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Abstract. Among the finds from the Late Iron Age in Transylvania, there are some objects that, on the
one hand, due to their location, and on the other hand, due to their characteristics, can be linked to
cultic activities. Such finds are the stone sculpture from Prundu Bargaului or the linchpin from Galaoaia
in north-eastern Transylvania, or the brooch from Ohaba Ponor and the bracelet from Bénita, in south-
western Transylvania; both are mountainous regions that are covered with forests. The study examines
the natural environment of these objects, outlining the characteristics of the landscape use of Late Iron
Age communities and the role of nature in various ceremonies.
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Introduction

Collective practices, such as feasting, religious, and burial rites strengthen collective identity.
The ceremonies, these events out of the ordinary with a defined sequence of moments and stages
mark transition from one state to another. The archaeological data deals only with the end product
of the ritual, therefore the actions themselves can be reconstructed only partially. Yet, depending
on their place of occurrence it can be presumed that some of them would have involved gatherings
of people at special locations and certain periods or days of the year, while other times the connec-
tion between human and supernatural was intermediated by initiated persons. The study takes into
account the natural environment of those Late Iron Age finds in the Carpathian Basin which by their
nature or place of discovery could point to a ritual ceremony.

Looking at the distribution map of the LT B and LT C finds in Transylvania,? it can be noted
that excepting the settlements from the large river valleys and their immediate side valleys, most
stray finds are known from the periphery. The character of some of these objects is outstanding, and
also from a land-use point of view, some of these finds were identified in exceptional places. There
can be many reasons for how these objects ended up on the periphery of the core region (travel,
trade, exchange, gifts etc), but in the case of some finds, it is highly probable that they played a role
in ceremonies related to the marking of boundaries of the inhabited territory.

Cultic activities and their environment in the Late Iron Age Transylvania

At Prundu Bargaului in north-eastern Transylvania, on the Bargau valley, the head of a man
carved out from volcanic tuff was discovered (Fig. 1/1). Even though the circumstances of discov-
ery do not provide data for a more exact dating, the find was dated by V. Vasiliev based on stylistic

1 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7752-5126
2 See Berecki 2015, 39.
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analysis and analogies to the middle of the Late Iron Age.® On the distribution map of Celtic finds
in the Carpathian Basin the stone head from Prundu Bargaului is the north-easternmost point, and
the closest known site, the cemetery at Cepari, lies at a distance of 26 km. The landscape is com-
pletely different than the characteristic Late Iron Age settlement pattern in Transylvania and the
Carpathian Basin, and this also indicates the particularity of the site. On the upper part of the stone
head is a carved out a cavity, and on its lower part, under the left ear, a small-size spout hole is
visible. Therefore, one can infer that the object most likely played a central role in libation rituals.

The large sculptures of the Carpathian Basin traditionally were connected to the late La Téne
oppida period and the sanctuaries that functioned inside or close to these central settlements.* Stone
heads were found so far in the region of the middle Danube and in Transdanubia, for example the
janiform double head from Badacsony or the triangular-shaped sandstone head from Szazhalombatta.
Even though technically it is much different than the head from Prundu Bargaului, the design and
sculptural techniques such as the lentoid eyes and the deeply carved out part of the face around the
triangular nose makes the find from Szazhalombatta quite similar to the head from Transylvania.

From the functional point of view and taking into consideration certain stylistic elements (eyes,
moustache and mouth), the closest parallel to the stone head from Prundu Bargaului can be found
in Sutherlandshire, in Scotland (Fig. 1/2), this piece also having a cavity on top, indicating its more
likely use in libation rituals.® The dating of the sculpture from Scotland, also based on stylistic ele-
ments, was set to the 1%t century BC. However, stone sculptures did not appear in the late La Téne
period, a high number of central and western European stone sculptures from Glauberg, Heidelberg,
Pfalzfeld etc coming from early and middle La Téne contexts.®

Figure 1. Stone statue from Prundu Bargaului, Romania (1) and Sutherlandshire, Scotland (2)

