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EDITOR’S NOTE

In December 2019, a previously unknown coronavirus was registered 
and the severe and potentially fatal illness it causes swiftly spread around 
the world. On January 30, 2020, the World Health Organisation declared 
a state of Public Health Emergency, followed by the declaration of a pan-
demic on March 11 of the same year.1 More than a year later, while this 
volume is submitted for publication, the world is still struggling with a 
plethora of severe problems initiated by, but by no means reduced to, the 
medical aspects of the current crisis. The disturbances in the economic 
and social activities further induce profound distress in everyday lives 
around the globe. Depending on the current state of the epidemic curve, 
we are advised to observe more or less rigorous measures of caution, 
most of them limiting our movements and contacts. While maintaining 
distance in the real world, we are connected virtually, various technolo-
gies enabling us to compare experiences of restricted interactions. One 
can thus get a glimpse of the diverse ways in which people around the 
world make sense of their changed worlds. Many express their thoughts 
in words, but some use other means. Like, a photo series that invites us to 
choose and arrange objects that are essential to us under the current pre-
dicament.2 The similarities in created assemblages (an assortment of face 
masks, hand sanitizers, laptop computers, comfort food, books...), as well 
as idiosyncratic objects reflecting particular lifestyles (dog leash, musi-
cal instruments...), illustrate eloquently what archaeologists know so well: 
our lives are framed in materialities that shape and are being shaped by 
our practices. Under the drastically changed circumstances, such as the 
ones we are currently enduring, our relationship with our material sur-
roundings also changes, creating new possibilities and constraints to our 
practices. Our present experiences are not unique and throughout the 
history of our species, human groups have faced various crises, caused 
by a wide range of factors. From massive changes in their environment, 
population movements and violent conflicts, to profound shifts in atti-
tudes, beliefs and value systems, these events have caused disruptions in 
everyday practices of communities and have invariably been reflected in 
some material form.

1 https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019
2 https://www.collater.al/en/paula-zuccotti-lockdown-essentials-photography/
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Bearing this in mind, the purpose of this collection is to investigate 
some of the instances of crises that afflicted past populations of the Central 
Balkans and adjacent regions, via the material traces accessible through 
archaeological investigation. The knowledge of the causes of disruptions 
and of the responses devised for overcoming them in the past may bring 
us closer to solutions applicable in our present. At the same time, the aim 
of the volume is to offer an insight into the vast range of approaches cur-
rently practiced by archaeologists, their possibilities and limitations, as 
well as synergies created in the domains of theoretical concepts and meth-
odological procedures. The authors share the same working environment 
– the Faculty of Philosophy in Belgrade, and specifically its Department 
of Archaeology – but follow diverse research paths, illustrating the current 
state of the discipline in general, its many theoretical and methodological 
ramifications. It is our hope that our specific disciplinary knowledge of 
the past may contribute to more efficient responses to crises in the present 
and future.

Belgrade, May/June 2021 Staša Babić



Aleksandar Palavestra*

CRISIS OF CONFIDENCE
IN ARCHAEOLOGY

Abstract: The text aims to discuss the crisis of confidence in archaeology and its 
possible causes. Confidence in a scientific discipline is based upon the social and 
individual confidence in the authority of science in general, in some particular 
discipline (e.g. archaeology), in scientific institutions, but also in prominent sci-
entists and their public statements. Furthermore, the institutions and esteemed 
scholars who communicate with the public are the main pillars of confidence in a 
particular science. The crisis of confidence in archaeology is induced by current 
global anti scientific tendencies, but also by the media and the political support to 
ideologically preferred non-scientific statements promulgating the “better past” 
or supporting the interests of dubious investors. This is not an innocent, fringe 
phenomenon, but a dangerous process that may have devastating consequences 
for archaeology – the discipline that may offer solutions to numerous challenging 
questions of the modern world.

Keywords: science, anti scientific trends, archaeology, pseudoarchaeology

In his essay “The  Power of Falsehood” Umberto Eco states that the 
untrue stories are above all stories, and that stories, like myths, are always 
convincing. However, he states that there exists a procedure for verify-
ing such untrue stories, which entails a slow, collective, and public effort 
of the community: “Thanks to the human trust in the work of this com-
munity we are able to, at least partially confidently, state that Constitutum 
Constantini1 was a forgery, that the Earth evolves around the Sun and that 
St. Thomas at least knew that it was a sphere. Finally, the confession that 
our history has been moved by many stories that we now recognize as un-

* Aleksandar Palavestra, Full Professor at the Department of Archaeology, Faculty of 
Philosophy, University of Belgrade. aleksandar.palavestra@gmail.com

1 Donation of Constantine, an 8th century forgery, according to which the Emperor 
Constantine allegedly relinquished the authority over Rome and the western part of 
the Roman Empire to the Pope. In 15th century, Lorenzo Valla established that the 
document was forged.
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true should make us careful, able to constantly reconsider even the stories 
we today hold to be true, for the criterion of prudence of a community is 
based upon constant caution, due to the fallibility of our knowledge” (Eko, 
2015, pp. 297–298).

The community Eco speaks about may be understood as the scientific 
community in the broadest sense, since science is, among other things, 
based upon researchers’ scepticism and the constant reevaluation of our 
knowledge. However, we witness daily the loud and proud disregard of 
facts known in the Middle Ages – that the Earth is a sphere. Is the con-
viction that Earth is flat, so widespread even in the 21st century, the re-
sult of common sense, critical scepticism, and scientific reconsiderations? 
According to Michael Shermer, scepticism in science is not the refutal of 
the possibility of acquiring real knowledge, but a quest for scientific truth 
balancing between orthodoxy and heresy, or in other words, between the 
existing state of science and the blind acceptance of any new idea. He em-
phasizes that some scientific precepts are highly probable, to the extent 
that they may even be considered scientific truths. The example he gives is 
the fact that the heliocentric system is not severely challenged any more, 
nor the fact that Earth is not a flat plaque supported on the backs of four 
elephants (Shermer, 2002). However, we see that in spite of all astronomi-
cal proofs and the development of astronautics over the last two centuries, 
the number of those who doubt this is not negligible (though elephants 
are not mentioned any more, becoming an endangered species even in the 
pseudoscientific explanations). “Flat-Earthers” believe that the Earth is a 
flat plane, negating the scientific worldview, the synergy of many disparate 
scientific fields, general and specific scientific theories, specific method-
ologies, as well as a huge body of verifiable evidence. “Common sense” is 
not the most reliable scientific methodology, since scientific facts often do 
not correspond to our natural or intuitive expectations (Wolpert, 1992, af-
ter Škorić, 2010, p. 489). In other words, without the scientific knowledge 
on gravity and the size of Earth one might wonder why the Bačka plain 
is so flat if the Earth is spheric, or how come we have not fallen off the 
globular planet. According to Wolpert, common sense provides us only 
with raw material for scientific thinking that further requires scientific 
methodology, but also depends upon social and cultural circumstances 
(Wolpert, 1992, after Škorić 2010, p. 490).

Science is by definition a set of logical and empirical methods pro-
viding systematic observations of a phenomenon with the aim of under-
standing it. We consider that we have reached the understanding when 
we formulate the corresponding theory explaining the functioning of 
the phenomenon in question, the patterns it follows, or why it appears 
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in its particular form (Carroll, 2003, p. 399). The inverse understanding 
of science, based upon erroneous logic and inference, disregard of theo-
ry, method and evidence was once labelled the “Cargo Cult Science”2 by 
Richard Feynman, the famous physicist and Nobel-prize winner. The fol-
lowers of this cult in the Pacific Islands during the World War II saw the 
American cargo planes delivering supplies to the troops, so they built a 
makeshift airport and runways, and even obtained wooden headphones, 
in the hope that this magic will induce an airplane to land and bring them 
“cargo” as well. No airplane landed. Feynman compared this cult to pseu-
doscience that imitates science only in form, but lacks the substance of 
theory, methodology, and verifiable evidence. In other words, planes do 
not land there either (Feynman, 1974).

However, we have been witnessing a strong tide of anti scientific 
trends over the last decades highly visible in the public thanks to mod-
ern communication technologies, in particular social networks. In other 
words, the results of scientific disciplines are disputed according to the 
principles of Cargo Cult Science, theoretical and methodological founda-
tions of statements are disregarded, as well as the evidence. More broadly, 
this is a part of anti rational tendencies, described by Umberto Eco as Ur-
Fascism, and characterized by a dogmatic mode of thinking, irrational-
ity, faith in eternal, hidden, and forgotten knowledge, conspiracy theories, 
and identifying disagreement with betrayal (Eco, 1995).

The so-called “science wars” of the end of the 20th century, fought about 
the epistemological problems of relativism and the social-constructivist cri-
tique of science, belonging to the wider context of sociology of science, will 
not be discussed here.3 Quite the contrary, the topic is the crisis of confi-
dence in the basic scientific principles, principally in archaeology. It is para-
doxical that today, in a time of scientific and technological advance there 
is a severe, wide-spread, and extremely loud distrust in the basic scientific 
achievements. The idea of a flat Earth, however mindless it may seem, even 
as a pseudoscientific interpretation, is a clear symptom of an extremely wor-
rying social phenomenon. Mistrust in science spreads to less frivolous and 
much more dangerous areas than this. The anti-vaccine movement, based 
upon conspiracy theories, non-scientific methodology, inaccurate data, in-
tuitive and anecdotal inferences, led to an increase in the spread of fatal in-
fectious diseases that had almost been eliminated. The light-handed denial 

2 Cargo Cult, significantly simplified by Feynman for this purpose, is a revitalization 
cult originating in Melanesia in the 20th century, as a result of European colonial 
oppression and limited access to the Western products and goods (Ember et al., 2007, 
p. 474). 

3 More on this in: Škorić, 2010, pp. 485–546.
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of scientific indicators that climate change and global warming are the re-
sults of reckless and selfish human actions and irresponsibility may lead 
to catastrophic consequences for the whole planet (Kabat, 2017; Škorić, 
2010, p. 508).

The causes for the mistrust in science may be various (e. g. religious, 
cultural, ideological, nationalistic, financial, interest-driven), but all anti 
scientific movements share the specific trait of generating their own 
“knowledge”, sharply opposed to the authority of the scientific community 
(Gavande, 2016). This particular knowledge is not questioned by science 
deniers, nor is it critically evaluated by the standard scientific methodol-
ogy, and every justified scientific critique is dismissed as enemies’ conspir-
acy. In conspiracy theories there is no place for complexities and doubts, 
and the world is sharply divided into “us” and “them”, “good” and “evil”. In 
this respect, the discourse of conspiracy theory is closely related to pop-
ulism, since disagreements with science are reduced to the issue of “the 
people against the elite”, or in this instance “the people against the alienat-
ed and corrupt scientific community” (Cook & Lewandowsky, 2020, pp. 3, 
6–8). It is therefore not surprising that in Serbia the proponents of pseu-
dohistory and pseudoarchaeology label criticism at their expense from the 
scientific community as “mercenaries of the Vatican, the Freemasonry, or 
Vienna-Berlin”, always without any solid argument (Radić, 2016, pp. 175, 
187–188).4 Alternative “truths” against the currently accepted scientific 
consensus, are formed according to the principles of Cargo Cult Science, 
i. e. pseudoscience.

The crisis of confidence in science is thus a wider problem, affect-
ing many disciplines, including archaeology. The relationship between 
science and pseudoscience in archaeology has many epistemological as-
pects, some of them already discussed elsewhere (see e.g. Kosso, 2006; 
Fagan, 2006; Milosavljević & Palavestra, 2017). The focus here is on the 
question: is there a crisis of confidence in archaeology and what are its 
causes? The confidence in a particular scientific discipline is based upon 
the social and individual confidence in the authority of science in gen-
eral, in specific disciplines (such as archaeology), as well as in scientific 
institutions, prominent scholars, and their public statements. Moreover, 
the institutions and esteemed scholars, communicating with the public, 
are the very pillars of confidence in a particular scientific discipline. 

4 Or, in the inspired words of one of the proponents of “alternative archaeology”: 
“Jesuit-Bolshevik chains or the Roman Empire, shackling the Slavs, with precisely 
appointed controllers and conductors of well-synchronized anti-Serbian and anti-
Slavic orchestras.” https://facebookreportermonitor.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/2-
text-zavrsni-dokument-mali.pdf, pp. 15–23.
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However, each of these components – from an individual scholar with 
a certain kind of authority5, to an “official” institution, to the individual 
discipline and the wider scientific community, is likely to come under 
attacks from proponents of anti science, leading to the demise of indi-
vidual and social trust, and ultimately their loss.

When discussing the legitimacy of science’s authority, it is extremely 
important to recognize the difference between various strands of anti sci-
ences, or parasciences, as emphasized by Marko Škorić (Škorić, 2010, pp. 
493–494). He cites Gerald Holton, who discriminates between “real” sci-
ence (good, bad, and indifferent; old, new, or just emerging); pathological 
science; pseudoscience (astrology and the “science” of the paranormal); 
blatant silliness and superstition. In the case of the crisis of confidence 
in archaeology, Holton’s pathological science is particularly important. He 
builds upon an essay by the chemist and Nobel Prize winner Irving Lang-
muir, describing the cases of “sick” science, where the scholars in ques-
tion were not consciously producing fraudulent results, but considered in 
full honesty that they were conducting real scientific research, believing in 
their own wrong results for reasons of various personal biases and preju-
dices, and not understanding how science really functions (Holton, 1993; 
1994, pp. 264–265).

As stated above, the public gains confidence in a particular scien-
tific discipline, archaeology included, on the grounds of the statements 
of esteemed individuals from credible scientific institutions. A layperson, 
without specific knowledge in archaeology, chemistry, or astrophysics, 
can hardly judge the veracity of particular disciplinary statements, their 
theoretical soundness and methodological rigor, or the appropriate treat-
ment of pertinent evidence. The public instead gives their confidence to 
the scientific credibility granted by approved consensus to publicly regis-
tered and acknowledged institutions (academies, universities, institutes) 
and affiliated researchers. In principle, strict mechanisms are in place for 
the verification of scientists affiliated with particular institutions, such as 
appointment procedures, entailing a certain number of published works, 
subjected to double-blind peer review, independent control of results in 
international journals and at scientific conferences, etc. Accordingly, the 
public has good reasons to trust the statements of scholars affiliated with 
such institutions. The wish of some pseudoscientists to boast affiliations 
with respectably sounding institutions is therefore not unusual, although 
their “scientific” biographies and publication lists are often very hard to 
verify. Sometimes the title and affiliation refer to an entirely different field 

5 On the various aspects of scientific authority: de facto, legitimate, executive, 
epistemic, and intellectual, see: Pruitt, 2011, pp. 3–38.
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of science (e.g. a stomatologist with the title of doctor speaking of astro-
physics), or is completely fabricated, seemingly obtained in a foreign insti-
tution the existence of which is impossible to establish (Palavestra, 2017, 
pp. 150–152; Milosavljević & Palavestra, 2017, pp. 843–845).6 Illustrative 
is the example of the symposium on the so-called “Vinča script” – Signs 
of Civilization – organized in 2004 in Novi Sad, by the Serbian Acade-
my of Sciences and Arts, and the little known Institute of Archaeomy-
thology from Sebastopol, CA, USA. The vast majority of speakers at this 
conference were staunch proponents of the presumed “Vinča” or “Dan-
ube script”, but a number of archaeologists from credible scientific insti-
tutions also took part and, unfortunately, did not engage in the critique 
of pseudoscientific statements. Quite the contrary, their stance may be 
characterized in terms of Holton’s “pathological science”. The unfortunate 
result of the Novi Sad symposium is that from then on, the proponents of 
a pseudoscientific construction – the “Vinča script” – emphasize (without 
justification) that the Serbian Academy acknowledged their interpreta-
tion (Palavestra, 2017, pp. 158–160). This conference thus demonstrated 
the fragility of institutional credibility, which may unfortunately serve as 
a shield for pathological science and pseudoscience. Once the barrier is 
broken, the institutional protection from bad science is not operational 
any more, and in 2007 another conference was held in the premises of the 
Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts, hosting a series of blatantly pseu-
dohistoriographical presentations (Radić, 2016, pp. 127–131). Instances 
such as these severely jeopardize confidence in science in general, and 
particularly in the disciplines of history and archaeology.

The recognizable symptoms of pathological archaeology and pseudo-
archaeology are the absence of explicit theoretical statements and scientif-
ic methodology, as well as disregard for evidence (Feder, 2001, pp. 30–31). 
Peter Kosso explains archaeological epistemology in a nutshell: “Theory, 
description of the past, requires evidence, both as motivation and subse-
quent testing. And evidence requires theory to make it meaningful and 
credible. This is the essential reciprocity” (Kosso, 2006, p. 13). At the same 
time, in archaeological interpretation, context is of crucial importance. In 
the words of Gareth Fagan: “The centrality of context to archaeological 
interpretation cannot be overstated. Indeed, the codified techniques of ex-
cavation exist primarily to establish as firmly as possible the context of 

6 In this respect, characteristic are the numerous “academies of sciences” in the former 
USSR and today’s Russia, where by the end of the 20th century and the beginning of 
the 21st some 120 academies existed, almost none of them deserving the label. Many 
of them issue degrees, even doctoral ones, both in pseudoscientific (astrology, UFO-
logy) and proper scientific disciplines (theoretical physics, genetics) (Kruglyakov, 
2002; Kurtz, 2002).
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newly revealed evidence (...) To put it another way, context places limits 
on the scope of analysis and demands constant attention from the judi-
cious interpreter” (Fagan, 2006, pp. 26, 27).

Let us now take a look at two archaeological statements. Both are 
written by authors with scientific titles, affiliated with verified scientific 
institutions, and both are published in scientific journals. The first author 
is an associate professor at the Department of Archaeology of the Faculty 
of Philosophy, Belgrade, and the second is senior researcher (now retired) 
of the Institute of Archaeology, Belgrade.

1. “In the framework of the so-called ‘animal turn’, animals may be ob-
served as human companions, not only as resources for breeding, hunting, 
or exhibiting the exotic. They are also more than good to eat (resource) 
and good to think (totem), and the osteological remains of animals at ar-
chaeological sites should be interpreted accordingly. (...) In this text, I adopt 
the post-positivistic approach to evidence, based upon the philosophy of 
critical realism and the awareness of the processes of knowledge produc-
tion. This means that an independent reality exists, but we may be critical 
towards our ability to comprehend it. Due to the constant possibility of 
mistake, post-positivists insist on the triangulation of multiple measure-
ments and observations. (...) Here the starting point in the analysis of old 
evidence is the perspective offered by Robert Chapman and Alison Wylie 
in their book Evidential Reasoning in Archaeology. Understanding what we 
excavate or discover in a scientific process is marked by learning to see a 
particular situation, that is to observe it as a trait worthy of investigation 
and recording (learning to see as)” (Milosavljević, 2019, pp. 834, 836).

2. “The fact that on the stone figurines of women giving birth only the 
reproductive organ is represented in detail, eloquently speaks of the power 
they represent. It is also obvious that the largest and iconographically the 
most complex anthropomorphic figurine – the Great Mother – is the rep-
resentation of the most important power among the figurines from Belica. 
It is beyond doubt that it is she who expresses the climax of the fertility 
cult – the moment of birth and the baby’s first nursing – the complete cy-
cle of the renewal of living nature. It is beyond doubt that this figurine of 
lucky birth is the Neolithic representation of the primordial Mother. The 
figurines of phallos from Belica, the ithyphallic appearance of most of the 
figurines, including even the one representing the beginning of childbirth, 
indicate that the focus of the cultic activity documented at Belica was the 
divinised phallos. The figurines of virgins’ vulvae, most probably symbol-
izing non-fertilized soil, may be understood as the gift to this force, with-
out which life cannot be regenerated. It is obvious that the two principles, 
male and female, are clearly stated by the appropriate representations in 
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the most durable natural material – stone, the apex of the cultic activity” 
(Stojić, 2011, pp. 342–343).

