dar with proverbs mixing religious and farming advice 
(Makarovič 1995, 47−52).

Thus for the seventh century Bled population the 
shift to barley as a staple crop entailed far more than 
merely acquiring novel tools and seeds. It dictated the 
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entire culinary system, which, in turn, was deeply en-
twined with the broader household culture (Pleterski 
2008). Similarly, the positioning of the household was 
determined by the proximity to the fields (Štular 2006a). 
The shift to barley represented a comprehensive, pro-
found, and immediate transformation of nearly every 
facet of life: the location of the household, the cuisine 
and its apparatus (including pottery), dietary habits, 
the annual cycle of activities, and most significantly, 
adopting the agricultural knowledge embedded within 
the belief system. In essence, a successful harvest was in-
tricately and indissolubly linked to the notion of god(s).

However, the eleventh century shift was a transi-
tion to a high-complexity agricultural system that was 
not embedded in an all-encompassing structure, but 
rather in separate subsystems. Religion (Christian-
ity) was transmitted concurrently, but separately from 
the agricultural system. Economics (landlords with 
financial ambitions), law (which later culminated in 
Sachsenspiegel) and governance (King) were separated 
from religion and to a certain degree from each other; 
not as separated as in post-Medieval states, but far more 
than in Early Medieval subsistence societies. Therefore, 
the agricultural shift in the eleventh century Bled did 
not lead to a profound change in identity that would 
remould the identity and undo the Slavicisation. Such 
a process did, however, take place in the north-eastern 
Alpine region, but that is another topic we will explore 
elsewhere (see the project Religiopolitics − the Impe-
rium Christianum and its Commoners).

4. CONCLUSION

The foregoing discussion may seem to have pre-
dominantly encompassed the historical evolution of 
agriculture. The agricultural shift in the seventh century, 
transitioning from a more complex wheat-based to a 
rudimentary barley-based agricultural system osten-
sibly manifested as an agricultural anti-revolution. It 
was necessitated by the externally induced decline of 
market economy and was enabled by the introduction 
of know-how by the immigrant Slavs. The eleventh-
century transformation almost mirrored that. To render 
the estates lucrative, the new landlords implemented 

the manorial system, a sophisticated wheat-based agri-
cultural framework. This transition was also facilitated 
by emergent external factors: incorporation into the 
Kingdom of Germany and the access to a network for 
the efficient redistribution of agricultural produce.

However, understanding the agricultural anti-
revolution enabled us to elucidate the process of ac-
culturation that took place after the immigration of the 
Slavs, i.e., Slavicisation. We inferred that in the Bled case 
it was a four-stages process. First, the Slavs colonised the 
fields that were of marginal interest to the Late Antique 
population thus facilitating amicable co-existence. 
Second, the agricultural system of the Slavs was more 
successful in feeding the population. Third, the Late 
Antique community switched to the new system and 
likely experienced a downward social mobility in the 
process. Fourth, sharing resources and knowledge as 
well as cohabiting led to intensive acculturation which 
we described as an inverse integration. Individuals from 
the host population adopted the cultural norms of the 
dominant immigrant culture while maintaining their 
culture of origin. This lead to biculturalism, co-existence 
of two originally distinct cultures, preserved in historical 
sources as Carniola Sclavorum patria.

Based on this our comprehension of the “becom-
ing Slav” process in the Eastern Alps has significantly 
improved. Central to this understanding is discerning 
the cause and effect in the transition from Late Antiquity 
to the so-called Dark Ages − the classic chicken or egg 
dilemma. Previously, it was presumed that the Slavs 
precipitated the final collapse of the remnants of the 
Late Antique Roman world, subsequently relegating 
themselves to a proverbial state of poverty, character-
ized by a low-technology society devoid of monetary 
systems and market economies. However, our findings 
suggest the contrary. They portray the Slavs as rescuers, 
who introduced an agricultural system optimized for the 
pre-existing conditions of dramatic economic decline. 
They potentially saved the remaining Late Antique 
population from a dire existence or even extinction by 
starvation. For several ensuing centuries, existing on 
the fringe of empires, the new society, forged by both 
indigenous and immigrant populations, appears to have 
offered a desirable life, marked by high life expectancy 
and minimal famine occurrences. 
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