Based on the stylistic elements, the Celtic head from Prundu Bargaului can be considered
a product of the La Tene culture just as the stone head from Szazhalombatta or the one from
Sutherlandshire, which in its functionality provides a parallel, as well. Additionally, all stone
heads cannot be regarded a Celtic product of the late La Tene period, since after the first third
of the 2™ century BC the Celtic culture ceased to exist across Transylvania. Thus, the stone
head from Prundu Bargaului could have been produced sometime between the end of the 4%
century and the beginning of the 2" century BC. On the other hand, this statue is not the only
Transylvanian Celtic stone art product. An unpublished stele fragment was discovered in the
cemetery at Vistea in 2015, proving that during the 3™ century BC stone carving was practiced
by the Celts in Transylvania. Taking into account the similarity of carving techniques, it can be
argued that even though the statues from Szazhalombatta, Prundu Bargaului and Sutherlandshire
come from significantly distant places, they were close in time.

8 Vasiliev 1969.

4 Szabd 2005, 168; Szabd 2015, 66-67.

5 Megaw, Megaw 2001, 227-228, fig. 382.
¢ Megaw, Megaw 2001, 74.
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The environment of the finds from Galaoaia, in north-eastern Transylvania, located on a high
terrace in the uplands of the Mures valley, in the mountain - plain transition zone, is also outstand-
ing. An iron linchpin was buried as a single object on this location, which indicates a conscious and
at the same time isolated burial of the find (Fig. 2). Close to this linchpin, three iron spear heads
were found, one of them bent and broken.” The character of the site at Galaoaia can be vaguely
defined at this state of the research; most probably it was a hoarding place, but the object might also
indicate the presence of a warrior who took part in a war or a hunting expedition.

The symbolic placement of linchpins in graves is a common phenomenon in the Late Iron Age
cemeteries from the Carpathian Basin. Actually, no complete chariot was documented to the east
of the Danube for this period, and only a few usually
small metal pieces stood for the entire vehicle as pars
pro toto. This is the case of the systematically exca-
vated grave 49 at Fantanele-Dambu Popii, where only
the linchpin ended up in the burial from the whole
chariot.® The inventory of the middle La Téne grave
was carefully arranged in the pit: the human bones,
clothing accessories, and animal offerings were placed
on one side of the grave, while the weapons and the
linchpin were placed on the opposite side, pointing to
the special importance of this type of object.

The iron linchpins from Mukachevo-Gallis-
Lovacka are the only ones found to the east of the
Danube that come from a settlement feature.® From
a land-use point of view, Mukachevo and Galaoaia
are quite similar: both are situated at the entrance of
mountain passes, in a very different environment than
the traditional La Téne B and C settlements. These cir-
cumstances are further evidence that the Mukachevo
site could have been more than an atypical mountain-
ous Iron Age settlement.

The particularity of the linchpin from Galdoaia is
provided not only by the fact that it was discovered
in an atypical landscape from the point of view of the
Late Iron Age settlement pattern of the Carpathian
Basin, but also by the character of the find. The Plastic
style decoration on the knob of the linchpin from
Galdoaia is unique for the middle La Téne period in
the Carpathian Basin. Somewhat similar Plastic style
spirals on terminal knobs are known from Trier in
Germany.!® The bent spear head indicates a deliber-
ate damage, which means the conscious termination
of the functionality of the object, while its interment
alludes to the separation of the owner and the object.
This symbolic activity practiced since prehistory had
the character of a pledge and carried the value of a message towards the community. In the Celtic
cemeteries excavated in the eastern part of the Carpathian Basin, the bending of the swords was
much more popular than the bending of the spear heads.!' However, not only the weapons ended up
in graves in a damaged state, but also other objects such as shears or knives.

Figure 2. Linchpin and bent spear head from Géldoaia

7 Berecki 2018, 146, pl. VI/4-5.

8 Rustoiu 2015, 75-76; 2019, 188-204.

° Mihalik 1901, 208-210, V. abra/2-4; Lehoczky 1912, 57-58, XIX. abra; Kobal 1996, 155-156, Abb. 4C, 6B, 10B;
Miros$sayova 2012; Kazakevich 2015, 25, fig. 2/3.