In the first example, Monika Milosavljević very carefully explicates the 
wider theoretical framework, as well as the methodology used, expressly 
directed towards the analysis of the evidence and archaeological context 
in question. More precisely, the whole text is a meticulous discussion on 
the modes in which context can be deduced from old evidence on ani-
mal remains in medieval graves and the possibilities of its interpretation. 
In the second example, Milorad Stojić does just the opposite – he gives 
no theoretical reference nor methodology underlying his conclusions. It 
remains obscure how the interpretation was reached postulating “Primor-
dial Mother”, “virgin’s vulva”, and “divinized phallos.” The clichés of the 
19th century anthropological ideas on Mother Goddess and the fertility 
cult are hinted at, but even these are not explicated, nor is there any rel-
evant reference to previous work. The context of the objects is described 
summarily, so one can learn that it was in fact a chance find of a large 
number of stone and bone figurines placed in a shallow pit, which was 
subsequently “analysed” (Stojić, 2011, pp. 341–342). In other words, the 
context is unknown. To make things worse, the subsequent microscopic 
analysis of the Belica figurines, as well as the control excavations on the 
spot, established that the artefacts were recent in origin, made by modern 
tools with high-speed rotation heads. In other words, the objects are not 
prehistoric, nor Neolithic, but modern and planted (Antonović & Perić, 
2012). Stojić responded to these critiques, but did not succeed in refuting 
them, merely announcing new analyses, still unpublished (Stojić, 2013).7

It may safely be concluded that the first example is a part of a scien-
tific text, equipped with all the necessary theoretical, methodological, and 
evidential apparatus, while the second one comes from a text representing 
a clear case of pathological science according to Holton’s criteria (in case 
the author did not know about the fraud), or pseudoscience (in case he 
willingly took part in fabricating evidence). This brings us to the question 
of how does the second text undermine confidence in archaeology?

In the eyes of the public, not necessarily informed about scientific 
methodology, both examples discussed above are equally valid archaeo-
logical texts, thanks to the affiliations and scientific titles of the authors. 
Furthermore, even after the detailed scientific critique published in a re-
nown archaeological journal, proving that the Belica artefacts are recent 

7 The sensationalist announcements of pending analyses (in foreign laboratories), 
which are never published, is a standard modus operandi by Stojić (e.g. 2002), and 
is also common for pathological and pseudoscience in general (Milosavljević & 
Palavestra 2017, pp. 834–835). 
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forgeries, the laudable and sensationalistic media coverage of the “prehis-
toric” figurines continues. The author later published a lavish volume on 
the Belica “finds”, claiming among many bizarre statements that this site is 
the oldest cultic-astronomic Neolithic settlement and that among the figu-
rines recovered even a human embryo can be seen, but only if observed 
through a magnifying optical instrument (Stojić, 2018). Encouraged by the 
“success” of this project, the author later published a similar book on the 
site Medvednjak, stating it was the spiritual centre of the proto-Starčevo 
and Vinča cultures, and analysing many artefacts, testifying according to 
him of the ancient beliefs and the art of the people living in harmony with 
nature, of their knowledge of calendars, astronomy, numerical signs, and 
so on (Stojić, 2020). It is worth noting that the objects discussed and in-
terpreted by Stojić are again without any archaeological context and origi-
nate from private collections, or are chance finds. This time though, the 
authenticity of the artefacts was not scrutinized by independent analysis. 
Furthermore, in December 2020 and January 2021 the daily newspaper 
“Politika” published an extensive series of more than 20 articles on the 
objects from Medvednjak, with lavish illustrations. Both the newspaper 
series and the book follow the same interpretive matrix used in the case 
of the Belica figurines. It is not by chance that in all these instances the 
emphasis is put on discovery, since in the public image of archaeologists, it 
is often linked to the ultimate purpose of the discipline and the criterion 
of its authority (Pruitt, 2011; Ćosić, 2016, pp. 757–768).

Returning to the basic question: how do such texts undermine confi-
dence in archaeology? The texts by Stojić and their resonance in the pub-
lic offer an illustrative example. Let us imagine a reasonably well-educated 
reader of the daily “Politika” and the books published by Stojić, who learns 
from these texts about the spiritual centres of the Balkan Neolithic, the 
ancient religion and the Mother Goddess, even about the presumed proto-
script and sublime art expressed in the finds from Belica and Medvedn-
jak. Such a reader has no reason to doubt the interpretation published in 
peer-reviewed books, esteemed Serbian daily papers, penned by the senior 
researcher of the Institute of Archaeology. However, it has been firmly es-
tablished that the objects from Belica are recent forgeries from unknown 
context. The Medvednjak finds come from an unknown context as well, 
and bearing in mind the Belica situation, the question may be reasonably 
raised of their authenticity too. Furthermore, even if they are authentic, 
the interpretations offered are not scientifically grounded, nor credible. 
The clearly explicated theory and method are missing, as well as the ar-
chaeological context and verifiable evidence, so they fall into the category 
of pathological science or pseudoscience. Thanks to aggressive propagan-
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da and the lack of critical distancing on the part of the media, parascience 
is once more presented as genuine science and equated to scrupulously 
composed scientific work.

The public is thus led to the erroneous conclusion on the very basic 
aims of archaeology, its purpose, theory, method, and public responsibil-
ity. Instead of addressing fundamental issues, public attention is diverted 
towards sensational “discoveries” and free-style interpretation, not bound 
by scientific theory or methodology, even dealing with objects without 
any archaeological context. The result is the devastating conclusion that 
archaeology is a discipline that can be practiced by anyone, without any 
theoretical or methodological scruples, even without regard to scientific 
evidence and data. Interpretation is seen as an open form, imbued by 
antiquated half-knowledge, emphasizing buzzwords such as “the oldest”, 
“superb”, “treasure”, “unique discovery”, “unknown script”, “astronomical 
knowledges” and so on (Cvjetićanin, 2019, pp. 796–801). The vast ma-
jority of pseudoarchaeological and pseudohistorical statements in our 
region glorifies “the better past”8 by the mechanisms of imagined tradi-
tions, indicating the need to redefine national identity and the tendency 
to compensate for the hard realities of the present by invoking the “glori-
ous past” (Manojlović & Mihajlović, 2016, p. 1062). In this respect, the 
pseudoarchaeological statements follow the general anti science trends 
and conspiracy theories. The situation is aggravated by the media, aug-
mented by the Internet and social media with their limited control of 
contents and enormous outreach, securing high relevance, popularity, 
and the resulting symbolic capital and social influence (Manojlović & 
Mihajlović, 2016, p. 1065).

The anti science trends impact archaeology just like any other sci-
entific discipline. Undoubtedly, the anti-vaccination movement or the 
rejection of the fact that global warming is the result of human activ-
ity, have more harmful consequences for the whole planet than the pseu-
doscientific statements about the divinized phallus found in Belica, or 
about Troy at the banks of the river Neretva. However, archaeology is 
still important and may be very useful in the modern world. In his book 
“Archaeology Matters: Action Archaeology in the Modern World”, the 
famous American archaeologist Jeremy Sabloff defines action archaeol-
ogy as “involvement or engagement with the problems facing the mod-
ern world through archaeology”, and states that it “benefits communities 
struggling with socioeconomic, demographic, or environmental issues by 

8 A thorough overview of this topic is offered in the book “Bolja prošlost”: Palavestra 
2018; Jovanović 2018; Šuica 2018; Džino 2018a; Džino 2018b; Kuzmanović i 
Mihajlović 2018; Radić 2018.
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providing insight and action plans to be used today and in the future” 
(Sabloff, 2008, p. 17). He further describes various examples of action 
archaeology, from the study of contemporary rubbish, ecological, and cli-
matic problems faced by past populations, to very complex issues such as 
war, urbanization, or the collapse of civilizations (Sabloff, 2008, pp. 20, 
34, 60–67, 69). According to Sabloff, archaeology’s mechanisms and deep 
diachronic insight may significantly contribute to identifying the warn-
ing signs, and “play a critical role in advising against such complacency 
and helping to devise measures that mitigate some of these harmful phe-
nomena” (Pezzelli, 2015, pp. 76–77).

Unfortunately, the relevant institutions in Serbia seem not to recog-
nize the potentials of archaeology, instead often offering their support 
to pseudoscience and pathological science (sensu Langmuir/Holton). In 
2012, several associations, none of them an accredited scientific institu-
tion, organized the conference “At the Source of Culture and Science” with 
alarmingly pseudoscientific contents. The most prominent archaeological 
institutions (the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts, the Department 
of Archaeology of the Faculty of Philosophy – University of Belgrade, the 
Institute of Archaeology in Belgrade, the Institute for Balkan Studies in 
Belgrade, the Belgrade City Museum) publicly reacted with a joint state-
ment, emphasizing that it was “a pseudoscientific conference, whose an-
nounced topics, problematics, and methodology has nothing in common 
with science.” The statement was not published in its integral form, the of-
ficial media9 labelled the most relevant archaeological institutions as “part 
of the professional public”, and the Ministry of Culture explicitly support-
ed this pseudoscientific gathering10. The voice of the scientific archaeo-
logical institutions is obviously ignored, not only in the public, but also in 
the centres of political power. Similarly, in the recent case of building a ca-
ble car into the walls of the Belgrade fortress, the decision-making bodies 
respected only the opinions in line with the interests of the authorities and 
dubious investors, in stark opposition to the abundantly elaborated critical 
reactions of the majority of the local and international scientific commu-
nity (Cvjetićanin, 2019, pp. 803–804). This not only marginalizes the role 
of the professional archaeological community in Serbia, but also makes 
room for the ideological and political abuse of the past, blossoming on the 
grounds of unfounded pseudoscientific narratives (Babić, 2018, p. 146).

“The power of falsehood” and the crisis of confidence in archaeol-
ogy are not benign marginal or funny fringe phenomena. Archaeology has 

9 TANJUG.
10 https://facebookreportermonitor.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/2-text-zavrsni-

dokument-mali.pdf, p. 32.
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found itself between the hammer and the anvil. The confidence in this 
discipline is eroded as a consequence of the general anti science trend, 
and also due to the media and the political support to the ideologically 
favoured non-scientific statements, fabricating a “better past”, or comply-
ing to the interests of dubious investors. The crisis of confidence is obvi-
ous when even the responsible ministries, followed by the media, equate 
the statements of the most reputable archaeological institutions in Serbia 
with pseudoscience performances, or when some archaeological institu-
tions themselves choose to follow the criteria of the market or the media, 
abandoning the scientific ones. Under these conditions, it is necessary to 
get back to the basic scientific principles at the heart of the discipline of 
archaeology: respect of theory, method, and evidence. If this scientific obli-
gation is not fulfilled, a very dangerous erosion will take place, marginal-
izing and neglecting archaeology – a discipline that may offer the solu-
tions and answers to many challenging questions of the modern world. In 
the words of Adrian Currie, fully applicable to archaeology: “Answering 
these questions requires evidence and perspectives which overcome the 
inherent bias of our little sliver (of time): a long-term view into the deep 
past. History matters at least because knowledge of it is necessary for an-
swering Big Questions” (Currie, 2019, p. 2).
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Александар Палавестра*11

КРИЗА ПОВЕРЕЊА У АРХЕОЛОГИЈУ

Апстракт: Овај рад је усмерен на питање да ли постоји криза поверења у ар-
хеологију, и ако постоји чиме је она изазвана? Поверење у неку научну дис-
циплину заснива се на друштвеном и индивидуалном поверењу у ауторитет 
науке уопште, у поједине специфичне дисциплине (рецимо археологија), у 
научне институције, али и у истакнуте научнике и њихове објављене исказе. 
Штавише, управо су институције и угледни научници, који комуницирају с 
широм јавношћу, основни стубови поверења у одређену научну дисципли-
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ну. Криза поверења у археологију изазвана је, с једне стране тренутним гло-
балним  антинаучним трендом, а с друге стране због медијске и политичке 
подршке ненаучним исказима који идеолошки пожељно доказују „бољу 
прошлост“, или иду на руку интересима крупног капитала и сумњивих ин-
веститора. То није безазлена, маргинална појава, већ опасан процес који 
може имати погубне последице на археологију, дисциплину која би могла 
да понуди решења и одговоре на бројна изазовна питања савременог света.

Кључне речи: наука, антинаучни трендови, археологија, псеудоархеологија
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THE IMPACT OF THE CAMPANIAN 
IGNIMBRITE CI ERUPTION

ON PALAEOLITHIC SETTLEMENT
PATTERNS IN THE CENTRAL BALKANS

Abstract: The Campanian Ignimbrite eruption happened 39 ka ago. The magni-
tude and volume of tephra affected not only the regional but also the global  climate 
and ecosystems. The aim of this study was to investigate the impact this eruption 
had on the settlement pattern of central Balkan Palaeolithic communities in the pe-
riod between 45 and 35 ka cal BP. Based on the published data, we have conducted 
bivariate (WABI) and multivariate (PCA) analyses of the variables frequently used 
to access settlement patterns of prehistoric human populations. The results confirm 
that there was a change in the settlement pattern of Balkan Palaeolithic communi-
ties in the post-CI times, observable in the clear lack of residential or logistical sites, 
and a probable practice of a forager-like settlement model.

Keywords: CI eruption, settlement patterns, Balkan Peninsula, Middle and Up-
per Palaeolithic

Introduction

The Campanian Ignimbrite (CI) eruption represents the largest vol-
canic eruption in the Mediterranean area in the last 200 ka, as well as one 
of the most explosive eruptions in the Late Pleistocene. This catastrophic 
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explosion of the Phlegrean Fields Caldera (near Naples, Italy) occurred 
39.85 ± 0.14 ka cal BP (Giaccio et al., 2017). According to the estimated 
amount of emitted SO2, the CI volcanic event is comparable to other super-
eruptions, such as the Toba and Bishop Tuff events (Costa et al., 2012; Sil-
leni et al., 2020). Even though it lasted only for about 2–4 days (Costa et al., 
2012), eruptions like this can have severe consequences for ecosystems and 
both regional and global climates, causing a temperature drop known as 
“volcanic winter” (Fedele et al., 2002; Costa et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2016).

Having in mind the changes of global temperatures and the fact that 
tephra reduced the area available for human settlement by up to 30% 
(Marti et al., 2016), the aim of this study was to investigate the possible 
impact of the CI eruption on the organization and settlement patterns of 
the Palaeolithic communities in the Balkan region.

Variability in the settlement patterns of hunter-gatherers was de-
scribed by Binford (1980, 1982) with the concepts of foragers and col-
lectors (Kelly, 2013, p. 78). Both of these concepts rely on models of resi-
dential and logistical mobility patterns. Foragers employ more residential 
mobility patterns where the whole community often moves, establishing 
short-term residential sites next to suitable resources; however, the num-
ber of residential moves is highly variable. Extremely mobile foragers have 
highly ephemeral residential sites resulting in small amounts of deposited 
archaeological material (Binford, 1980). Collectors, on the other hand, 
practice more of a logistical model, where a task unit would set a camp in 
order to complete a specific task and then return to the base camp (Bin-
ford, 1980). The hunter-gatherers’ settlement model depends on a mul-
titude of natural factors, most prominently the availability of resources 
(Binford, 1980; Kelly, 1983). In this regard, changes in the environment 
and climate caused by a mega-eruption could also result in changes in the 
settlement patterns of Palaeolithic communities.

In order to investigate this hypothesis, we have chosen the territory 
of the Balkan Peninsula, between the Drina River to the west, the Dan-
ube to the north, the Black Sea to the east, the Adriatic Sea and the Rho-
dopes to the south, as the research area for several reasons. Firstly, this 
territory was most definitely affected by the CI eruption, as evidenced in 
the deposits of tephra and cryotephra recorded at several archaeological 
sites (Fig. 1). Deposits are documented at archaeological sites in North-
ern Macedonia (Golema Dupka – Lowe et al., 2012), Montenegro (Crvena 
Stijena – Morley, 2017), Bulgaria (Temnata Dupka – Ferrier, 2000; Ko-
zarnika – Lowe et al., 2012) and Serbia (Tabula Traiana Cave – Borić et 
al., 2012). An almost 1-meter-thick deposit of tephra has been recorded in 
the Urluia basin in the Lower Danube region (Fitzsimmons et al., 2013), 
testifying to the strong impact of the CI eruption on the territory bounded 
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by the Carpathian and the Balkan Mountains. This territory also includes 
well-documented Mousterian sites, fossils of early anatomically modern 
Homo sapiens (Trinkaus et al., 2003; Hublin et al., 2020), and Aurignacian 
sites, making it relevant to the goals of the present study.

Materials and Methods

This study is based on published data for 31 layers from 10 archaeologi-
cal sites situated in the defined territory of the Balkans, all dated within the 
~45–35 ka cal BP interval, around 5000 years before and after eruption (Fig. 
1, Tab. 2). Layers and sites were grouped according to their chronologies 
into: 1) MP = Middle Palaeolithic (n = 19); 2) pre-CI UP = Upper Palaeolith-
ic prior to the CI eruption (n = 7); and 3) post-CI UP = Upper Palaeolithic 
after the CI eruption (n = 5). Although available, the data for layer VI–trench 
II of Temnata Dupka (Bulgaria) was not included in the present study, due to 
the confirmed stratigraphic disturbance of the layer (Tsanova, 2008).

Figure 1. Geographic locations of the sites discussed in the text:
1. Crvena Stjena; 2. Bioče; 3. Šalitrena Cave; 4. Hadži Prodanova Cave;

5. Tabula Traiana Cave; 6. Baranica; 7. Pešturina; 8. Kozarnika;
9. Temnata Dupka; 10. Bacho Kiro; 11. Urluia basin; 12. Golema Dupka.

Sites with white concentric circles have confirmed tephra deposits.
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The collected data for each site/layer includes the following informa-
tion: site area (excavated area of the site), the thickness of deposits, and 
the total number of artifacts, as well as the numbers of cores, blanks, 
chips, retouched tools and tool types, which are traditionally used for re-
construction of duration of occupation of Palaeolithic communities (Bi-
cho & Cascalheira, 2020). Six variables were calculated based on the col-
lected data (Tab. 1).

In order to assess the whole-assemblage behavioural index (WABI) 
of Clark & Barton (2017), we plotted the log-transformed lithic volu-
metric density (artifacts per m3) against retouch frequency of our sam-
ple and conducted a linear regression to assess the correlation between 
the two variables (following Bicho & Cascalheira, 2020). We also con-
ducted a principal components analysis (PCA) of the correlation (i.e., 
normalized variance-covariance) matrix based on the data set of 6 vari-
ables for the chosen localities/layers. The missing data (7 data points in 
total) were handled using the so-called iterative imputation approach 
(Ilin & Raiko, 2010). Statistical analyses were conducted using the 
PAST 4.05 (Hammer et al., 2001) and Minitab 18 (Minitab Inc., 2017) 
software packages.

Table 1. The list of archaeological variables used in the analysis.
Definitions according to Bicho & Cascalheira (2020).

Variable Definition

Lithic Density Estimated number of artifacts per 1 m3 of sediment 
(sensu Clark & Barton, 2017)

Core Frequency Relative frequency of cores in the lithic sample

Blanks Frequency Relative frequency of blanks in the lithic sample

Chip Frequency Relative frequency of chips (i.e., artifacts smaller than 
1.5 cm) in the lithic sample

Retouch 
Frequency

Relative frequency of retouched artifacts in the lithic 
sample (sensu Clark & Barton, 2017)

Tool Diversity Diversity of tool types within each assemblage, calcu-
lated using the Menhinick’s index (the number of tool 
types divided by the square root of the total number of 
retouched tools)
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Table 2. The list of archaeological sites used in the analysis,
with the sources of data.

