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Its form and type of development suggest that the first builders and in-
habitants were Piast soldiers (Moździoch, Przysiężna-Pizarska, 2011: 21).  
The defensive bank, made of wood and earth, could have been approxi-
mately 10 m wide and 8 m high. The development did not change much  
between the 10th and the 13th centuries as new buildings replaced old-
er ones. The number of the gord’s inhabitants was probably 100–200.  
The discovery of the remains of early medieval kilns on the right bank 
of the Oder implies that the early settlement in Opole was related to the 
excavation and processing of surface iron ore. 

The gord on Ostrówek island must have been of significance, as 
Prince Jarosław (the future bishop of Wrocław and son of Bolesław 
Wysoki (the Tall), ruler of Silesia, chose it for his seat (probably in 1172).  
In 1202, the hereditary Opole Duchy was established (Pobóg-Lenartow-
icz, 2011: 31). The documents suggest that Prince Kazimierz decided to 
build a town on the right bank of the river before 1217. The town was 
granted privileges in 1248 under the rule of Prince Władysław. At that 
time, the typical Silesian spatial layout was delimited with a rectangular 
grid of streets and a rectangular main square, with two streets leading to 
each of the square’s corners. The layout has survived to our times. Sev-
eral market squares were dedicated to trading in cattle, horses, and later 
in pottery products (Hamada, 2008: 9). At some point, fortifications were 
built to surround the town. It was established and planned in line with 
Flemish rights, although in 1327 some corrections were introduced in 
connection with the judiciary, based on Środa rights. In the 13th century, 
the old gord on Ostrówek island was replaced by a brick castle.

Nysa (Figure 3.62) offers a very interesting example of town forma-
tion and spatial development. The town was established in approximately 
1215 by Laurentius, a bishop of Wrocław. This is an indication that Nysa 
was among the dozen or so earliest towns in Silesia. It was granted town 
privileges again in 1245, when bishop Thomas obtained Prince Bolesław 
II Rogatka’s permit to organize fairs in Nysa. The town is considered to 
have obtained Flemish rights as reflected in the types of local crafts, cloth 
trading and water mills. Some elements of Nysa’s spatial layout also sug-
gest the town’s relations with Flemish cities.8 Over time, the Flemish 
spatial and functional model was abandoned to give way to solutions 
typical of cities granted German rights. 

The town was located at the 
crossroads of the north-south route 
from Wrocław to Olomouc and 
Opava and the latitudinal route run-
ning from Ziębice towards the re-
gion of Lesser Poland. Nysa’s spa-
tial arrangement has a characteristic 
element in the form of a semi-cir-
cular outline of the western part, 
with arching main streets, while the 
south-eastern part of the town re-
sembles a chess-board. The market 
square is also untypical of Silesian towns, with its arched south-western 
wall. This is probably a result of adjusting the development to the arm 
of the Biała Głuchołaska River and the course of the traffic routes from 
before the town privileges. 

Regular settlement in Opole commenced with a gord established dur-
ing the reign of the first Piasts (the 10th century). The gord was formed 
on Ostrówek island located on the Oder (Figure 3.63). Archaeological 
excavations on the island revealed numerous remains of houses and 
wooden pavements. The gord occupied an area of approximately 3/4 ha.  

8	 	This	issue	is	discussed	in	detail	by	R.	Eysmontt	in	his	book	dedicated	
to	the	cities	of 	Lower	Silesia	in	a	chapter	on	Nysa,	where	he	compares	
the town’s elements of  spatial layout with the features of  Flemish cities 
(Eysmontt,	2009:	445).

Figure 3.62 
Nysa. Plan of the city

Figure 3.63
Opole. The early medieval 
gord on Ostrówek Island 
and the town with 
privileges (1248) on the 
right bank of the Oder



180   |    M E D I E VA L  C I T I E S M E D I E VA L  C I T I E S    |    181

Photo 3.22
Nysa. 
View of the 
historical centre, 
with the shape 
of the market 
square atypical in 
comparison to the 
majority of Silesian 
towns. Its south-
western wall runs 
along a curve.

Photo 3.24
Opole. 

Panorama of the 
historical centre 

of the city

Photo 3.23
Brzeg. 
The 13th-century 
urban layout 
seen from 
a bird’s eye view

Photo 3.25
Opole. 

The range of 
the 13th-century 
chartered town 

distinguished in 
the panorama 

of the city