10 Jacobsthal 1944, pl. 102/161.

11 Mandescu 2012.
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The identification of ritual actions based on archaeological features is an endeavour that brings
only approximate results. Still, in the case of the finds from Gélaoaia which were buried in a land-
scape that was unusual for the Celts, the symbolic importance and meaning of the linchpin, as well
as the presence in the nearby area of the three spear heads, lets one conclude that these finds were
deposited during some kind of special events.

Another object indicating ritual actions in a natural environment was found in south-western
Transylvania, at 40 km south of the valley of the Mures, an area intensely inhabited by the Celts.
Here, in the Bordu Mare cave from Ohaba Ponor (Fig. 3), a LT C1 silver brooch was found during
archaeological excavations in 1955.'2 The object was discovered above the Palaeolithic stratum,
in an 80-100 mm thick layer, in which also prehistoric and Late Iron Age finds were identified.
Other finds contemporaneous with the brooch were not discovered. Although the brooches were
frequently used objects, they were also found across Europe in a number of contexts connected to
ritual and witchcraft.*?

Figure 3. Natural environment of the Ohaba Ponor-Bordu Mare cave (aerial photo S. Berecki, March 2018)

The importance of caves as social landscapes is well-known throughout history. In the eastern
part of the Carpathian Basin the finds from caves are more frequent at the end of the Late Iron
Age, in the LT D period. Regardless of the historical period or region, the caves were permanent,
seasonal, periodic or strategic settlements, workshops, cultic or hoarding places or funerary sites.
There are examples throughout Europe of sheltering in caves of the individuals displaced or dis-
criminated by the society, while in other cases they were used as permanent dwellings by persons
or families of low social status. Usually, caves used as shelters or settlement are easily accessible,
while those used as funerary or fortified sites are harder to reach. The ritual use of these caves can
also be presumed, since the few existing written sources that refer to the Late Iron Age religion of
the region report about that.

> Nicolaescu-Plopsor et al. 1957, 46-47, fig. 5/6.
13 Rustoiu, Ferencz 2017, 352, fig. 10; Rustoiu, Ferencz 2018, 40-42.
14 Berecki 2014-15.
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On the territory of Transylvania, for the Late Iron Age, most caves yielded only pottery frag-
ments and other traces of short-term settling, serving as temporary shelters for small communities.
In some cases, the possibility of their use as observation posts during the Dacian wars against the
Romans was also presumed. There are also caves with thermal and medicinal waters, while cultic
features or blacksmiths’ workshops were also documented. Therefore, the isolated presence of a
silver brooch in the Bordu Mare cave from Ohaba Ponor might be interpreted as a ritual deposition
of the artefact.®®

Also in south-western Transylvania, another unique isolated object, a bracelet made of silver
sheet was found on the Pestera Bolii Hill at Banita (Fig. 4), in an old limestone quarry on the left
bank of the Banita River, where no traces of habitation or funerary context are known. Previously
it was considered that the artefact came from the Dacian fortress at Banita, but based on the close
analogy from a cremation grave unearthed at VrSac-At in Serbia, the bracelet was re-dated to the LT
C1.'% The object with a decorative pattern made of small lines, zigzags, semi-circles and dots which
suggest stylized zoomorphic heads, was found in an exceptional natural environment, far from any
contemporaneous settlement that also indicates that the arte-
fact was invested with a ritual meaning and was deliberately
deposited in this place.

Starting from the fact that in the above discussed cases
the intensive settlement traces or burials are located at a dis-
tance of more than 20 km, it is probable that these objects
were not discarded or lost, rather representing the result of
intentional human actions, being most probably votive offer- Figure 4. The silver bracelet from
. . ele . Banita (after Rustoiu, Ferencz 2018)
ings for supernatural beings.'” In each case, the positioning of ’
the object in the landscape goes through a transformation in
which its earlier profane function is lost and a new symbolic character is acquired. This is indicated
by their burial, concealment, their placement in locations hard to reach, which is also a kind of
destruction (Fig. 5).