Group Site (abbreviation) Dating (cal BP) Data sources

M
P

Bacho Kiro, layer 13 
(Bacho-13)

>47 ka (Tsanova, 2008) Drobniewicz et 
al., 1982

Bioče, layer 5YR3/4
(Bio-5YR3/4)

39–48 ka (Pavlenok et al., 
2017)

Dogandžić & 
Đuričić, 2017 

Bioče, layer 10YR3/2
(Bio-10YR3/2)

39–48 ka (Pavlenok et al., 
2017)

Dogandžić & 
Đuričić, 2017

Crvena Stijena, layer XII
(CS-XII)

37.6–46.1 ka (Mercier et al., 
2017)

Mihailović & 
Whallon, 2017

Crvena Stijena, layer XIII
(CS-XIII)

44.2–49.2 ka (Mercier et al., 
2017)

Mihailović & 
Whallon, 2017

Crvena Stijena, layer XIV
(CS-XIV)

No dates available Mihailović & 
Whallon, 2017

Crvena Stijena, layer XV
(CS-XV)

No dates available Mihailović & 
Whallon, 2017

Crvena Stijena, layer XVI
(CS-XVI)

No dates available Mihailović & 
Whallon, 2017

Crvena Stijena, layer XVI
(CS-XVII)

No dates available Mihailović & 
Whallon, 2017

Crvena Stijena, layer 
XVIII (CS-XVIII)

No dates available Mihailović & 
Whallon, 2017

Šalitrena Cave, layer 6a
(Šal-6a)

42.8–41.3 ka (Marín-
Arroyo & Mihailović, 2017)

Михаиловић, 
2017

Šalitrena Cave, layer 6b/c
(Šal-6b/c)

No dates available Михаиловић, 
2017

Šalitrena Cave, layer 6d 
(Šal-6d)

No dates available Михаиловић, 
2017

Šalitrena Cave, layer 6e 
(Šal-6e)

No dates available Михаиловић, 
2017

Hadži Prodanova Cave, 
layer 4 (HadžiP-4)

40.8–36.9 ka (Alex et al., 
2019)

Mihailović et al., 
in prep.

Hadži Prodanova Cave, 
layer 5 (HadžiP-5)

44.3–42.5 ka (Alex et al., 
2019)

Mihailović et al., 
in prep.

Pešturina, layer 3
(Pes-3)

47.6–39 ka (Alex & Boareto, 
2014; Alex et al., 2019; 
Blackwell et al., 2014;)

Mihailović et al., 
in prep.

Temnata Dupka, level 
MP I (TemDup-MP I)

46–45 ka (Ginter & 
Kozlowski, 2011) 

Drobniewicz et 
al., 2011

Tabula Traiana Cave, 
context 206 (TT-206)

>41 ka (Мандић & Борић, 
2015)

Borić et al., 2012
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Group Site (abbreviation) Dating (cal BP) Data sources
Pr

e-
C

I U
P

Bacho Kiro, layer 7/6b 
(Bacho-7/6b)

40.0–36.6 ka (Mihailović, 
2020; Tsanova, 2008)

Kozlowski et al., 
1982

Bacho Kiro, layer 9 
(Bacho-9)

No dates available Kozlowski et al., 
1982

Bacho Kiro, layer 11 
(Bacho-11)

44.1–38.3 ka (Mihailović, 
2020; Tsanova, 2008)

Kozlowski et al., 
1982

Baranica Cave, layer 4b 
(Bara)

41.1–39.7 ka (Mihailović, 
2020)

Mihailović et al., 
2011

Peshtera Kozarnika, layer 
VII (Kozarnika)

43.9–41.8 ka (Tsanova, 
2008)

Tsanova, 2008

Temnata Dupka, 
trench TD-I, layer 4 
(TemDup-4)

44.5–36.3 ka (Ferier, 2000; 
Tsanova, 2008) 

Drobniewicz et 
al., 2000

Tabula Traiana Cave, 
context 207 (TT-207)

41.3–34.5 ka (Borić et al., 
2012)

Borić et al., 2012

Po
st

-C
I U

P

Bacho Kiro, layer 6a/7 
(Bacho-6a/7)

33.6–29.4 ka (Tsanova, 
2008)

Kozlowski et al., 
1982

Bacho Kiro, layer 7 
(Bacho-7)

37.8–35.5 ka (Mihailović, 
2020; Tsanova, 2008)

Kozlowski et al., 
1982

Šalitrena Cave, Excavated 
area 3, layer 2 (Šal-2)

34.5–33.6 (Marín-Arroyo & 
Mihailović, 2017)

Plavšić et al., 
2020

Šalitrena Cave, Excavated 
area 2, layer 2b (Šal-2b)

No dates available Plavšić et al., 
2020

Šalitrena Cave, Excavated 
area 1, layer 5 (Šal-5)

36–33 ka  (Marín-Arroyo & 
Mihailović, 2017)

Plavšić et al., 
2020

Results

The WABI plot clearly demonstrates that the sites included in this 
study are very diverse in terms of the practiced settlement models (Fig. 2). 
However, the graph also reveals some patterns that can provide an insight 
into the settlement dynamics of the human populations that inhabited the 
central Balkans ~45–35 ka ago. The Middle Palaeolithic sites are the most 
widely dispersed in the graph, indicating a diverse group. A similar pattern 
can be observed for the pre-CI eruption Upper Palaeolithic sites, which are 
widely scattered across the WABI plot, indicating that various settlement 
patterns had been practiced in the Balkan Peninsula during this time as 
well. However, the distribution of the post-CI UP sites is clearly different 
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from those of MP and pre-CI UP, as they all group in the middle part of 
the WABI plot. As expected, there is a negative correlation between the 
two variables (Bicho & Cascalheira, 2020), although not particularly strong 
(i.e., the value of Pearson correlation coefficient is equal to 0.39).

As WABI is not considered to represent a conclusive method in as-
sessing the longevity of occupancy on the site (Bicho & Cascalheira, 2020), 
the dataset was further explored via principal component analysis. The 
PCA results confirm that the post-CI eruption sites differ from the pre-CI 
UP and MP sites. The first four principal components (PCs) account for 
91.9% of the total variance (Tab. 3). Figures 3 and 4 show XY plots for the 
first and second, and the third and fourth PC, respectively, while Figure 
5 presents the PCA loadings (coefficients) for the first four PCs. For PC1, 
eigenvector loadings for tool diversity, retouch frequency, and core fre-
quency are strongly positive, while the spread of the data points is further 
influenced by the strong negative loadings for lithic density and blank fre-
quency. For PC2, eigenvector loading for chip frequency is strongly nega-
tive, while retouch/blank frequencies show strong positive loadings. For 
PC3, which explains about 16% of the total variance, the core frequency 
and lithic density variables show strong positive loadings. PC4 explains 
only about 12% of the total variance and shows strong positive loadings 
for lithic density and retouch frequency. The plot of the first two principal 
components (which, when combined, explain 63.9% of the total variance; 
Figure 3 reveals that, in contrast to the MP and pre-CI UP sites which are 
scattered widely, post-CI UP sites are all closely grouped; a similar situa-
tion can be observed in the plot of PC3 and PC4 (Fig. 4).

Discussion and Concluding Remarks

The results clearly show differences between the pre- and post-CI erup-
tion sites in central Balkans. These differences are visible in the WABI plot, 
as well as in the PCA results. Although there is no clear definition of how 
WABI plots should be interpreted, the sites which group in the far bottom 
right (i.e., those which show high lithic density but low retouch frequency 
values) can be considered to represent long-term occupations. The high 
frequencies of lithic debris found at these sites (which is reflected in the 
low relative retouch frequencies) indicate base camps (Nishiaki & Akazawa, 
2015: 536; Clark et al., 2019). On the other hand, the sites located on the up-
per left of WABI plots are considered to represent short-term occupations, 
with low lithic density values but high retouch frequencies. This is probably 
due to the logistical occupancy, which was practiced in order to complete 
a specific task and then abandoned. Therefore, these sites yield tools but 
not lithic debris as the tools were produced elsewhere (Nishiaki & Akazawa, 
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2015, pp. 535–536; Clark et al., 2019). The sites located in the middle of 
WABI plots are not clearly defined and are thus rarely interpreted. These 
sites have lithic debris and retouched tools in similar frequencies, probably 
indicating a markedly short-term residential site (Malinsky-Buller et al., 
2021). Therefore, the distribution of the MP sites (Fig. 2) in our study prob-
ably indicates the presence of the different settlement models, which comes 
as no surprise as the MP sites included in the study come from a larger data 
set that included various practices. The distribution of pre-CI eruption UP 
sites also indicates that a range of different settlement patterns had been 
practiced in the central Balkans during this time. However, the distribu-
tion of the post-CI sites is clearly different from the other two groups: the 
sites are all grouped in the middle of the WABI plot, without clearly defined 
long- or short-term sites. Bearing in mind that the Šalitrena Cave data were 
primarily collected with the goal of conducting a spatial analysis, and do not 
contain all of the material found on site (Plavšić et al., 2020), the results pre-
sented here should be taken with a grain of salt, our WABI plot does show 
a noticeably close grouping of the Šalitrena Cave and Bačo Kiro data points. 
This can be interpreted as a consequence of the forager settlement model 
being practiced in the post-CI central Balkans.

Figure 2. Whole-assemblage behavioral index (WABI) with the linear regression 
for the two variables. Groups: Middle Palaeolithic (red dots), Upper Palaeolithic 

prior to the CI eruption (yellow inverted triangles), and Upper Palaeolithic
after the CI eruption (blue diamonds). Abbreviations as in Table 2.
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Table 3. Eigenvalues and percentages of the total variance
for each principal component

PC Eigenvalue % of total variance
1 2.2544 37.573
2 1.58123 26.354
3 0.951406 15.857
4 0.727388 12.123
5 0.348644 5.8107
6 0.136928 2.2821

According to the PCA results (Tab. 3, Fig. 3, 4), the positions of post-
CI eruption sites along PC1 are influenced by highly positive loadings for 
tool diversity, retouch frequency and core frequency, and positions along 
PC2 by negative loadings for chip frequency. Positions of sites along PC3 
are influenced by highly negative loadings for retouch frequency and along 
PC4 by positive loadings for lithic density and retouch frequency. Consid-
ering the eigenvalue loadings for these PCs (Fig. 5), all of the post-CI sites 
represent characteristics of short-term residential sites, representative of 
the forager settlement model (Shott, 1986; Kelly, 1992).

The results of our study have shown that the Middle Palaeolithic and 
pre-CI eruption Upper Palaeolithic hominin groups of the central Balkans 
probably practiced similar, highly variable settlement patterns. Moreover, this 
study confirms that drastic changes in the settlement pattern of the analyzed 
territory of the Balkan Upper Palaeolithic communities indeed took place af-
ter the CI eruption. The settlement pattern of the post-CI UP peoples became 
uniform, as demonstrated by the close clustering of these sites in our analyses. 
The complete lack of residential (base) camps represents the most striking as-
pect of the observed change. Although distinct settlement patterns (forager 
or collector) are known to be hard to distinguish in the archaeological record 
(Clark et al., 2019; Cortell-Nicolau et al., 2019), a clear lack of residential or 
logistical sites indicates that, in contrast to those of the previous periods, the 
post-CI UP communities did not practice a collector-like settlement model.

Аn abrupt change in the settlement dynamics is clearly visible in the 
central Balkans after the CI eruption. Palaeolithic communities living in 
this region changed from using various settlement models to almost ex-
clusively forager settlement patterns. Although it is not evident why, con-
sequences of the CI eruption may be the explanation. Our analysis shows 
that, prior to the CI eruption, most residential sites were located in the 
Adriatic coastal region or Danubian plain (i.e., Kozarnika, Bacho Kiro 
11, Temnata Dupka 4, Temnata Dupka MP I, Bioče 10Y3/2). After the 
CI eruption, however, these sites were not inhabited (i.e., there are oc-
cupation hiatuses) and tephra deposits are recorded (Crvena Stijena and 
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Temnata Dupka; Fig. 1). Such conditions resulted in a limited inhabitable 
area, located mostly in the central Balkan inlands, where most of the post-
CI sites are found (Karavanić et al., 2018: 164). As evident from the results 
of this analysis, sites in this area are characterized by forager settlement 
patterns even before the CI eruption. This suggests that terrain and re-
source availability of Balkan inlands imposed a forager model as the only 
efficient one. Furthermore, the CI eruption resulted in a “volcanic winter” 
which affected both primary biomass and effective temperature (Fedele 
et al., 2002, Costa et al., 2012, Smith et al., 2016). These two variables are 
closely related with settlement dynamics, as previously demonstrated by 
Kelly (1983; 2013). In addition, if the effects of the CI eruption caused 
changes in demographics (Fedele et al., 2008), they would have also caused 
changes in the settlement dynamics, as the cost of residential moves de-
creases and the frequency of the moves increases (Gallagher et al., 2019). 
However, it remains unclear how long the effects of the CI eruption lasted, 
and if the impact was strong enough to completely change the settlement 
dynamics of central Balkan populations. Short-term effects caused by the 
“volcanic winter” may not have affected communities for long (Marti et 
al., 2016), but was the initial impact strong enough to cause the change in 
settlement dynamics? Even if this was not the case, long-term effects such 
as population decrease (as hinted by the lack of information on the settle-
ment of central Balkans in the times directly following the CI eruption) 
would have had a lasting impact on the communities.

Figure 3. Bivariate plot of scores for the first two principal components.
Groups as in Figure 2, abbreviations as in Table 2.
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Settlement dynamics in hunter-gatherer societies are complex and 
represent one of the most important aspects of these societies, which 
shapes their way of life. Hunter-gatherer mobility influences the procure-
ment of food and water, lithic resources, population size, social hierarchy, 
reproduction, sharing of knowledge, and exchange of goods. Therefore, 
changes in settlement dynamics are not frequent or without a cause. Our 
analysis shows that there is a clear change in the settlement dynamics, 
following the uniform settlement dynamic that lasted at least 10 ka. Al-
though the change that we see in the central Balkan settlement dynamics 
after the CI eruption was probably not due to a single factor, the fact that 
this change occurred at this time indicates that the CI eruption was at 
least one of them.

Figure 4. Bivariate plot of scores for the third and fourth principal component. 
Groups as in Figure 2, abbreviations as in Table 2.
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Figure 5. Contribution of the individual variables for the first (a),
second (b), third (c), and fourth (d) principal component.
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УТИЦАЈ ЕРУПЦИЈЕ ВУЛКАНА У ФЛЕГРЕЈСКИМ 
ПОЉИМА CI НА ОБРАСЦЕ НАСЕЉАВАЊА 

ПАЛЕОЛИТСКИХ ЗАЈЕДНИЦА ЦЕНТРАЛНОГ БАЛКАНА

Ерупција вулкана на Флегрејским пољима, која се одиграла пре око 39,85 ± 
0,14 хиљада година, била је једна од највећих ерупција у касном плеистоце-
ну и највећа ерупција на простору Медитерана у последњих 200 хиљада го-
дина. Ова мега-ерупција је оставила снажне последице на функционисање 
екосистема, регионалну и глобалну климу, а процењује се да су наслаге туфа 
умањиле насељиву површину за готово 30%.
Како бисмо испитали последице ове ерупције на обрасце насељавања па-
леолитских заједница на простору централног Балкана, из литературе су 
прикупљени подаци са 10 археолошких налазишта, који се датују у пери-
од пре и после ерупције. На основу прикупљених података, спроведене су 
две врсте анализа променљивих: биваријантна (WABI) и мултиваријантна 
(PCA) анализа, које се користе за реконструкцију образаца насељавања пра-
историјских заједница.
Резултати обе анализе указали су на промене у обрасцима насељавања на-
кон CI ерупције. За разлику од локалитета који се датују у период пре еруп-
ције, а које одликују веома варијабилни обрасци насељавања, локалитети 
из периода након ерупције показују знатно мању варијабилност образаца. 
Ове локалитете одликује потпуно одсуство резиденцијалних и логистичких 
кампова, те се могу определити у логоре „трагача“. С друге стране, промене 
су уочене и у географском положају локалитета. Примећено је да се прио-
бални и подунавски појас, који су и били под највећим утицајем ерупције 
на основу наслага тефре, напуштају, а да се заједнице померају ка унутра-
шљости Балканског полустрва.
Промене у динамици насељавања ловачко-сакупљачких заједница су обич-
но последица више фактора, међутим, чињеница да су се овакве промене на 
Балканскoм полустрву догодиле баш у периоду након CI ерупције, указује 
на значај ове природне катастрофе на животе палеолитских људи.

Kључне речи:  Ерупција вулкана на Флегрејским пољима, обрасци насеља-
вања, Балканско полуострво, средњи и горњи палеолит
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DAILY STRUGGLES OF PREHISTORIC 
COMMUNITIES IN THE IRON GATES

REG ION DURING THE LATE MESOLITHIC
AND EARLY NEOLITHIC

Abstract: The main objective of this study is to provide a micro-level observation 
of everyday activities in the Iron Gates region, in the period between the end of 
the 7th and mid-6th millennium BC. The principal methodological tool is the ap-
plication of use-wear analysis on chipped stone assemblages from the Lepenski 
Vir, Padina and Vlasac sites, where the Late Mesolithic and Early Neolithic se-
quence is noted. Besides the general results of the utilization of lithic artefacts, 
like their employment in various undertakings such as scraping wood and hides, 
or engraving stone or bones, use-wear analysis can reveal the exact processes be-
hind the activities. The obtained data can indicate the struggles of shaping the 
available raw materials and the way prehistoric people confronted these quotidian 
difficulties. The discovered results are crucial for understanding human cogni-
tion, but are also proof of the ability of ancient individuals to approach and over-
come small-scale crises in everyday life.

Keywords: use-wear analysis, chipped stone tools, Iron Gates, Late Mesolithic, 
Early Neolithic

Introduction

The crisis is, usually, explained as a time of intense difficulty or dan-
ger. It is a deviation from accustomed life, a peculiar situation that urges 
for new solutions and ways out of the unsustainable present.

This paper aims to observe the crisis in prehistoric communities on 
a micro-level based on the analysis of chipped stone assemblages. Tech-
nological and typological analyses are well-developed, and their achieve-

* Anđa Petrović, Research Assistant, Sapienza University of Rome, University of Bel-
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ments are known together with their limits. The need for new approach-
es that would analyse the function was obvious and use-wear analyses 
were established in the fifties by the Russian archaeologist S. Semenov 
(1957). His pioneer work, the book Prehistoric Technology (Первобытная 
техника), was translated and disseminated in the West during the sixties 
(Semenov, 1964). Interestingly, this publication coincided with the global 
rise of New Archaeology (e.g. Binford, 1962). There was a crucial similar-
ity in Semenov’s work and the New Archaeology, as the New Archaeology 
emerged from the American anthropological school that highlighted the 
use of the artefact as a result of human activities and processes in correla-
tion with the environmental and cultural influences (Hayden & Kammin-
ga, 1979; Schiffer, 1975; 1976). Hence, the functional analyses were and 
still are crucial for the interpretation of archaeological data and for analys-
ing human behavior in the past. With the emergence of the high-power 
approach (HPA) introduced by L. Keeley (1980) the methodology was 
further developed in the eighties (e.g. Andreson-Gefraud, 1981; Jensen, 
1988; Van Gijn, 1989; Vaughan, 1981; 1985). In the following decades, the 
use-wear analysis was enriched with various new techniques, microscopic 
systems, and software for quantifications (e.g. Borel et al., 2014; Evans & 
Donahue, 2008; González & Ibáñez, 2003; Verges & Morales, 2014). The 
most important area of traseology was the implementation and develop-
ment of the residue analysis (e.g. Cristiani et al., 2009; Jahren et al., 1997; 
Lemorini & Nunziante Cesaro, 2014; Monnier et al., 2018; Nunziante Ce-
saro & Lemorini, 2009).

This research aims to focus on two types of phenomena noted in the 
general results of use-wear analysis of chipped stone assemblages from the 
Iron Gates region. The first one is the processing of hard animal mate-
rials that were previously modified and softened with diverse methods, 
and the second one concerns the use and identification of additives with 
animal-based materials. These two occurrences are very indicative for the 
understanding human cognitive abilities and perceiving the daily strug-
gles people were faced with. Furthermore, these phenomena are the only 
ones among the gathered use-wear results that can testify about human 
resourcefulness, as they offer insight into the process, and by which means 
was the activity executed.

The remaining results (non-animal based) are focused on general in-
formation, as working vegetables (tubers, herbaceous, silicious plants, or 
cereals) or mineral-based materials (e.g. engraving soft stone, limestone). 
These results provide another type of data and different insights, as ex-
act worked material, the position of the tool during the use (e.g. on the 
ground), time of use or efficiency of the tool, but not the phase of the 
contact material.
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Geographical and Chronological Background of the Study
Many sites were recovered in the region of Iron Gates during the ex-

cavations which took place in the sixties and seventies of the last century 
(Srejović, 1969). The sites discussed in the study, Lepenski Vir, Padina, and 
Vlasac (Fig. 1), belong to the group of settlements that date back to the Late 
Glacial and Early Holocene period (Bonsall et al., 2008; Borić, 2011).

Figure 1. Map of the Iron Gates region, map courtesy of C. Bonsall
(after Bonsall et al., 2008)

Various studies focused on the dating of the sites, their architecture, 
analysis of human remains, archaeozoological and faunal remains, analy-
sis of chipped stone and ground stone tools (e.g. Antonović, 2006; Borić, 
2016; Borić et al., 2018; Borić & Dimitrijević, 2007; Dimitrijević et al., 2016; 
Cristiani et al., 2016; Filipović et al., 2010; Jovanović et al., 2019; Kozłowski 
& Kozłowski, 1984; Mihailović, 2004; Radovanović, 1996; Radović & 
 Stefanović, 2015). However, the immense archaeological material and its 
preservation have left numerous possibilities for further exploration of the 
life of the communities that inhabited the Danube bank in prehistory.

The chronological frame of the occupation of the open-air settle-
ments in the Iron Gates is very wide, spanning from around 9600 cal BC 
to the Late Eneolithic-Early Iron Age (Borić, 2011; Radovanović, 1996). 
The chronological scope of this study is the end of the 7th to mid-6th mil-
lennium BC, or the Transition al period of the Iron Gates (c. 6170–5940 
cal BC, Borić et al., 2018).
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Sample, Hypothesis, and Methods

Sample
In total, 753 samples of chipped stone tools from Lepenski Vir, Padina, 

and Vlasac were analysed for the purposes of a broader study1. Sampling 
was based on the availability of absolute dates (cf. Borić et al., 2004; Borić & 
Mirackle, 2004; Borić & Dimitrijević, 2007; Bonsall et al., 2008; Borić et al., 
2018). The  sampled tools (46 specimens) are from various contexts such as 
houses, the area under the house floors, ash places, pits, burials, and dwell-
ing features, labelled as Late Mesolithic and Early Neolithic (Tab. 1).

Hypothesis
The initial idea was that human behavior and the problem-solving pat-

terns of prehistoric communities from the Iron Gates can be inferred by 
tracking the exact activities performed using chipped stone tools.

The first assumption was that hard animal materials, like bones or ant-
lers, needed certain previous alterations to become more suitable for shap-
ing. Such an observation derived from the fact that working with dense 
materials like bone or antler and trying to cut or shape them without previ-
ous modification is hard, if not impossible, depending on the animal spe-
cies and age. Many ways of softening the antler or bone are known in eth-
nographic parallels and archaeological experiments, such as immersing in 
water, boiling, softening in sorrel, sour milk, formic acid, ash, or lye (e.g. 
Newcomer, 1976). The results of previous studies supported differentiation 
between the tools employed in the activities with softened and unsoftened 
materials in the Late Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic communities 
in Poland (Osipowicz, 2007). Some more recent studies show that soaking 
antle r for longer periods, as one week, improves its workability (Langley & 
Wisher, 2019). Accordingly, it should be noted that the p rocess of softening 
is challenging since the materials should not lose durability or elasticity, 
which contributes to the difficulty of processing the mentioned materials.

The second hypothesis is the possibility of the use of specific addi-
tives, in the tanning procedures or for the preservation of animal-based 
materials. The use of additives was not required or needed in the process-
ing of all the materials available in prehistory, but their application was 
necessary, for example, in hide tanning procedures. Hence, it should be 
questioned if the communities in the Iron Gates were acquainted with the 

1 The PhD thesis  Mesolithic-Neolithic Transition in Iron Gates (Serbia): Human 
Activities from Use-Wear Perspective, Anđa Petrović, Sapienza University of Rome 
and University of Belgrade.
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benefits of ash, ochre, or other additives and knew how to use them. The 
main aim of tanning is to permanently alter the protein structure of the 
skin, making it more durable and less susceptible to decomposition (Brown 
& Taylor, 2003; Deferrari, 2001) transforming it into a hide practical for 
the making of clothes and other leather goods. The starting assumption 
was that diverse polish properties, such as brightness and striation found 
on chipped stone tools, can be connected to the use of additives, which 
has been proven at other prehistoric sites (Lemorini et al., 2020). Ochre, 
similar to ash, has both antibacterial properties and preservative effects 
(e.g. Mandl, 1961; Rifkin, 2011). Considering all of the above mentioned, 
it is important to investigate if the communities in the Iron Gates were 
aware of the named characteristic of additives and whether they possessed 
the knowledge and skill to use them on a regular basis.

Methods
The use-wear analysis is based on the recognition of the macro (edge-

damage) and micro (micro-wear) variables, their observation, and the fi-
nal interpretation. Based on the micro interpretation we can determine 
what elements of micro-polish are associated with each contact material. 
In this way, it is possible to distinguish the use of softening techniques or 
additives with materials, or their absence.

The use-wear analysis included both low and high-power approaches. 
The analyses were done with Stereomicroscope Nikon SMZ-U with re-
flected light (x0.5 objective, x10 oculars, range of magnifications from 
0.75x to 7.5x), Metallographic microscope Nikon Eclipse ME 600 (x5, x10, 
x20, x50 objectives, x10 oculars), and Digital Microscope Hirox RH 2000 
at Laboratory of Technological and Functional Analysis of Prehisto ric Ar-
tefacts (LTFAPA) at Sapienza University of Rome. The photos were pro-
cessed with Helicon Focus software.

A standard cleaning procedure, used at the LTFAPA Laboratory, was 
applied to the sample. The protocol consists of 15 minutes of cleaning in 
an ultrasonic tank with a mixture of demineralized water and Derquim® 
soap, and a second wash with only demineralized water for 10 minutes.

Results

Around 6% (46 artefacts) of the total sample shows traces of worked 
animal materials in diverse phases of processing and refinement with ad-
ditives (Tab. 1). It should be noted that hide processing in general, with-
out any implications of a specific technique or use of supplementary pow-
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ders or materials, is excluded from the analysis. For example, fresh hide is 
withdrawn from the discussion, since it only indicates the initial phase of 
skin processing. The second group that was not considered were polishes 
indicating fresh hide mixed with other materials (e.g. bone, tendons, or 
ligaments), suggesting butchering, another activity that does not require 
previous adjustments.

Table 1. Tools used for working the pre-modified
hard animal materials and materials with additives

Sample 
#

Context Typology Activity Worked Material

Sample 
1

House 8, 
Lepenski Vir

Flake Cutting Antler

Sample 
2

House 8, 
Lepenski Vir

Blade Cutting, Sawing Antler

Sample 
3

House XXXIII, 
Lepenski Vir

Blade Cutting, Scraping Hide, first phase 
of hide processing

Sample 
4

House 41, 
Lepenski Vir

Flake Cutting, Scraping Semi-dry hide 
+ ash, angular 
movement and 
finishing process 
of small hide 
portion

Sample 
5

House 41, 
Lepenski Vir

Flake Soft hide, dry 
hide, finishing 
process

Sample 
6

House 37, 
under the floor, 
Lepenski Vir

Flake Scraping Drying Hide

Sample 
7

Midden C/II, 
Lepenski Vir

Scraper General working Fresh bone

Sample 
8

House 36, 
Lepenski Vir

Flake Cutting Hide, (finishing 
the product)

Sample 
9

House 36, 
Lepenski Vir

Flake Cutting, General 
working

Towards fresh 
hide

Sample 
10

House 36, 
Lepenski Vir

Flake Semi-dry hide

Sample 
11

House 32, 
ash place, 
Lepenski Vir

Scraper General working Bone + ash
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Sample 
#

Context Typology Activity Worked Material

Sample 
12

House 32, 
Lepenski Vir

Flake General working Hide in 
processing

Sample 
13

House 26, 
Lepenski Vir

Blade Cutting Hide + ash

Sample 
14

House 26, 
Lepenski Vir

Trapeze Cutting, Scraping Soft animal 
material + ochre

Sample 
15

House 35, 
Lepenski Vir

Blade Mixed, cutting, 
scraping

Antler

Sample 
16

House 35, 
Lepenski Vir

Blade Mixed, cutting, 
scraping

Antler

Sample 
17

House 35, 
Lepenski Vir

Blade Cutting Hard animal 
material + hide

Sample 
18

Under the floor 
of house 47, 
Lepenski Vir

Flake Indeterminable Hide + ochre

Sample 
19

Sector I, Trench 
1, Padina

Blade Cutting Antler

Sample 
20

Sector I, block 
1b, Padina

Blade Cutting, Scraping Dry hide

Sample 
21

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Cutting (Almost) Dry 
hide

Sample 
22

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Cutting Bone mixed with 
ash

Sample 
23

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Cutting Hide cleaning of 
bigger animal

Sample 
24

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Cutting Hide and meat 
(skinning)

Sample 
25

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Cutting Semi-dry hide

Sample 
26

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Cutting Hide + additive

Sample 
27

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Cutting Dry hide

Sample 
28

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Indeterminable Fresh antler (+ 
something greasy)
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Sample 
#

Context Typology Activity Worked Material

Sample 
29

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Cutting, Scraping Antler + non 
diagnostic 
material 
(beneath), hide + 
mineral (above)

Sample 
30

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Cutting Hide mixed 
with additives 
previously

Sample 
31

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Incision Hide + mineral

Sample 
32

Sector II, block 
2a, Padina

Flake Indeterminable Hide + additive 
and bone

Sample 
33

Sector III, profile 
3, segment 1, 
Padina

Flake Scraping, Cutting Hide in 
processing

Sample 
34

Sector III, profile 
3, segment 1, 
Padina

Flake Indeterminable Dry hide

Sample 
35

Sector III, profile 
3, segment 2, 
Padina

Flake Scraping Humid bone

Sample 
36

Sector III, profile 
3, segment 2, 
Padina

Flake Cutting Dry hide

Sample 
37

Sector III, trench 
5, Padina

Flake Cutting, Scraping Dry hide

Sample 
38

Sector III, trench 
3, Padina

Flake Cutting Antler

Sample 
39

Sector III, trench 
3, Padina

Blade Cutting Bone

Sample 
40

Sector III, trench 
3, Padina

Blade Indeterminable Antler

Sample 
41

S.A. I. II, Vlasac Flake Scraping Dry hide with less 
dry parts

Sample 
42

Burial 40, Vlasac Flake Indeterminable Hide + additive
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Sample 
#

Context Typology Activity Worked Material

Sample 
43

House 5, Vlasac Flake Cutting Hide + ash

Sample 
44

a/18, floor, house 
2, Vlasac

Splinter General working Dry hide

Sample 
45

Burial 14, Vlasac Flake Sawing Hide + additive

Sample 
46

Burial 14, Vlasac Flake Cutting Dry hide + hard 
material

Lepenski Vir Results
Around 5% (18 artefacts) of the total sample of the Lepenski Vir as-

semblage exhibit traces of utilization with adapted bone, antler, and hide, 
or additives.  Seven tools have polish attributed to the working of hard 
animal materials that were processed before the use. The conclusion is 
based on the characteristics of the micro polish variables commonly used 
in the use-wear analysis. For example, one of them is topography, which 
describes the morphology of the polish, and in the case of processing hard 
animal materials, as in these cases, the topography is flat. Linkage, which 
describes the connectivity of diverse polish features is tight to covered, 
and texture is smooth.

Three blades (sample 2, 15, and 16) and one flake (sample 1) were 
used for working the antler, according to the melting type of topography 
– a very distinctive attribute only connected to this type of material. Two 
scrapers (sample 7 and 11) were used for bone working, and one blade 
(sample 17) for cutting the unidentified hard animal material mixed with 
hide. The scraper from house 32 (sample 11), found in the ash place, has 
traces of ash mixed with bone wear. Very high brightness of the polish, 
abrasion near the working edge, and the formation of the striation are 
the main characteristics for the presence of ash. Additionally, the scraper 
(sample 7) found in the midden was used for the general working of fresh 
bone, confirmed by flat topography and smooth texture (Fig. 2a).

A high quantity of tools used during the final phases of skin process-
ing was noted at Lepenski Vir. Three flakes, found in three different con-
texts (in houses 41 [sample 4, Fig. 2b], 36, and under the floor of house 
37), have the same polish characteristic – granular topography and a very 
rough texture. The hide, worked in the final phases of tanning, is very dry 
but easy to manipulate. It should be highlighted that dry hide can provide 
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more developed edge rounding, creating a deceptive image, and macro 
characterization in these cases can be interpreted incorrectly as hard ma-
terial.

Only two tools, a flake (sample 4) and a blade (sample 13), have trac-
es that indicate the use of ash mixed with skin. The specific characteristics 
of ash are visible as there is a light layer of polish on the working edge on 
the macro-scale (Fig. 2c). The highest amount of brightness is prominent, 
together with the striation, near the outer edge (Fig. 2d).

Figure 2. Macro and micro traces found on tools from the Lepenski Vir 
assemblage: a) micro-wear, sa mple 7, scraper, pit, general working of fresh bone; 
b) micro-wear, sample 4, flake, house 41, cutting and scraping of semi-dry hide 
in finishing phase of work; c) edge-damage, sample 13, blade, house 26, cutting 
hide with ash; d) micro-wear, sample 13, blade, house 26, cutting hide with ash.

A trapeze from house 26 and a flake found under the floor of house 
47 have morphological indications for residues of ochre, distinguished as 
small red to orange conglomerations. Trapeze (sample 14) was used for 
processing soft animal materials, which refer to meat and animal tissues 
and ligaments in general, detected by feather and step scar termination. 
The identification of the material, in this case, was done solely based on 
the macro traces, since micro traces did not divulge enough information 
about the exact contact material. The flake (sample 18) worked the hide 
mixed with ochre, resulting in a smooth texture and compact linkage, 
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which can be connected both to the time of use and to the fact that the 
additive created a more abraded surface.

Two tools were used for working semi-fresh hide (sample 3 and 
9), and the polish is interpreted as working the hide towards the fresh 
state. These results indicate the processing of skin that was refined in 
some period after it was taken off the animal, not immediately after the 
skinning.

Padina Results
From the total of the sampled artefacts from Padina, 10% (22 arte-

facts) have traces that imply the use of additives or working pre-processed 
materials. Regarding hard animal materials, seven tools were used for pro-
cessing antler and bone in diverse phases of their modification and com-
bined with various additives. Macro traces connected to the bone working 
are represented by larger snap and step scars, forming a couple of rows 
that are overlapping, as detected on sample 35 and 20 (Fig. 3a, c). Micro 
traces of bone polish are defined by flat to domed topography, smooth 
texture and tight to covered linkage (Fig. 3b). The localization depends on 
the movement angle, type and size of the bone, and it is usually localized 
on the edge and surface area. In cases when the additives are present and 
mixed with the main contact material, the polish brightness is high, as on 
sample 22 (Fig. 3d).

Antler processing is not always distinguishable from the bone work-
ing or hard animal materials in general. What is important to observe is 
the topography, both on lower and higher areas of polish, and the linkage 
dispersal. As it was mentioned before, the antler is associated with the 
melted topography, which is flat in some parts and has covered linkage 
(Fig. 3e).

Po lish indicating use of tools for refining hide in various phases and 
the use of additives was found on all three sectors of Padina. The diver-
sity of the hide processing stages is very important for understanding the 
everyday dynamics of the Padina settlement in the Transitional period, 
and these data complement the overall high percentage of hide treatment 
detected in the Iron Gates. Processing of hide is observed, identified based 
on the developed granular topography present on the outer edge or edge, 
depending on the hide dimensions. The texture of the traces is connected 
to the exact state of the hide, varying from smooth to rougher on semi-
dry hide, to rough polish on dry hide, as visible on sample 27 (Fig. 3f). Be-
sides the hard animal materials and dry hide processing, tools with traces 
of semi-fresh to fresh hide working are present at Padina, and they are 
characterized by smooth texture.
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Fi  gure 3. Macro and micro traces found on the tools from Padina, assemblage:
a) edge-damage, sa mple 35, flake, Sector III, scraping of humid bone;
b) micro-wear, sample 35, flake, Sector III, scraping of humid bone;

c) edge-damage, sa mple 20, flake, Sector II, cutting of bone with ash;
d) micro-wear, sample 22, flake, Sector II, cutting of bone with ash;

e) micro-wear, sample 28, flake, Sector II, working of fresh antler and greasy 
material; f) micro-wear  , sample 27, Sector II, cutting of dry hide.

Vlasac Results
The tools used for complex activities are represented in a lower 

quantity at Vlasac (4% or 6 artefacts) in comparison to the other sites 
in the Iron Gates. Two artefacts have polish with granular topography 
and rough texture, which is specifically connected to dry hide. Sample 
44 (Fig. 4a-b) is unique, as the traces are positioned beyond the outer 
edge and edge, and the linkage is open to half-tight. These variables are 
important because they indicate the larger dimensions of skin that was 
refined. The topography of sample 41 shows that the flake was used for 
scraping dry, semi-dry to semi-f  resh hide (Fig. 4c-d), and there are no 
data related to the superposition of the traces. These conclusions imply 
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that the flake was used simultaneously for all the diverse surfaces of the 
hide (both dry and semi-dry). One flake (sample 43) was used for work-
ing the hide mixed with ash, based on the half-tight linkage and granu-
lar texture (Fig. 4e-f).

Figure 4. Macro and micro traces found on the tools from Vlasac assemblage:
a) e d ge-damage, sample 44, splinter, house 2, general working of dry hide;

b) micro-wear, sample 44, house 2, general working of dry hide; c) edge-damage, 
sample 41, flake scraping dry hide with less dry parts; d) micro-wear, sample 41, 
flake scraping of dry hide with less dry parts; e) edge-damage, sample 43, flake, 

house 2, cutting of hide and ash; f) micro-wear, sample 43,
flake, house 2, cutting of  hide and ash.

Discussion

The analysed sample of 46 artefacts shows a variety of complex ac-
tivities that were conducted on an everyday basis in the Iron Gates set-
tlements during the Transitional period. Although the results are based 
on archaeological evidence it should be mentioned that the data is ad-
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ditionally backed by a detailed experimental program (Petrović, 2021, in 
preparation)2.

The three most imp ortant activities should be emphasized. The first 
one is the modification and preparation of hard animal mate rials for eas-
ier processing in the future, which corresponds well with the osseous ma-
terial found in the region. Soaking of the antler as part of the chaîne opé-
ratoire is still to be explored in detail, but previous studies (e.g. Newcomer, 
1976; Osipowicz, 2007; Langley & Wisher, 2019), together with the results 
presented in this paper, have shown that prehistoric people possessed the 
knowledge to process hard animal materials.

The second observed activity is the use of additives in the process-
ing of hide and bone. It was confirmed that ash was used for roast ing or 
preserving vegetal foods for delayed consumption, as for treating and con-
serving fresh hide, in the case  of the Late Lower Paleolithic population at 
the Qesem cave (Lemorini et al., 2020). At the sites of the Iron Gates, we 
  are dealing with an extensive use of ash and ochre, both for the preserva-
tion and processing of hide and bone. This shows that the population that 
inh abited Lepenski Vir, Padina, and Vlasac was aware of the specific ad-
vantages of the additives, and they were able to utilize them for overcoming 
the problems of storage   or to postpone the processing of large amounts 
of hides. Additionally, it should be noted that two flakes from burial 14 
and 40 from Vlasac have traces of hide processing with unknown  additives, 
which does not mean that the supplement is unknown, but that the micro 
traces were not diagnostic enough to identify the exact additive type.