= Ohaba
B-spgge= PonO

Figure 5. The location of the finds from Ohaba Ponor and Banita in south-western Transylvania (after Berecki 2021)

15 Rustoiu, Ferencz 2017; 2018.
16 Rustoiu, Ferencz 2018, 35-36.
17 For a theoretical approach, see Rustoiu, Ferencz 2018.
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But not all isolated finds should be seen as part of ritual actions. In eastern Transylvania, the La
Tene brooch from Augustin / Racos, the Steckverschluss type bracelets from Vurpar and Brasov, the
Miinsingen type bronze brooch from Risnov and probably also the Hiebmesser from Rupea, finds
mostly dated to the early phase of the Transylvanian Celtic settlement, more likely attest scouting
expeditions, territorial or other types of negotiations through gift exchanges of the newcomers with
the communities from the eastern Carpathian piedmont regions. The latter already reached during
this early period to the east of the Carpathians, as the finds from Moldavia are showing.'®

Sometimes the ritualization of domestic life could also be noted in the Late Iron Age settle-
ments. In such cases, the transformation of everyday life and everyday objects was observed. In a
still unpublished Late Iron Age settlement from Cluj-Napoca-Strada Campului, next to a dwelling
house, a Hiebmesser was unearthed next to animal bones.!® This type of assemblage can frequently
be seen in the funerary inventories, but its appearance in a settlement is outstanding and alludes
to the fact that certain rituals were performed both in a domestic and in a consecrated landscape.

Similarly, the feature no. 10 from Teius, a sunken dwelling dated to the LT B1-B2 belongs to
the group of domestic rituals.?® In this case, ceramic fragments, daub, animal bones, river stones, a
grinding stone, a spindle, and a wheel-made ceramic vessel with four bunches of dwarf elder berries
were found. This species of wild fruit, due to the chemical composition of the berry, could be used
both for medicinal purposes and for hallucinogenic effects, which were well known in ancient times,
as mentioned also by Pliny the Elder.

Figure 6. Aerial view of the ditched area without funerary complexes in the
cemetery at Vistea (aerial photo S. Berecki, September 2014)

In the case of settlements, it can be observed that some structural elements divide the space.
Ditches located inside the settlements or on their borders could have delimited numerous landscape
elements or various living spaces. They could separate the open fields from the arable lands, the

18 Honcu, Munteanu 2018.
19 Dima 2008.
20 Ciuta 2019, 649, 651.
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limits of properties, agricultural units or pens; others could serve as boundary signs between the
sacral and the profane space, or represent a symbolic landscape element between the world of the
dead and the living or an element signalling the place of collective feasts etc. On the area of the cem-
eteries at Vistea (Fig. 6), Gimbas and Szeged-Kiskundorozsma the closed or partially opened ditch
systems without burials lets one to note that certain communities considered important to define a
sacred space, which even though it was connected to the world of the dead, is was still needed to be
separated, assigned and delimited.*

Conclusions

According to the examples presented here, the Late Iron Age sacred landscape in the Carpathian
Basin had two characteristics. One was connected to hiding, concealment, explicit isolation from the
everyday routine, being characterized by otherness. These places were situated far away from the
settlements, in forests, on heights or in caves. The other was the sacred space combined in harmony
with the everyday space structures which were located inside the settlements. Its sacred character
is highlighted by the actions or the objects connected to its function.

In conclusion, it can be summed up that the reading of the archaeological data reveals in a num-
ber of instances some details connected to the Late Iron Age rituals or ceremonies, as well as the
location of these events in the landscape. Based on these observations, it can be concluded that in
the belief system of the Celts, in addition to the subjects of the rituals, such as food, drink, weapons,
jewellery and other material offerings, the landscape played an essential, sometimes mediating, role
in these practices.
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