The scraper found in the ash place of house 32 from Lepenski Vir with 
traces indicating both bone and ash give rise to a question. Are the traces of 
ash result of a contact with bone that was previously mixed with ash, or are 
we dealing with environmental contamination? Supplementary data shows 
that other tools from the same context do not have traces of ash (Petrović 
et al., 2021), which should be the case if all of tools  from the area were con-
taminated. Thus, the traces of ash found on the scraper are strictly connect-
ed to the activity. This case shows intentional use of ash for the preservation 
of bone, and the same procedure is used nowadays for storing animal bones 
for archaeological experiments at the LTFAPA Laboratory.

The third process is working dry hide. Dry hide traces are correlated 
to the final step after tanning is applied. This activity improves the hide 
structure and creates elasticit y, which makes it suitable for the manufac-
turing of clothes, containers, and other leather objects. The high percent-
age of tools used for working dry hide at the Padina site indicates that 

2 Because of the limited format of the publication, the experimental data could not be 
added, and these results will be published in another publication. 
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the inhabitants of this settlement knew of tanning procedures. These re-
sults are complementary to the number of tools used for the refinement 
of small leather goods found at Lepenski Vir, demonstrating that the pat-
terns of dealing with the daily struggles circulated in the entire region.

Conclusion

According to the presented data, the application of use-wear analysis 
in prehistoric studies can serve as a tool for advancing our understanding 
of the possibilities and limits of human cognition in the past. Based on 
the use-wear analysis, a simple process as scraping hide is observed, the 
tool is being placed in a broader perspective, and we are certain about 
its role in the household. However, some small additional information as 
scraping dry hide completely changes the perspective, and the exact phase 
of the contact material affects the amount of information we have about 
the habits and practices of these ancient communities. The knowledge 
of prehistoric communities to use additives in hide tanning or softening 
techniques for antler shaping testifies to the fact that the population of 
the Iron Gates was acquainted with the techniques which helped them 
overcome small-scale crises in everyday life. Without this expertise, many 
products needed for everyday use could have not been made, like bone 
tools, antler harpoons, or leather garments. Additionally, these results 
show the ability of the communities of Lepenski Vir, Padina, and Vlasac 
to fully exploit animal resources and to produce secondary products. The 
derivative skin products are not preserved in the archaeological record, 
and accordingly, these results represent an important opportunity to gain 
insight into their manufacture and are proof of their existence. The ability 
to overcome these small-scale difficulties testify about some of the minor 
milestones for people during the Late Glacial and the Early Holocene, but 
it also reminds us that some of the tasks that are today considered easily 
achievable were once extremely challenging.
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СВАКОДНЕВНИ ПРОБЛЕМИ ПРАИСТОРИЈСКИХ 
ЗАЈЕДНИЦА У РЕГИОНУ ЂЕРДАПА ТОКОМ КАСНОГ 

МЕЗОЛИТА И РАНОГ НЕОЛИТА

Апстракт: Главни циљ ове студије је микро перцепција свакодневних актив-
ности праисторијских заједница с краја 7. до средине 6. миленијума пре нове 
ере у региону Ђердапа. Основни методолошки приступ ослоњен је на при-
мену функционалних анализа артефаката од окрес аног камена са локалите-
та Лепенски Вир, Падина и Власац, где је потврђена фаза насељавања током 
касног мезолита и раног неолита. Трасеолошком анализом добија се увид у 
прецизне информације до којих се не може доћи уобичајеним методама тех-
нолошких и морфометријских анализа. Поред општих резултата употребе 
окресаних артефаката, попут стругања дрвета, коже или гравирање камена 
или кости, функционалне анализе откривају и процес који стоји иза самих 
активности. Добијени подаци указују на проблеме приликом обликовања 
доступних сировина и начине на који су се заједнице у клисури суочава-
ле са потешкоћама, попут овде изложеног примера обраде коже. Резултати 
наведени у овом раду дају увиде о људским когнитивним способностима у 
прошлости, које неупитно указују на људску склоност и вештину да се ин-
венцијом и применом превазиђу свакодневне кризне ситуације.

Кључне речи: трасеолошке анализе, окресано камено оруђе, Ђердап, касни 
мезолит, рани неолит
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THE NEOLITHIC TRANSITION CRISIS: 
TECHNOLOGICAL HYBRIDIZATION

AS A CONSEQUENCE OF STRESS

Abstract: Any transitional period can be regarded as a period of crisis. The stress-
ful conditions during the Early to Late Neolithic transition in the Central Balkans 
were probably caused by a population decrease. The technological hybridization 
in the production of ceramic objects, mainly pottery, can be regarded as evidence 
of the mixing of technological traditions, or in other words, of different social 
groups, probably through intermarriage. Therefore, the peaceful coexistence of 
different groups, resulting in the collapse of social boundaries, could have been a 
possible response to stressful conditions caused by a population decrease.

Keywords: Neolithic, technological hybridization, pottery, group identities, so-
cial relations

The Neolithic as a Period of Crisis

The Neolithic is a period characterized by revolutionary changes in 
the way of life, the most important of which was food production, followed 
by changes in technology and social relations. As a major shift in human 
lifestyle, the Neolithic can also be regarded as a stressful period, a period of 
crisis. It is still unknown what triggered the shift to food production, and 
among the many possible explanations and theories, some authors argue 
that the Neolithic itself originated as a consequence of food crisis: “agricul-
ture by stress”, caused by population increase, i. e. population pressure and/
or depletion of foraging resources (Binford, 1968; see also Harlan, 1992; 
Wiesdorf, 2005), implying that population stress was the key element for 
the origins of food production. Regardless of the causes of the Neolithic 
revolution, it seems indisputable that the Neolithic “came” to Europe as a 
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consequence of an environmental crisis: the so-called 8.2-kiloyear climatic 
event characterized by cooling and increased aridity caused migrations of 
the early farmers from Anatolia to southeastern Europe, by different routes 
(Winninger et al. 2006). The population movements from the Near East 
and Anatolia to the Balkans and further to central Europe (Mathieson et al. 
2017) were followed by different contacts and interactions with autochtho-
nous groups, and by the inventions/adoptions of technological innovations. 
At the same time, the abandonment of the hunter-gatherer economy and 
increased reliance on agriculture caused dietary stress, resulting in poor 
health stature, the first occurrences of certain health conditions (dental 
disease, rachitis, malnutrition as a consequence of famine and reliance on 
a single crop causing nutrient deficiency) and infectious diseases (Cohen 
& Armelagos, 1984; Jovanović, 2017; Mummert et al., 2011). Although the 
Neolithic is traditionally viewed as a peaceful period, there is also growing 
evidence of the presence of another stress form: conflict and violence dur-
ing the whole Neolithic sequence. In some cases, especially in the Balkans, 
this can only be assumed. The ditches and enclosures registered at Neolith-
ic sites (for example, Kalafatić et al., 2020; Šošić Klindžić et al., 2019) are 
sometimes explained as defensive structures, and some classes of portable 
finds are interpreted as possible weapons (for example, ceramic balls as 
sling ammunition), and there is other evidence suggesting conflict (Bala-
ban, 2013; Runnels et al., 2009). On the other hand, the findings of skeletal 
remains with evident traces of trauma inflicted by violent attacks, in some 
cases real massacres (Meyer et al., 2015), in others isolated events (Roksan-
dic et al., 2006), further suggest an insecure social environment. Finally, the 
end of the Neolithic period can also be related to some sort of crisis. This 
Late Neolithic crisis is characterized by the collapse of large settlements; for 
instance, Tripolye mega-structures, and their relocation to more defensive 
positions, then the decline of resources and agricultural economy, in most 
cases related to the arrival of nomadic pastoralists, corresponding with the 
beginning of the Copper Age.

Early to Late Neolithic Transition Crisis

Almost all of these stressful conditions can be observed during the 
Neolithic sequence – in the Early and the Middle Neolithic Starčevo, 
and Late Neolithic Vinča cultures of the Central Balkans. In traditional 
archaeology based on culture-history, the transition between the two 
has been considered and explained as a consequence of migration of 
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new groups from the east, or as an autochthonous “evolution” of the 
Early Neolithic populations. This intra-Neolithic transition is generally 
thought to have been peaceful, although some authors consider more 
stressful conditions and conflict during this period (for overview, see: 
Vuković, 2015). Even today, the issue of the origin/formation of the 
Vinča culture is still puzzling researchers, as the debate between the sup-
porters of demographic and cultural continuity from the Early Neolithic 
and those supporting the opposite hypothesis – discontinuity and the 
arrival of newcomers – is still vivid and unresolved. Although the debate 
continues, it is highly probable that the Starčevo-Vinča transition was 
also a period of crisis. Contrary to the idea of population pressure at 
the beginning of the Neolithic, recent research suggests that the episode 
of significant population decrease took place after 5500 cal BC, with a 
minimum between 5400 and 5300 cal BC (Porčić et al., 2016; Porčić et 
al., 2020), corresponding with the end of the Early Neolithic.

Although population decrease can be interpreted in favor of two dif-
ferent hypotheses – cultural and demographic (dis)continuity between 
Starčevo and Vinča (Porčić, 2020) – it undoubtedly reflects stressful con-
ditions. Can they, however, be considered a crisis? Relating an intra-Ne-
olithic transition demographic event to a crisis seems appropriate since 
the term is usually connected to some kind of transitional stage, viewed 
as a permanent condition of the world, or any kind of uncertainties (Ko-
selleck and Richter, 2006, pp. 398–399). They can be identified in the ar-
chaeological record and further explored by employing different research 
agendas. Bearing in mind that one of the characteristics of Early to Late 
Neolithic transition is considerable change in material culture, especially 
pottery, the study of technology may be an appropriate tool for assessing 
the ways Neolithic communities responded to the crisis. Possible answers 
therefore may be inferred from the analyses of the mechanisms of techno-
logical change, technological style as one of the indicators of group identi-
ties, and especially the hybridization of technological features.

Technological Change, Hybridization, and Crisis

Technology or “a way of doing something” (Hegmon, 1992, p. 517) 
does not simply imply the steps in the manufacture of objects – as tech-
nology can also be a way a ritual is performed (Lemonnier, 1992) – but 
also includes many other elements, the most important of which are so-
cial factors, such as the possession of certain knowledge and the ways it 
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is transmitted, or in other words “traditions.” The technological process 
is frequently regarded as a set of choices (Lemmonier, 2002) conditioned 
by socially accepted norms. As it was broadly confirmed both in ethno-
archaeological and archeological research, technological traditions – or 
“styles” (see: Lechtmann, 1977; Hegmon, 1992, 1998) – are conservative, 
and usually, society seeks to maintain them through different mechanisms 
of pressure (Longacre et al., 2000; Gosselain, 1992), including even sanc-
tions (Mahias, 2002), as a way of preventing established cultural patterns 
from collapsing. Technological traditions, therefore, exhibit high tempo-
ral durability, but eventually, changes occur, by innovation, i.e. invention, 
and consequently, the adoption of a specific technology. The reason why 
technological change takes place and its interdependence with crisis/stress 
must be further explored.

In evolutionary archaeology, it is argued that technological innova-
tion occurs entirely as a consequence of stressful conditions. The idea 
that “the necessity is a mother of invention” (Rosenberg, 1990), was 
however criticized, mainly because invention was regarded as random, 
analogous to a mutation in biology (see: Fitzhugh, 2001). Furthermore, 
a risk-sensitivity model of technological change was developed, showing 
that “technological innovation under crisis would more often fail than 
would innovation in times of security” (e.g., p. 156). If we regard crisis as 
a transition towards something different (Koselleck and Richter, 2006, p. 
358), it can be stated that technological change can be triggered by dif-
ferent kinds of pressure and stress, if not exclusively by severe insecurity, 
for example, by changes in lifestyle or food habits (Schiffer and Skibo, 
1987), an increased demand for specific products (cf. Vuković, 2020), or 
population decrease.

One of the most intriguing aspects of technology is hybridity, and it 
seems that it can be especially connected with periods of crisis. Cultural 
hybridity can be defined as “a combination and modification of elements 
from two or more social groups in ways that challenge preexisting power 
relations” (Leibmann, 2015, p. 4). Hybridity has often been considered 
from a perspective of postcolonial theory and seen as a postcolonial phe-
nomenon (cf. Stockhammer, 2012). The two main types of cultural hy-
brids were firstly identified in linguistics (Bakhtin, 1981, pp. 358–361) as 
organic (unconscious) and intentional (conscious). In anthropology, con-
siderations about hybrids are focused on “double objects”, such as Mickey 
Mouse (Leibmann, 2015) and the Virgin kachina dolls, or hybrid ceramic 
vessels (Leibmann, 2013), to understand processes such as amalgamation 
or syncretism. Archaeological investigations on technological hybridity 



Neolithic transition crisis: Technological hybridization as a consequence of stress | 67

in pottery production (taking into account all important elements such 
as organization of production, technical knowledge, artisans’ skill, among 
others), were also generally focused on societies with a political organi-
zation, and interactions between the conquerors and the conquered. The 
hybrid ceramic vessels combining local and Inca features in the Inca Em-
pire, for example, reflect the policies of assimilation of local elites into the
upper echelons of society (Costin, 2013; 2016). On the other hand, the 
concept of hybridity has also been recognized as an epistemological po-
tential for analyzing cultural transformations in the archaeological record 
(Stockhammer, 2012). The notion of “material entanglement”, as the sec-
ond step in cultural transformation, refers to the creation of a new object, 
which combines familiar with previously unknown (e.g., pp. 49–51; Stock-
hammer, 2013). It was tested through the research of local imitations of 
Aegean pottery in the Levant during the Bronze Age, showing “the crea-
tive potential” of local artisans to produce a hybrid object. All of these 
concepts of hybridity emphasize complex social relations, implying that 
hybridization can emerge primarily in non-egalitarian, hierarchical, or 
even politically organized societies.

A very important aspect of hybridity is the issue of identities. From 
a postcolonial perspective, the hybrids are the result of an encounter with 
otherness, one between the colonialists and the indigenous populations. 
Thus, hybridization “rearticulates identities and positions in the periods 
of social and political change” (Costin, 2016, p. 321). However, the phe-
nomenon of mixing of technological features occurs in less complex socie-
ties, i.e. societies that are not exclusively hierarchical or with a political or-
ganization. In the heart of the idea of technological style (Hegmon, 1992, 
1998; Stark, M., 1999; see also Vuković, 2017a, 2017b) are also group iden-
tities: it is viewed as a “package” of elements that reflect the technology of 
a specific social group, a culturally conservative set of behaviors, activities, 
and procedures that make a certain society or social group different from 
some other. Through the concept of social boundaries (Stark, M., 1995; 
1999) the issues of technological change are further explored, suggesting 
that it is triggered by changes in social relations, i.e. by increased inter-
actions between different social groups or communities. These interac-
tions can result in mixing, or the hybridization of technological traditions, 
bringing about the emergence of “boundary objects”. They are viewed 
as “the things that cross social boundaries, not demarcate them” (Mills 
2018). The mixing of technological styles, therefore, was not exclusively 
a consequence of some kind of conquest or (political) domination of one 
group over the other. It could also have resulted from a less extreme kind 
of interaction, such as the coexistence of different social groups.
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Hybridity in Early to Late Neolithic Тransition

As it was suggested in archaeological research, high variability in ar-
chaeological finds points out to the presence of technological innovation 
(Schiffer, 2010), and/or mixing of technological styles (Stark et al., 1995). 
Since pottery is the most abundant class of portable finds, and also most 
prone to changes, it is suitable for the research of technological styles and 
hybridization. The period of intra-Neolithic transition is, although insuf-
ficiently explored, characterized by increased variability of ceramic finds, 
both as so-called mixed assemblages and as technological hybrids. These 
finds are represented by vessels, and more rarely, other ceramic objects 
(lids, so-called altars, and figurines).

The hybrid ceramic vessels characterized by the mixing of Starčevo-
Vinča traditions are observed in more detail at the site of Pavlovac-Čukar 
(Vuković, 2015; 2017b; 2020). The presence of shapes belonging to one tra-
dition, but with fabric, surface treatment, and decoration belonging to the 
other, reveals that the mixing of different traditions was a two-fold interac-
tion, between Starčevo and Vinča. The hybrids are also explained as the con-
sequence of the mixing of peoples, or in other words, the mixing of different 
social groups, the autochthonous communities with newcomers carrying 
their own technological style. Especially important for the understanding 
of this process are rough, carelessly, “imperfectly” finished objects. In con-
trast to the hybrids, only forms of the Starčevo tradition, not the Vinča ones, 
were executed poorly, indicating artisans who were not necessarily inexperi-
enced but rather belonged to another tradition and were unfamiliar with the 
local one. The presence of so-called altars, objects usually associated with 
symbolic meaning, in both groups of finds (i.e. hybrid objects and “unskill-
fully” made objects), implies not only the artisans’ lack of technical knowl-
edge, but also their unawareness of local beliefs and customs. Hybridization 
among the anthropomorphic figurines is pretty elusive, and so far observed 
only on Kovačke Njive, a neighboring site to Čukar. It is worth noting, al-
though it is not a real technological hybrid, but rather a hybrid form: the 
upper part resembling Vinča, and the lower part more in the Starčevo fash-
ion, with emphasized glutei and incised representation of vulva (Vuković 
et al., 2016, p. 184). Pavlovac is not the only site belonging to the period of 
the Early-to-Late Neolithic transition with assemblages containing techno-
logical hybrids. They can be traced on many sites in modern-day Serbia, 
in archaeological literature conveniently named as transitional types (for 
overview, see: Vuković, 2015). Furthermore, recent research in neighbor-
ing areas, namely east Slavonija, also reveals the presence of Starčevo-Vinča 
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technological hybrids.1 A similar process may also be identified on the sites 
where “technological amalgamation” included not only two but three tradi-
tions – LBK as well (Botić, 2020). This further points out the need for fur-
ther research on this phenomenon.

Discussion: Crisis and Peaceful Coexistence

The technological hybridization in Neolithic pottery production has 
so far not been acknowledged as an important feature of the Neolithic 
transition. Although ideas about “colonization” and the possible hostility 
between autochthonous Starčevo and immigrating Vinča populations were 
sporadically taken into account in traditional archaeology (cf. Vuković, 
2015), there is no convincing evidence that any kind of conflict or crisis 
actually happened. On the other hand, as it was noted before, a consid-
erable population decrease did take place, and the consequences of this 
event could have been stressful. The hybridization of Starčevo and Vinča 
technological styles was already seen as a mixing of different groups, i.e. 
the Starčevo and Vinča peoples (Vuković, 2015; 2017b; 2020), as a conse-
quence of the collapsed boundaries between the groups and the “relaxing” 
of knowledge transmission patterns. All of these processes suggest changes 
in social relations as well, and they should be considered furthermore.

As it was shown in ethnoarchaeological research, the conservatism of 
technological knowledge (or the “recipes for action” – Schiffer and Skibo, 
1987) is society’s way of maintaining accepted norms through rigid pat-
terns of learning/teaching, based on the observation-imitation process 
(Wallaert-Pêtre, 2001). The opposite strategy, through “trial and error”, 
encourages experimentation, flexibility, and adaptability to new, previ-
ously unknown situations and tasks; it can be observed among the tech-
nological hybrids. The changes in technological style, as it was also shown, 
might have been triggered by the integration of potters into the new com-
munities (Stark, 1999); allowance of task execution in a less controlled 
way suggests a decrease in the social pressure in learning frameworks. 
Moreover, it seems that during the intra-Neolithic transition this kind of 
shift in pottery production, i.e. the lack of social pressure and encourage-
ment of experimentation, can also be observed in another class of pot-
tery finds: painted pottery. Experimentation with and usage of new kinds 
of pigments (specifically, red-colored), and consequently, the application 
of “new” or previously unknown technology in preparing and applying  

1 Rajna Šošić Klindžić, pers. comm.



70 | Jasna Vuković

paint, which resulted in new painted motifs, were observed (Vuković and 
Bajčev, in preparation). The analyzed red-painted specimens from the site 
of Pavlovac-Čukar are also part of the Starčevo-Vinča mixed assemblages, 
and in some cases, they are also contextually related to technological hy-
brids.

The assumption of the presence of different social groups further 
leads to the issues of the nature of the relations between their members. 
The presence of technological hybrids, as was already mentioned, implies 
the integration of potters into the new communities. The objects they pro-
duced cannot be regarded as “double objects” or examples of “material en-
tanglement”, since both traditions were equally mixed, and there is no evi-
dence to suggest that any of two traditions was more highly ranked or in 
any way superior; the hybrids cannot be regarded as some kind of imita-
tion, but rather as completely “blended” technology. They are more likely 
“boundary objects”, also suggesting the so-called “secondary apprentice-
ship”, or the reeducation of mature potters (Wallaert, 2013), usually after 
being married. The presence of two social groups in the same settlement2, 
sharing living space, indicate their peaceful coexistence, and the two-fold 
hybridization process indicates intermarriage between these groups. The 
same interpretation was also offered for the transitional period at the end 
of the Middle Neolithic in northern Europe: intermarriage and reeduca-
tion of potters probably by close relatives (Larsson and Graner, 2010), 
belonging to the group a potter entered by marriage. In the case of the 
Neolithic transition of the Central Balkans, the presence of two groups 
and their mixing through newly established family ties indicates that, at 
least in some cases, peaceful coexistence resulting with the collapse of so-
cial boundaries could have been a possible response to stressful conditions 
caused by a population decrease. This scenario should not, however, be 
regarded as a universal solution. The possibilities of some other risk-solv-
ing strategies should also be explored.
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Јасна Вуковић*

КРИЗА НЕОЛИТСКЕ ТРАНЗИЦИЈЕ: ТЕХНОЛОШКА 
ХИБРИЗАЦИЈА КАО ПОСЛЕДИЦА СТРЕСА

Апстракт: Сваки транзициони период може се сматрати периодом кризе. 
За време прелаза раног у касни неолит на централном Балкану, стресне 
околности вероватно су изазване демографским падом. Технолошка хибри-
дизација у изради предмета од керамике, првенствено посуђа, може се по-
сматрати као последица мешања технолошких традиција, или различитих 
социјалних група, вероватно путем склапања брачних веза. Миран суживот 
две групе, који је резултирао рушењем друштвених баријера, могао је бити 
потенцијалан одговор неолитских заједница на стресне услове изазване па-
дом популације.

Кључне речи: неолит, технолошка хибридизација, грнчарија, групни иден-
титети, друштвени односи.
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Abstract: The first farming communities appeared during the Neolithic period. 
The life of Neolithic and other non-industrial communities depended on environ-
mental variations – precipitati on and temperature patterns. Even minor changes in 
those patterns could have caused bad harvests and the lack of animal fodder, po-
tentially leading to periods of food scarcity. To overcome periods of food scarcity, 
non-industrial communities applied different social buffering strategies: diversi-
fication, storage, exchange, and mobility. In this paper, social buffering strategies 
that Early Neolithic communities applied to overcome the environmental variabil-
ity in the new territory are examined and the most plausible ones are considered.
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Introduction

The concept of the “Neolithic package” was introduced by archaeolo-
gists with the intention of unifying cultural, economic, social, and ideo-
logical changes that occurred in the Near East and later on spread beyond 
the original territory. These novelties developed over a period of several 
centuries, marking different phases of the Pre-Pottery and Pottery Neo-
lithic. The Neolithic package is often described as a number of factors that 
define the Neolithic lifestyle and includes agriculture, domestic animal 
farming, emergence of sedentary settlements, production of pottery1 and 
polished stone tools, and the ideology compatible with the new lifestyle 

* Ana Đuričić, Research Associate, Laboratory for Bioarchaeology, Department of 
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1 The earliest pottery was produced by members of hunter-gatherer communities 
(20000 cal BP) in the Far East of Asia. The emergence of pottery in the Near Eastern 
farming communities is a topic of current research and debate, but it is evident 
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(Çilingiroğlu, 2005; Cauvin, 2000). Neolithic innovations led to the emer-
gence of new subsistence strategies and imposed risks.

The Neolithic lifestyle arrived to the territory of the Central Balkans 
in its full form around 6250 cal BC, together with the new population 
(Borić & Dimitrijević, 2007; Borić, 2016; Cramp et al., 2019; Ivanova, 
2020; Stojanovski et al., 2020). These early farming communities of the 
Early and Middle Neolithic Starčevo culture (6250–5300 cal BC), mainly 
occupied the previously non-inhabited territories, with the exception of 
the Danube Gorges, where the local Mesolithic population was still thriv-
ing (where elements of both the new Neolithic and local Mesolithic cul-
ture are detectable) (Borić & Dimitrijević, 2007; Borić, 2016; Cramp et 
al., 2019; Đuričić, 2019; Porčić et al., 2021). The new territory differed 
significantly from the territories they previously inhabited, as this was the 
first time Neolithic populations spread beyond the Mediterranean climate 
zone. The temperate climate of the Central Balkans, with increased pre-
cipitation and more pronounced seasons, influenced food availability and 
subsistence patterns of these Early Neolithic communities (Ethier et al., 
2017; Stojanovski et al., 2020; Ivanova, 2020).

Food is not optional; it is a necessity. The amount of food in farming, 
including Neolithic communities, depends on different environmental con-
ditions. The abundance of food resources varies throughout the year and is 
conditioned by seasonal changes. Neolithic communities had to overcome 
these seasonal changes, in order to survive seasons with low food availabil-
ity. Moreover, a minor change in temperature or the precipitation pattern 
could have endangered the existence of Neolithic communities, due to crop 
failure and the lack of animal fodder. Apart from seasonal food scarcity, en-
vironmental variability can create food shortages that last one or multiple 
years, forcing communities to employ one or several buffering strategies, 
based on the longitude of the unfavourable period and their cultural, so-
cial, economic, and ideological norms (Halstead & O’Shea, 1989). To over-
come food scarcity, societies employ a wide range of practices, grouped by 
P. Halstead and J. O’Shea (1989) into four basic categories of social buffer-
ing strategies: 1) diversification, 2) storage, 3) exchange, and 4) mobility 
(Halstead & O’Shea, 1989; Groot & Lentjes, 2013). Overcoming implies not 
only actions undertaken when food shortages occur, but more so, preven-
tion and preparation – mec hanisms applied to obtain consistent food sup-
ply for the community throughout the year. In this paper, social buffering 
strategies applied by Early/Middle Neolithic Starčevo culture communities 
to prepare for, prevent, and overcome periods of food scarcity caused by 

that pottery production was a part of the same “package” brought by the farming 
communities from the Near East to the new territories (Jordan & Zvelebil, 2009). 
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the environmental variability are examined and the most plausible ones are 
considered.

Environmental Variability and Social Buffering Strategies

It is not necessary for a natural disaster to happen for non-industri-
al communities to face food scarcity. In temperate climate zones, like in 
the Central Balkan region, differences between seasons are pronounced. 
Uneven Solar radiation has a crucial influence on the ecosystem dynam-
ics, making summer the most abundant season, both in local and mi-
gratory resources. On the other hand, winter is the most difficult pe-
riod with the least amount of available food (Rowley-Conwy & Zvelebil, 
1989). These are seasonal variations. They are predictable and cannot 
be avoided, so people use previously established mechanisms to over-
come periods of food scarcity, obtaining a balanced diet throughout the 
year (Rowley-Conwy & Zvelebil, 1989; O’Shea, 1989; Halstead, 1989). 
Interannual variations are unpredictable. They depend on climatological 
factors (droughts, frosts, storms, hail, excessive rain, floods...), animals, 
insects, plague, plant diseases, or human activity. Although these varia-
tions are mostly unpredictable, people know how to affront them, using 
knowledge acquired from previous situations (O’Shea, 1989; Halstead, 
1989). Long-term variations are the result of climate or environmental 
changes, and often last for a prolonged period of time, requiring com-
munities to make considerable adaptations (Rowley-Conwy & Zvelebil, 
1989). Considering these three types of variations, the strategies applied 
by communities vary and change, but are always in accordance with 
their social, cultural, and economic norms.

Farming communities depend on regular seasonal patterns which 
control plant and animal annual cycles. Minor shifts in seasonal patterns 
can affect the amount of available food, both of plant and animal origin. 
In order to prevent or overcome the lack of food, communities apply one 
of the previously mentioned strategies: diversification, storage, exchange, 
and mobility (Halstead & O’Shea, 1989; Groot & Lentjes, 2013). The in-
clusion of a greater variety of food sources is called diversification. Keep-
ing food for annual periods of food scarcity is called storage.  Exchange 
can be devised in several different social practices – trade, food sharing, 
obligatory reciprocity, and negative reciprocity (theft). Group and settle-
ment relocation towards areas with available food sources is called mobil-
ity (Halstead & O’Shea, 1989; Groot & Lentjes, 2013). Buffering strategies 
can be mixed, but every community has its own preferences, so certain 
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strategies could be practiced as prevention , while others could be applied 
as a last resort. Also, the way one strategy is practiced could differ from 
culture to culture. For example, both hunter-gatherers and farmers apply 
diversification, but practices vary. Hunter-gatherers rely on different cat-
egories of wild resources (the variety of wild animal species and wild plant 
taxa available during different seasons), while farming communities rely 
primarily on agriculture and domestic animal herding with the addition 
of hunting and gathering (Halstead & O’Shea, 1989).

Diversification

Diversification is a good option for overcoming seasonal, interan-
nual, and long-term variations. Communities practice diversification in 
order to prevent the occurrence of food shortages by applying different 
food procurement strategies (hunting, gathering, agriculture, animal hus-
bandry, and fishing) with a broad spectre of resources. It implies not only 
reliance on alternative resources, but also cultivation of different crops of 
various endurance levels and growing patterns on diverse soil types. By 
applying this strategy, a community reduces the possibility of crop failure 
(Groot & Lentjes, 2013). For farmers, agriculture and herding are forms 
of diversification, as domestic animals can convert non-usable plants and 
agricultural waste into usable food (meat, milk, and fat), thus reducing the 
potential of food shortages (O’Shea, 1989).

Archaeobotanical analyses from the Starčevo culture sites have 
shown a broad spectre of cultivated crops and wild plants used in the 
human diet. It should be noted that systematic sampling was conducted 
only at two sites (Blagotin and Drenovac), with “judgement” sampling 
being conducted at other sites (sampling of contexts perceived as inter-
esting  or important by archaeologists), which affected the results of the 
archaeobotanical analysis (Filipović & Obradović, 2013). The most ex-
tensive sampling was conducted at Drenovac, which could be the reason 
for grater plant taxa diversity at this site in comparison to other sites. Ar-
chaeobotanical remains from the sites of Blagotin, Drenovac, Međureč, 
Starčevo, and Nosa-Biserna Obala have confirmed the cultivation of 52 
crops (for distribution see Filipović & Obradović, 2013, p. 41): einkorn 
(Triticum monococcum), emmer (Triticum dicoccum), hulled barley (Hor-
deum vulgare,  hulled), lentil (Lens culinaris), and pea (Pisum sativum) 

2 Recent studies have disputed Neolithic broomcorn millet (Panicum miliaceum) 
cultivation in Europe, so all millet samples should be treated as intrusions (Filipović 
et al., 2020), which is why they were excluded from this paper.
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(Fil ipović & Obradović, 2013; Filipović,  2014). Cereals could have been 
sown in autumn, and legumes in spring, securing crop yields in case of 
unpredicted circumstances. Cereals could have been used for bread pro-
duction or they coul d have been cooked as porridges or gruels, alone or 
together with legumes, and legumes (lentils and peas) could have been 
added to stews and soups (Atalay & Hastorf, 2006). A total of 9 wild taxa, 
typical for this region, has been documented so far (for distribution see 
Filipović & Obradović, 2013, p. 41): cornelian cherry (Cornus ma s ), ap-
ple (Malus pumila), fruit from malus genus (Malus sp.), fruit from pear 
genus (Pyrus sp.), acorn (Quercus sp.), beech  nut (Fagus sp.), blackber-
ry (Rubus fr uticosus), unidentified berries (Rubus sp.), and dwarf elder 
(Sambucus ebulus) (Filipović & Obradović, 2013). Acorn could have been 
roasted, dried, or ground into flower, while fruit and berries could have 
been consumed fresh, dried, or cooked (Atalay & Hastorf, 2006). 

Archaeozoological analyses have shown reliance on domesticates at 
the majority of Starčevo culture sites (for distribution see Orton, 2012) 
(Greenfield, 2008). Cattle dominated, followed by goat/sheep, while pigs 
were barely represented in the faunal assemblage (Orton, 2012; Ethier et 
al., 2017). However, at the sites in the Danube Gorges, Golokut-Vizić and 
Nosa-Biserna Obala, a higher percentage of wild animal taxa compared 
to domestic ones have been documented (Orton, 2012). The majority of 
the wild taxa remains belongs to red deer, roe deer, wild boar, fish, birds, 
and smaller mammals (Greenfield, 2008). Pottery lipid analyses from sev-
eral sites in the Danube  Gorges showed that the majority of vessels in this 
region was used for cooking aquatic resources, contrary to the data from 
other Central Balkan sites (Cramp et al., 2019), where they were used for 
processing meat, milk/dairy, plant food, and storing beeswax (Ethier et al., 
2017; Stojanovski et al., 2020).

Starčevo culture communities practiced diversification through a 
broad spectre of domesticated and wild plant and animal resources avail-
able during different seasons, obtained through multiple procurement 
strategies, thus reducing the potential for food shortages and providing 
a good base for a year-round balanced diet. Food procurement strategies 
can vary from settlement to settlement, so a unique diversification model 
cannot be ascribed to the Starčevo culture as a whole. Each settlement 
should be approached individually, but certain tendencies can be distin-
guished, such as a higher representation of domesticates in the human 
diet at the majority of the sites. By comparing the results of archaeobot-
anical and archaeozoological analyses, occupation patterns of specific set-
tlements could be determined, based on the seasonal availability of repre-
sented taxa (year-round or seasonal occupation).
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Storage

Storage is a common practice among farming communities, especially 
for preventing food shortages during the winter months. Although fruit, 
meat, and fish can be stored (Madge, 1994), cereals are the most common 
type of stored food. Storage is an extremely effective survival strategy in 
overcoming seasonal and sometimes interannual variations, although it is 
not effective for long-term variations (O’Shea, 1989; Halstead, 1989).

In the archaeological record, storage can be determined via storing 
features (silos, storage bins, storage pots-pithoi) or carbonized plant re-
main caches. Other food types are less likely to be preserved. Similarly, 
storage containers from perishable materials (leather, wood, plant fibres, 
branches, cork) – wooden crates, boxes, baskets, sacks, or bags – would be 
hard or impossible to identify (Filipović et al., 2018).

Evidence for storage in the Starčevo culture are scarce and predomi-
nantly consist of carbonized grain caches. The Early/Middle Neolithic 
communities in this area pra ctised agriculture (Filipović & Obradović, 
2013), but storage contexts are ambiguous. Even though clay-lined pits 
with small amounts of carbonized food remains were found at the site of 
Nosa – Biserna Obala, the rest of the associating content, typical for re-
fuse pits, brings into question the initial interpretation as storage features 
(Filipović & Obradović, 2013; Filipović et al., 2018). Pithoi finds are scarce 
at the Starčevo culture sites. At the site of Bandovići, a large vessel contain-
ing barley was found (Filipović et al., 2018), making it the o nly reported 
case so far. At the site of Drenovac, in the house rubble, a cache of various 
carbonized seeds was found, suggesting that the container w a s probably 
made from perishable material. Different crops were likely stored, next to 
each other but in separate baskets, bags, or wooden containers with sev-
eral compartments (Filipović et al., 2018).

However, raw cereals cannot be stored for a long period of time, due 
to spoilage, exposure to  insects and rodents. Storing cooked or fermented 
cereals prolongs their shelf-life. Bulgur is prepared by cooking, drying, and 
grinding cereals, resulting in hard textured grain, less prone to spoilage and 
infestation. Dried fermented cereal products kishik and trahans are made 
by cooking either bulgur, raw grains, or flower in milk or soured milk. Lac-
tic acid fermentation from milk preserves food, so it can be stored for up 
to two or three years (Valamonti, 2011). This practice would be extremely 
hard to detect in the archaeological record, but should be taken into con-
sideration, as fermentation was documented on the Starčevo culture pot-
tery (Vuković, 2011). Herbs, certain grasses, and weeds could have been 
dried, stored, and used as medicines or spices (Filipović et al., 2018).
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Exchange

Exchange is a broad term for social practices of reciprocity between 
individuals, social groups, or communities. Exchange does not have to 
be literal – goods for goods or goods for services. It also includes an ex-
change of goods between households in social settings – feasts or house 
hospitality. These actions consolidate social bonds and set rules for reci-
procity. By giving food in exchange for labour, or giving food for tokens 
which symbolize the commitment of a household to return the favour, 
communities perform the act of social storage. These forms of exchange 
are hard to detect in the archaeological record (Halstead, 1989). Ther-
mal structures in open spaces are considered indicators of food sharing 
practices between households (Byrd, 1994; Halstead, 1989). This can be 
perceived as a form of exchange, as groups that prepare food together, 
tend to share it. Exchange within one community is possible only at a 
seasonal and interannual level, as long-term bad conditions would de-
prive every household in the community of food, in which case, help 
would have to be searched for outside of the community. Alliances with 
outside communities could be created via marriages or trading partner-
ships. These partnerships are extremely important, as they are insurance 
and serve in preventing the emergence of hostile relationships (Halstead, 
1989). Contacts and exchange between settlements of the same culture 
were probable, but hard to determine in the archaeological record, due to 
similarities in the material.

Indications of communal  food preparation have been detected at 
several Early/Middle Neolithic sites. In the Starčevo culture, only four 
hearths (Bogdanović, 1988; Minichreiter, 2001; Đuričić, 2019 ) and six 
cooking trenches (Đuričić, 2019), previously interpreted as tubular ovens 
(Minichreiter, 1992, 2007; Bànffy et al., 2010), were found outside dwell-
ings. On the contrary, all of the ovens and the majority of hearths were 
found inside dwellings (Bogdanović, 1988, 2008; Minichreiter, 1992, 2001, 
2007;  Bànffy et al., 2010; Марић, 2013; Đuričić, 2019), indicating both 
indoor and outdoor food preparation (Đuričić, 2019). Although it can be 
implied that at least a portion of cooking activities was conducted in a 
communal setting, it is unclear whether this happened on a daily/seasonal 
basis or during spec ial occasions. Food sharing practice was probable, but 
it is unclear how much different households relied on each other (Đuričić, 
2019). The practice of intra-settlement food sharing was proposed as one 
of the buffering mechanisms applied by the Early Neolithic communities 
in Thessaly. It was not only conducted in times of need, but regularly, re-
sulting in consolidation of neighboring relations. Also, contacts with other 
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settlements were documented through fine pottery, indicating some de-
gree of inter-settlement exchange (Halstead, 1989). Food sharing could 
have been similarly employed at the Starčevo culture settlements.

Mobility

Mobility is a typical survival strategy for hunting-gathering and pas-
toral communities. It is consi dered an unfavourable option for agricul-
tural communities, as storage (characteristic for them) and mobility are 
mutually exclusive (Halstead & O’Shea, 1989). Forced mobility in agri-
cultural communities occurs if long-term variations disable farming for a 
prolonged period of time. These communities perceive mobility as a last 
resort (Rowlay-Conwy & Zvelebil, 1989). Mobility is often determined via 
architecture. Cross-cultural studies conducted on modern non-industrial 
communities have shown that settlements with pit-dwellings imply mobil-
ity, contrary to above-ground houses which imply sedentism (Greenfield 
& Jongsma, 2006).

Pit-dwelling is considered a typical form of Starčevo culture house. 
Pit-dwellings have been found at: Divostin (Bogdanović, 1988), Lepens-
ki Vir (Srejović, 1969), Donja Branjevina (Karmanski, 2005), Drenovac 
(Perić, 2008), Grivac (Bogdanović, 2008), Zadubravlje (Minichreiter, 1992, 
2001), and Galovo (Minichreiter, 2001, 2007). Their interior is divided by 
platforms, niches, or different floor levels, and superstructure is indicated 
by postholes or daub remains (Bogdanović, 2008). There is no evidence 
of mud plaster architectural features. Also, almost all of the ovens were 
underground and extremely easy to make (dug into the sides of the pit-
dwelling), showing a low level of investment in living spaces, suitable for a 
mobile lifestyle (Đuričić, 2019).

Above-ground houses were also documented at several Starčevo cul-
ture sites: Divostin (Bogdanović, 1988), Nosa – Biserna Obala (Garašanin, 
1960), Grivac (Bogdanović, 2008), Zadubravlje (Minichreiter, 2001), 
Vinkovci (Dizdar & Krznarić Škrtvanko, 1999), and Galovo (Minichreiter, 
2007), but less frequently. Data on above-ground houses are extremely 
scarce, as they are only identified via postholes, trenches, or poorly pre-
served daub fragments (Bogdanović, 1988). Four hearths and no ovens 
were found inside these houses (Đuričić, 2019). They were made using the 
wattle and daub technique, and they had teched roofs (Bogdanović, 1988). 
The number of rooms and spatial organisation are undetectable. Starčevo 
culture architectural features – dwellings and fire installations – suggest 
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a lower level of sedentism. Potential reasons for mobility as a buffering 
strategy will be elaborated in the discussion.

Discussion

Food is a necessity, but subsistence strategy is a social choice based 
on a certain lifestyle. Neolithic subsistence is based on agriculture and 
animal herding and is usually accompanied by a sedentary lifestyle 
(Çilingiroğlu, 2005; Cauvin, 2000). Having in mind that environmen-
tal variations are inevitable, communities apply buffering strategies that 
benefit them the most, in order to maintain the preferred lifestyle. Early/
Middle Neolithic communities of the Central Balkans show some of the 
characteristics that traditionally are not attributed to Neolithic farming 
cultures. They practiced agriculture and herding, but evidence of stor-
age is scarce and caches of plant food indicate storage inside perishable 
containers (Filipović et al., 2018). Based on the current data, it is hard to 
determine the amount of surplus and the extensiveness of storage, so it 
is impossible to assess how reliant they were on this buffering strategy. 
They cultivated crops with diverse growing patters, sown during different 
seasons (Atalay & Hastorf, 2006), providing balanced food supply at the 
seasonal level and lowering the risk of crop failure in case of interannual 
variations. Cultivation of multiple crops, domestic animal herding, hunt-
ing and wild plant gathering are part of the diversification strategy. These 
different procurement strategies are mutually complementary and are ap-
plied with the intention to feed the community at the seasonal and inter-
annual level. Even though the subsistence seems typically Neolithic, the 
majority of settlements implies increased mobility (Greenfield & Jongs-
ma, 2006). Pit-dwellings and above-ground houses with a lack of ther-
mal structures and architectural features are indicators of less investment 
in house construction and furnishing. Various recent studies offer some 
clarifications (Ethier et al., 2017; Živaljević i dr., 2017; Stojanovski et al., 
2020; Ivanova, 2020). Early Neolithic Near Eastern migrants brought 
domesticated plants and animals from   their original territory. The tem-
perate climate of the Balkan inland may have created problems for early 
farmers. This new climate with winter frosts and a higher percentage of 
annual precipitations could have provided challenges for plant taxa, ac-
customed to the warmer and dryer Mediterranean climate. As time had 
to pass in order for crops to acclimate to new conditions, communities 
that relied primarily on agriculture had to make new subsistence patterns 
(Ethier et al., 2017; Stojanovski et al., 2020; Ivanova, 2020). The promi-
nent role of cattle meat, milk, and dairy products, may have been a way 
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to compensate losses in agriculture, as crops were acclimating to new 
conditions (Stojanovski et al., 2020). Also, goats/sheep, which had no 
wild relatives in this territory and were not accustomed to it, might have 
had problems in adjusting to the new climate, because of the changes oc-
curring in their reproductive patterns, increasing the significance of cat-
tle (Ethier et al., 2017; Ivanova, 2020). Another indicator of mobility that 
should not be left unnoticed is the extremely low percentage of pigs, even 
though the Balkan inland offers perfect conditions for them. Pigs are less 
prone to transhumance and are a good indicator of sedentary settlements 
(Ethier et al., 2017). Archaeozoological analyses conducted at the site of 
Golokut, have indicated the seasonality of the settlement with the occu-
pation between late autumn to late winter (Živaljević i dr., 2017). Similar-
ly, faunal remains from the site of Blagotin, indicate seasonal occupation 
between late autumn and late spring (Ethier et al., 2017). The importance 
of exchange as a buffering strategy is difficult to assess. Based on the fire 
installations in the outside spaces, communal food production and social 
storage among Starčevo culture communities were probable, serving as 
one of the social practices for the maintenance of relationships within the 
settlement. This means that households likely helped each other in time 
of need, especially at a seasonal or interannual level.

Starčevo culture communities have primarily relied on diversity and 
mobility, with limited storage and a certain degree of exchange within the 
settlement. Being a farming community and applying mobility as one of 
the two dominant buffering strategies, implies that Early Neolithic com-
munities of the Central Balkans faced long-term variations. In this case, 
those variations might not have been a consequence of some tragic cli-
matic event, but of the introduction of crops and animals from one cli-
mate zone to another. As crops and sheep/goats had to adapt to new con-
ditions, Starčevo culture communities might have been prevented from 
being fully reliant on farming, resulting in an “atypical” Neolithic lifestyle.

Conclusion

Starčevo culture sites have not been excavated extensively and the ma-
jority of data comes from excavations conducted during the second half of 
the 20th century, offering limited information. Large-scale research on the 
material from different Starčevo culture sites is necessary for the under-
standing of their subsistence, the intra-settlement relations between dif-
ferent households, the longevity of occupation of each settlement, and the 
mobility patterns – the key elements for the reconstruction of their lifestyle.
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Апстракт: Неолит је доба првих земљорадничких и сточарских заједница. 
Живот припадника неолитских, али и других неиндустријских заједница, 
зависио је од варијација у животној средини – количине и врсте падавина и 
температуре. Чак и неочекиване падавине и мање промене у теператирним 
обрасцима могле су довести до лоших жетви и мањка хране за стоку, што је 
утицало на количину доступне хране. Неиндустијске заједнице примењи-
вале су различите социјалне стратегије како би избегле или се пак суочиле 
са периодима недостатка хране: диверзификацију, складиштење, размену и 
мобилност. У овом раду су приказане социјалне стратегије које су ранонео-
литске заједнице централног Балкана користиле како би спречиле или пре-
вазишле неповољне периоде, а посебно су истакнуте доминантне стратегије.
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THE COLLAPSE OF CHALCOLITHIC 
SOCIETIES: WHAT ARE WE MISSING?

Abstract: The collapse of Chalcolithic societies in the southern Levant has been 
captivating the interest of scholars for decades. This paper aims to offer a metal-
lurgical perspective of the issue and explain why the full understanding of this 
transition evades archaeological grasp. I propose that mobile communities, possi-
bly pastoral nomads, had a critical role in sustaining Chalcolithic metallurgy and 
ritual practices. Changes in their involvement in metallurgy and mobility patterns 
likely contributed to the collapse of Chalcolithic societies. The relatively low ar-
chaeological visibility of these groups also provides a possible, albeit speculative, 
explanation for our lack of resources for fully understanding their role and the 
changes that occurred.

Keywords: Chalcolithic/Early Bronze Age transition, pastoral nomadism, metal-
lurgy, Levant

It was the end of an era... These words mark the beginnings of many 
stories that aim to describe and possibly explain complex changes at the 
end of what is perceived as a better, more prosperous time. It sometimes 
seems that whole societies can disappear, leaving no immediate archaeo-
logical “successors.” While there are both those who see discontinuity 
(e.g. Davidovich, 2013; Gilead, 1993; Milevski, 2013) and continuity (e.g. 
Golani, 2013; Van den Brink, 2013; Yekutieli, 2014) between the end of 
the Chalcolithic and the beginning of the Early Bronze Age I (henceforth 
EBI), it is certain that the end of the Chalcolithic period witnessed dra-
matic changes: settlements and cemeteries were abandoned, and intricate 
metallurgical technologies disappeared.

The end of the Chalcolithic period in the southern Levant and its 
relation to the subsequent EBI have long inspired scholars, probably be-
cause of the stark difference between the two periods and an alleged set-
tlement hiatus. However, recent research indicates that the two periods 
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are chronologically closer than previously thought. Below I overview the 
existing research on the collapse of Chalcolithic societies and explain why 
this process has evaded archaeological understanding.

Before the Collapse: The Archaeological Context
and Absolute Chronology of the Late Chalcolithic Period

Several distinctive archaeological cultures1 characterized the Chalco-
lithic period of the southern Levant (Tab. 1). Three cultural entities are 
relevant for the present discussion: a) the Ghassulian, of the northern 
Negev, the Costal plain, the Shephella, the Jordan Valley, and the Judean 
Desert (the Chalcolithic core area); b) the Golanian, of the Golan Heights; 
c) the Timnian, of the southern Negev, Sinai, and Feinan (Map 1). While 
the Ghassulian and Golanian lasted roughly through the second part of 
the 5th millennium, the Timnian started earlier and terminated later dur-
ing the 4th millennium, meaning that it chronologically overlaps with 
the Chalcolithic/EB transitional period and EBIa in the core area (Gilead, 
2011, p. 14). While the Ghassulian is the most explored of the three, in-
cluding its connection to the EBI, the latter two contribute to the better 
understanding of the changes during the transitional period.

Table 1. Comparative chronology of 5th and early 4th millennia
of the Southern Levant (after Gilead 2011, Table 2.1)

BC Period
Cultural entities

Southern Levant
Core area Golan Southern 

Negev/ Sinai

5000 Late Pottery 
Neolithic Wadi Rabah

Timnian

4700
Neolithic/

Chalcolithic
Transition

Natzur 4, Tsafian, Besorian

4500

Chalcolithic Ghassulian

Early
(Premetallic)

Late
(Metallic)

Golanian4300

3900
Chalcolithic/ EBI transition

3700 Early Bronze I

1 The term archaeological culture is used here as defined by Gilead (2011, p. 21). 
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Map 1. Map of the southern Levant showing relevant regions and sites

The Ghassulian Culture
The late phase of the Ghassulian culture is relevant here. During this 

phase, which started around 4,300/4,250 BC, metallurgy was introduced 
(Gilead, 2011, p. 20). Among the prominent features of the Ghassulian as-
semblages are V-shaped bowls, hole-mouth jars, churns, fan scrapers, bi-
facial tools, sickle blades. Rectangular surface structures and subterranean 
features characterize the settlements. Second burial was practiced in karst 
and artificial caves, and surface stone and brick structures. Copper was 
smelted and processed at the newly established sites along the Nahal Beer, 
Sheva drainage system: Nevatim, Abu Matar, Bir es-Safadi, Horvat Beter 
and Shiqmim. Most ores originated in the Feinan region (Hauptmann, 
1989; Shugar, 1998, p. 114), c. 100 km to the south, in the eastern Arabah 
Valley. Ghassulian metallurgy is also known for its locally produced intri-
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cate lost-wax casting (Shalev et al., 1992) from copper alloyed with vari-
ous amounts of arsenic, antimony, and nickel (Tadmor et al., 1995). The 
exact location from which these metals originated is unknown and the 
various alloys are most likely the result of recycling. Arsenic, antimony, 
and nickel rich ores are found north of the Levant, and were probably 
imported from Anatolia, the Iranian Plateau, and the Caucasus moun-
tains (Ilani & Rosenfeld, 1994; Key, 1980, p. 242; Rothenberg, 1991, p. 7; 
Tadmor et al., 1995, pp. 141–142). The exact location where casting was 
practiced is unknown. Such a workshop probably existed at Fazael in the 
central Jordan Valley (Rosenberg et al., 2020). Fazael boasts the largest 
assemblage of metallurgical production outside the Nahal Beer Sheva re-
gion. At this site, metallurgical practices consisted of casting and repairs, 
as the finds there include numerous amorphous lumps of metal and dam-
aged objects (Rosenberg et al., 2020, p. 251). The only other location out-
side the Nahal Beer Sheva region with remains of metallurgy, including 
casting, is Ashqelon Agammim in the southern Coastal Plain (Asscher et 
al., 2021; Varga et al., 2021).

The Ghassulian exhibits a degree of regionalism (Rowan & Golden, 
2009), also reflected in metallurgical activities. Finished metal artifacts, 
simple and lost-wax castings alike, were discovered at various sites, includ-
ing burial caves and settlements. The hoard unearthed at Nahal Mishmar 
in the Judean Desert (Bar-Adon, 1980) is the most important collection of 
Ghassulian copper artifacts. Pastoralism was an element of the Ghassulian 
economy, but its role in the overall economy and the distances covered 
by herders is disputed (Gilead, 1992; Levy, 1983; Rowan & Golden, 2009, 
p. 25). Prevalence of sheep and goat over cattle and pigs in the faunal as-
semblages of the Nahal Beer Sheva sites (Price et al., 2013, Tab. 2), as well 
as the relatively few sickle-blades in the flint assemblages (Gilead, 1992, p. 
31), point towards the greater significance of herding comparing to cereal 
agriculture. However, the existence of at least one specialized sickle-blade 
workshop in the proximity of these sites, as well as traces of specialized 
sickle-blade production at Bir es-Safadi (Gilead et al., 2010; Vardi et al., 
2020), calls  for caution. Since harvesting was a seasonal activity conduct-
ed during three weeks in late spring, it is likely that both farming and 
herding were of importance for the northern Negev communities and that 
the farming vs. herding dichotomy is misleading, as settlements were per-
manently settled but some inhabitants were more mobile than others. Part 
of the population probably moved seasonally to the more distant pastures, 
as indicated by the herding stations in Nahal Sekher to the south from 
Beer Sheva (Gilead, 1992, p. 39).
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The Golanian Culture

Settlements attributed to this culture are located on the Golan 
Heights (Epstein, 1998), known as a source of basalt. The basalt from 
the Golan present in Chalcolithic sites throughout the southern Levant 
(Kafafi, 2010, p. 154) indicates contacts between the different regions. 
Agropastoralists and transhumant pastoralists alike populated the Go-
lan (Kafafi, 2010, p. 143). Remains of metallurgical activities and metal 
artifacts are missing from Golan sites. Considering that some exchange 
with Beer Sheva sites was taking place, one can only assume they had 
no interest in metallurgy and finished artifacts. Considering the ritual 
nature of Ghassulian metallurgy (Gošić & Gilead, 2015), this lack of in-
terest may indicate that dwellers of the Golan and the Nahal Beer Sheva 
regions held different religious beliefs. The Golanian pottery unearthed 
at the Ghassulian second burial site of Peqi’in (Gal et al., 2011, p. 201) 
does not necessarily indicate that the inhabitants of Golan buried their 
dead there.

The Timnian Culture

The Timnian is a culture of pastoral nomads (Henry, 1995; Rosen, 
2013) in the arid zones south of the Beer Sheva region, including copper-
rich Feinan and Timna. Pottery is scarce at Timnian sites and the vessel 
types are unrelated to the Ghassulian (Gilead, 2011, p. 12). The role of the 
Timnian pastoralists in the Nahal Beer Sheva metallurgy is still unclear 
since there are no Ghassulian remains in either Feinan or Timna, where 
the earliest traces of copper smelting are of the mid-4th millennium (Ad-
ams, 1997; Adams & Genz, 1995). The Timnian encampment in Nahal 
Tsafit, along the Feinan-Beer Sheva road (Knabb et al., 2018, p. 28), sup-
ports the claims that local pastoral nomads played a role in the acquisi-
tion of ore (Gates, 1992). The sites of Hujayrat al-Ghuzlan and Tell Magas 
(Klimscha, 2011), dated to the Chalcolithic/EBI transitional period, and 
described as Timnian (Knabb et al., 2018, p. 55), albeit atypical (Rosen, 
2013, p. 143), are also relevant. The two sites yielded evidence of extensive 
metallurgical activity, including smelting of Feinan ores and casting cop-
per objects and ingots (Klimscha, 2013b, pp. 45–51). Copper from these 
sites was discovered in Maadi in Egypt and the techniques developed 
there continued to be used during the EBI in Feinan (Klimscha, 2013b, p. 
58), indicating that the metallurgical developments at these sites made a 
lasting impact on metallurgy in the region.
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The Chalcolithic/Early Bronze Age I Transition:
Records of Continuity

The periodization of the Chalcolithic, and especially its ending, is a 
hotly debated topic (Adams & Roux, in press; Bourke et al., 2004; Burton & 
Levy, 2011; Gilead, 1994; the second issue of Paléorient 2013), beyond the 
scope of this paper. The Chalcolithic period terminated at around 4000/3900 
BC (Gilead, 2011, p. 14), though a few sites lasted another century (Burton 
& Levy, 2011). The high chronology suggests that the EBI started at around 
3700 BC at places such as Ashqelon and Beth Yerah (Regev et al., 2012, p. 
555), leaving a gap of at least a century between the periods.

Braun (2019) offers a detailed overview of archaeological sites where 
settlement continuity throughout the transitional Chalcolithic/EBI is ap-
parent. The site of Modi’in-Buchman shows the most unequivocal evi-
dence of settlement continuity throughout the transition. The picture is 
less clear for other sites where continuity is claimed, such as Tel es-Shuna 
North, Yesodot, Ashqelon Barnea, and Ashqelon Afridar, and the Cave of 
the Warrior (Braun, 2019, p. 68). The Red Sea sites of Hujayrat al-Ghuzlan 
and Tell Magass, which were settled during this time, are unrelated to the 
Ghassulian (Braun, 2019, p. 86) and should not be taken as an example 
of settlement continuity between the Chalcolithic and the EBI. The set-
tlement of most Chalcolithic sites in the southern Levant terminated at 
the turn of the 5th millennium, including those of the Nahal Beer Sheva 
area and Teleilat Ghassul. Thus, the continuity of settlement in few locales 
does not imply that no dramatic change occurred. It is also noteworthy 
that evidence for continuity, significant as it may be, does not help us un-
derstand the mechanisms of change and site abandonment. The papers 
mentioned above discuss the sites where continuity is established, mainly 
based on lithics and pottery. Still, they do not deal with the reasons and 
the dynamic behind the change. Except for a few examples (e.g. Joffe, in 
press; Lovell, 2002), there is little new research addressing these issues in 
the past two decades. The reoccurring explanations revolve mostly around 
environmental changes and population dynamics.

Did the Climate Change?

There is no consensus regarding climatic conditions during the Chal-
colithic period. Some (Goldberg & Rosen, 1987) claim that the Chalco-
lithic climate was more humid than the present one, while others (Bar-
Matthews et al., 2003, p. 3196; Robinson et al., 2006, p. 1537; Verheyden 
et al., 2008, p. 379) claim that conditions were more or less comparable 
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with contemporary, with relatively short wetter intervals (Bar-Matthews 
& Ayalon, 2011, p. 169). What is certain is that past environmental condi-
tions were as diverse in different regions of the southern Levant as they 
are today. Joffe (in press) reconstructs how climate changes could have 
affected various communities, depending not only on where they lived but 
also on their subsistence economy before the change. It is clear that the 
effect of environmental changes, either pronounced or minor, affected re-
gions differently and could not have been the primary trigger behind the 
region-wide collapse of the Chalcolithic settlements.

Are There Any Newcomers to Blame?

Explaining culture change as influence of foreign population was the 
norm in archaeology, with noteworthy examples concerning the origin 
(Wright, 1937, p. 22) and demise (Levy, 1995, p. 243) of the southern Le-
vant Chalcolithic. Although it seemed for a while that such explanations 
characterized past research, they have resurfaced recently, encouraged 
by the increasingly popular ancient DNA analyses. The study of ancient 
DNA conducted on a small sample of Peqi’in burial cave human bones 
(Harney et al., 2018) has little bearing on the Chalcolithic-EBI transition 
since there are no indications of a different population towards the end of 
the period. The suggestion that violence increased at the end of the Chal-
colithic period (Yekutieli, 2014, p. 613) is based on human remains with 
traces of violence discovered at the Cave of the Hoard in Nahal Mishmar 
(Haas & Nathan, 1973). However, a recent review of the Nahal Mishmar 
data (Gilead & Gošić, 2014) suggests that it is impossible to positively as-
sign the human remains to the Chalcolithic period.

What Happened with Metallurgy?

Metallurgy is the most important technological innovation of the 
Chalcolithic period. Metalworking appeared in the late phase of the Ghas-
sulian with both local pure and exotic alloyed copper, and two casting 
techniques. Some of the know-how probably arrived together with ores 
from the north. However, it is difficult to say where each technology de-
veloped as there are no known metallurgical traditions in the Near East 
related to Ghassulian metallurgy. Since no lost-wax casting workshop 
is known, the identity of craftsmen and the origin of the craft are un-
known. It is evident that when the Ghassulian collapsed, the metallurgi-
cal traditions of both the Nahal Beer Sheva sites and Fazael disappeared.
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Several copper artifacts were excavated at the Modi’in Buchman site (Van 
den Brink, 2007a, 2007b), but no production remains were found. The 
situation in several sites located in the modern town of Ashqelon is less 
clear: metalworking was carried out at the Ghassulian site of Ashqelon 
Agammim and Ashqelon Afridar metallurgy was practiced during the 
EBIb (Genz, 1997, p. 60). Apart from the change of location, the EBI met-
allurgy is very different both technologically and typologically from the 
Ghassulian metallurgy (Klimscha, 2013a; Shalev, 1994).

During the Chalcolithic period smelting was carried out in settlement 
sites in the Nahal Beer Sheva region, far from Feinan where most ores 
originated. During the EBI, smelting was practiced in the mining region, 
and casting and recycling at sites located away from the ores (Genz, 1997, 
p. 62). Other changes in technology increased the efficiency of production 
(Klimscha, 2013b, p. 58). The difference between Chalcolithic and EBI 
metallurgy is illustrated by hoards dated to these periods. The Chalco-
lithic Nahal Mishmar hoard consists of decorated copper artifacts with no 
use-wear, cast primarily in the lost-wax technique (Tadmor et al., 1995). 
The EBI Kfar Monash hoard features tools and weapons, made in an open 
cast, with noticeable use-wear (Hestrin & Tadmor, 1963).

It is not just the lost-wax technique that disappeared in the EBI. It is 
evident that there was a disruption in the supply of ores from the remote 
northern regions, yet it is unclear what happened: was it the supply that 
stopped or the demand? There is a suggestion (Ben-Yosef et al., 2016) that 
supply became problematic, and that lead occasionally solved the prob-
lem. But the opposite is also probable. The Ghassulian metallurgical pro-
cess was ritualized and so were its products. If the rituals changed, leading 
to the deritualization of the craft (Sarabia & Knottnerus, 2009, p. 14), the 
demand might have died out. The fact that there are more metal objects in 
the Nahal Mishmar hoard than in all the other Ghassulian sites combined, 
supports such an interpretation because burying such a large number of 
objects in a hoard might indicate their ritual value has changed. Accord-
ing to Thornburg et al. (2007), deritualization can be observed in the loss 
of practice, in our case both metallurgical and ritual.

The elaborate iconography of the Ghassulian metallurgy (Bar-Adon, 
1980) had clear connections to the Levantine landscape and other aspects 
of the culture, as zoomorphic, anthropomorphic, and architectural deco-
ration present on metal artifacts exists on other artifacts as well (Gošić & 
Gilead, 2015, pp. 168–169). In contrast, the EBI has been described as a 
period of aniconic reformation since such motifs are largely absent not 
only from metal objects but also from the rest of the material culture (Ye-
kutieli, 2014). The disappearance of Ghassulian metallurgy and iconog-
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raphy, and the abandonment of second burial sites, imply a religious and 
ritual discontinuity between these periods.

The Collapse of Chalcolithic Societies:
The (In)Visible Role of Mobile Groups

The collapse of Chalcolithic societies was a widespread phenomenon 
that affected all its cultural entities. Most of the research focuses on the 
Ghassulian sites, as they are most researched and widespread in the diverse 
environment of the southern Levant. There are few sites with evidence 
concerning the continuity between the Chalcolithic and the EBI, and the 
reason for the widespread abandonment of settlements is unknown. Also 
unknown are the provenance and the procurement processes of the metals 
used for lost-wax casting. I would suggest that what we are missing is in-
sight into the role played by Chalcolithic pastoral nomads that populated 
the vast regions of the Near East, including the Levant and the northern 
areas where ores for complex metals originated.

Pastoral nomads of the Timnian culture were involved in procuring 
Feinan ores. Their subsequent involvement in metallurgy is evident from 
the sites in the Aqaba region, the EBI smelting site in Feinan, and Serabit el 
Khadim in western Sinai (Beit Arieh & Gophna, 1977). They likely affected 
the metallurgy of the Nahal Beer Sheva Ghassulian sites (Gilead, 1992, p. 
39). It is, however, unlikely that they played any role in procuring arsenic, 
antimony, and nickel-rich metals or ores, as these originated in the remote 
areas to the north (Shugar, 2000, p. 224; Tadmor et al., 1995). Pastoral no-
madic societies with lifestyles similar to those of the southern Levant exist-
ed in the Near East throughout the 5th and 4th millennia (Arbuckle & Ham-
mer, 2019), but the information is insufficient to understand their mobility 
patterns and social dynamic, and therefore to detect any disruption that 
might have occurred, at least to an extent necessary to interpret their role 
in ore procurement. Still, the role they played in Ghassulian metallurgy, 
and thus in society, is essential and therefore noteworthy.

However, concluding that Chalcolithic societies collapsed due to a 
disruption of exchange networks is overly simplistic, much like saying it 
was a consequence of climate change. Such changes might have occurred 
but did not have the same impact everywhere. The way societies reacted 
depended on their internal structure and  dynamics. If the supply of metal 
was the only problem, people in the region could have kept using, repair-
ing, and recycling objects they already had. But they did not. Instead, they 
entirely abandoned the craft and the iconography that was an essential 
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part of it. The EBI deritualized metallurgy was used for producing tools 
and weapons. Deritualization started before the EBI as a response to the 
crisis of unknown and most likely multiple origins, evident from the wide-
spread abandonment of the sites, technology, and iconography. Ultimately, 
it resulted in the collapse of the Chalcolithic way of life.
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Апстракт: Крај халколита на јужном Леванту заокупља пажњу истражива-
ча већ деценијама. Циљ овог рада је да понуди археометалуршку перспек-
тиву овог проблема, као и објашњење разлога због којих разумевање овог 
транзиционог периода већ деценијама измиче археолозима. Понуђено обја-
шњење је да су сточарски номади имали кључну улогу у одржавању халко-
литске металургиије, а уз њу и ритуалних пракси, и да су промене у њиховој 
улози у металургији и образцима кретања одговорне за колапс халколит-
ских друштава. Компаративно мала видљивост номадских сточара у архе-
олошком материјалу такође нуди објашњење, премда спекулативно, о томе 
зашто нам разумевање ових промена измиче.
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“COSMIC POLITY” OF THE IRON AGE
IN A TIME OF CRISIS

Abstract: The paper aims to explain why ritual practices and related religious be-
liefs might have played а crucial role in power relations and social development in 
prehistory. For that purpose, it analyzes the possible ritual function that prestige 
goods might have had in legitimizing someone’s high social status and power. 
While previous analyses of the ritual function of luxury objects have been focused 
on the importance of social ties and personal networks established by the practice 
of ritual exchange, here the focus is on the ritual function of luxury objects in 
enabling someone of high social status to access the realm of “supernatural” or 
“primordial” powers. The final discussion is focused on identifying the social cri-
sis that could correspond to the changes in the ritual dealing with prestige goods 
and the possible social outcomes of the supposed crisis.

Keywords: Central Balkans, the Iron Age, princely graves, ancestors, prestige 
goods

Introduction

The archaeological interpretation of social development during the 
Late Prehistory has been traditionally dominated by the 19th-century evo-
lutionary perspective, postulating gradual social growth and progress as 
the general course of social history. This perspective considers increasing 
social inequality, hierarchy, and political centralization as the main indi-
cations of social progress, which under certain historical circumstances 
might have led to the formation of the first proto-states (Pluciennik 2005; 
Chapman 2003). Accordingly, the appearance of “princely graves”, a par-
ticular set of archaeological finds from the European Iron Age, has been 
interpreted as a reflection of achieved political centralization of increas-
ingly complex societies.

The earliest systematically established interpretation of this kind 
for princely graves of the Central Balkans was based on the 19th-century 
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theory of ethnogenesis. Yugoslav cultural-historical archaeology which 
embedded the evolutionary model of ethnogenesis in its foundation 
(Milosavljević, 2017, pp. 129–133; Mihajlović, 2019, p. 43), considered 
the process of formation of ethnic unity in the territory to be a crucial 
phase in the social evolution of Iron Age societies. The tribal leaders in-
dicated by the remains of princely graves were thought to be the socio-
political proponents of attained ethnic unity over a given territory. The 
social hierarchy manifested in the specific and exceptional ways that 
tribal leaders of the supposed ethnic communities were buried, was taken 
as crucial evidence of the process of social differentiation and political 
centralization of Iron Age communities. Several decades later, processual 
archaeology, based on neo-evolutionary theories of social complexity, re-
placed the concept of ethnic community with the chiefdom type of soci-
ety as a more fitting model of social organization for Iron Age communi-
ties. Nevertheless, it has not drastically changed the previous perspective, 
but principally retained and further upgraded the account of princely fu-
nerals as evidence of the rise of social inequality, political hierarchy, and 
centralization (Thurston, 2009, p. 356).

In the long tradition of this interpretative perspective, the economic 
exploitation of natural resources and the resulting development of long-
distance trade networks between the Mediterranean and Europe were pre-
sumed to be the major catalyst for the supposed increasing complexity 
(Frankenstein and Rowlands, 1978; Wells, 1980, 1985; Champion, 1989). 
The presence of imported luxury items originating from archaic Greek 
cities within the princely graves is regarded as the main evidence of in-
tensified long-distance exchange, which strengthened economic relations 
and thus the political position of community leaders. Accordingly, the 
Iron Age elites identified on the base of princely graves are believed to 
have owed their high social status to the control of resources and trade 
networks (Palavestra, 1994; 1995).

This approach underwent revisions during the last decades of the 20th 
century. It was argued that the small quantity of Mediterranean imports 
across the continent can hardly attest to large-scale commercial exchange 
having a crucial impact on social differentiation among Iron Age com-
munities (Babić, 2002, p. 78; 2004, p. 145). Also, the exceptional way in 
which some of the deceased were buried compared to the majority of the 
population has been identified as early as the Bronze Age, indicating that 
the process of social differentiation originated in the social context pre-
dating the supposed large-scale commercial transactions of the Iron Age 
(Čović, 1963, p. 56; 1976, p. 74). Accordingly, Staša Babić has concluded 
that imported luxury objects by which princely graves were distinctive, 
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“symbolically represented the status of their owner in the political and 
economic respect, but they did not create this status” (Babić, 2002, p. 80). 
Consequently, arguments have challenged the traditional view that the 
chieftain status and power were mainly founded on controlling trade and 
the economy.

Following this line of critical thinking, I am going to propose that, 
instead of economic prerogatives, the elite status of the deceased buried 
in princely graves could have been primarily determined by the ritual and 
religious sources of power. For the purpose of fully understanding why 
ritual practices and religious beliefs might be the central point of politi-
cal power and the ideological means of control, I am going to refer to the 
concept of “cosmic polity” by which David Graeber and Marshall Sahlins 
describe what they argue to be the “original political society” (Graeber & 
Shalins, 2017). It should, however, be emphasized that this position does 
not imply an overall rejection of material circumstances in the under-
standing of social development. Rather, it reveals the important role that 
ritual practices and related religious beliefs played in establishing social 
power and social relations in prehistory. For that purpose, a possible ritual 
and religious function that prestige goods of the princely graves might have 
had in legitimizing someone’s social power is analyzed. In order to further 
elaborate the significance of ritual practices for understanding the social 
development in the Iron Age, the final discussion will be focused on iden-
tifying the social crisis that could correspond to the changes in the ritual 
dealing with prestige goods that happened at the end of the 6th and the 
beginning of the 5th century BC.

Economic and Social Sources of Power

What could have been the main constituents, or sources of power and 
legitimacy of the princely leaders, since the economic-oriented explana-
tion has been rejected? In her critical revision of the princely graves of the 
Central Balkans, Staša Babić emphasized that the key role in the ascribed 
social position was played by kinship relations as well as status inherit-
ance, confirmed by the examination of female and young persons’ burials 
within the princely graves (Babić, 2002, p. 80; 2005, p. 80). This has been 
additionally supported by the ethno-archaeological comparative research 
of social features of the chiefdom type of societies which confirms that 
“chiefly leaders (...) generally rely on a kin-based alliance to structure po-
litical relations with subordinates (rather than the non kin-based political 
institutions and formal legal codes of state)” (Junker, 2015, p. 376).
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The same comparative research also confirms that the assumed he-
reditary status of chiefdom leaders worldwide ordinarily required to be 
confirmed by a leader’s capacity to maintain dominance through various 
political strategies (Earle, 1991, pp. 5–7). The control of prestige goods cir-
culation is one of the strategies, widely and dominantly analyzed in the 
context of European Iron Age chiefdoms. Prestige goods, which could be 
any rare or luxury objects, were interpreted as political currencies used 
by chiefs to create personal networks and alliances with other elites and 
to compensate subordinates for loyalty and service (Babić, 2004; Junker, 
2015, p. 379). Thus luxury and prestige items from princely graves, made 
from exotic materials (i.e. amber jewelry and figurines, iron weapons and 
other luxury warrior equipment, golden ornaments, metal and silver ves-
sels, etc.), or acquired abroad (i.e. Mediterranean and other imports), or 
skillfully crafted, are assumed to have been the instrument of political 
power in the hands of chiefly leaders who established dominance over the 
production and exchange of prestige goods.

Since the 1980s, there has been a growing interest in the research of 
political strategies that chieftain leaders used to establish and maintain 
their dominance (Chapman, 2003, pp. 61–63), and increasing attention 
has been paid to the role that ritual practices played in enforcing the strat-
egies of dominance and control (Babić, 2002; Babić, 2004; Palavestra & 
Babić, 2003). With regard to this, Staša Babić has suggested that function-
al uniformity of luxury objects within princely graves implies their ritual 
rather than economic role in the context of establishing social relations 
between local communities. A model of the mechanism of exchange by 
which imported luxury goods reached deep into the continent has been 
explained by reference to ritual gift-exchange, especially devised for the 
purpose of creating and maintaining social networks through the creation 
of social debt (Babić, 2002, p. 78; 2004).

Powerful Prestige Goods

In an attempt to further elaborate the importance of ritual practice in 
maintaining the social position of leaders in Iron Age communities, I will 
explore why prestige goods were so prestige. Besides their value as rare, 
exotic, or skillfully crafted items, is there any other quality of theirs that 
makes them representative of someone’s high social status? While previ-
ous analyses of the ritual function of luxury objects within princely graves 
are focused on the importance of social ties and personal networks es-
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tablished by the practice of ritual gift-giving (thereby contributing to the 
accumulation of someone’s social capital) (Babić, 2004; 2005; Palavestra, 
2006), here the focus is on the ritual function of luxury objects in ena-
bling someone of high social status to access the realm of “supernatural” 
or “primordial” powers. The same function can be identified based on two 
other important aspects of princely funerals, the treatment of the body 
and the monumentality of grave construction (Palavestra, 1995; Palavestra 
& Babić, 2003, p. 205), but due to the limited scope of the paper, they will 
be put aside in this analysis.

For this purpose, reliance on ethno-archaeological generalizations 
concerning the role that prestige goods play in the chiefdom type of socie-
ties is inevitable. According to Mary Helms, prestige goods are exotic, rare, 
hardly accessible items, perceived as inseparable from the place or condi-
tion of their origin, but they always manifest their origin in the hands of 
whoever possesses them (1988). As such, prestige goods could be skillfully 
crafted or naturally furnished objects, the “primordial” origin and condi-
tion being embodied therein. “These goods are valued precisely because 
they relate to portions of the cosmological beyond and are believed to be 
literally imbued with supernatural potencies and qualities expressive of 
that realm” (Helms, 1992, p. 187). In a similar way, Richard Hingley has 
argued that Iron Age people might have an understanding of the origin of 
rare and unfamiliar objects (also places) as they belong to an “otherworld” 
and that by ritual treating and depositing these objects someone could 
create a genealogical connection and association with the otherworld 
whence the objects had originated (Hingley, 2009). While the same inal-
ienable qualities of prestige goods mediate relations between people in the 
context of gift exchange (Fowler, 2004, pp. 53–78; Palavestra, 2009; Brück 
& Fontijn, 2013, p. 202), they also might mediate relations between people 
and place/source/material from which these goods emerged. The owner-
ship of such goods is two-fold, as it associates the owner with primordial/
exotic/supernatural potencies and qualities that such goods are believed to 
have, and at the same time attests the owner’s success in dealing with the 
distant/exotic realm whence such goods derived from (Earle, 1987, p. 299; 
Helms, 1992, p. 187; Babić, 2018, pp. 217, 222).

Why would prestige goods, perceived in this way, be needed and im-
portant to everyone, but especially to the chiefs and leaders of a commu-
nity? Why is access to and possession of such objects often subjected to 
taboos prescribing to whom and on what occasion such objects could be-
long, as it has been confirmed by numerous ethnographies (Service, 1962; 
Earle, 1991, p. 7; Graeber, 2017, pp. 110–116)?
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In non-capitalistic political ideologies across the world, interference 
with a distant, stranger realm and its beings and powers might be the cru-
cial aspect of the legitimacy of someone’s elite or chief status. For social 
elites, relating themselves with the distant or outside primordial realm 
might be important because “temporal/spatial distance, whether vertical-
ly or horizontally situated, basically relates to the concept of origins and 
creations, especially to earthly creation, human beginnings, cultural origin, 
and the facilitators of such epiphanies” (Helms, 1992, p. 186). By relating 
themselves with the original beings, powers, and processes, political elites 
aim to ensure the acknowledgment of their original or primordial rights, as 
well as their capability to control and govern a society, which is the way for 
them to be legitimated and accepted by the community (Graeber and Sahl-
ins, 2017, p. 3, pp. 58–60; Sahlins, 2017, p. 56). For this reason, the acqui-
sition of goods which have a capacity to associate their owner with some 
kind of primordial beings and powers occupying a temporally and spatially 
distant outside realm (e.g. deities, ancestors, heroes, or impersonal primor-
dial powers), carries considerable political weight in and of itself (Helms, 
1992, p. 187). Put in other words, prestige goods are associated with power, 
which both symbolized and encapsulated the elites’ divinity and as such 
enabled elites to legitimize their position with reference to a non-local, ex-
ternal source of power inaccessible to others (Earle, 1991, p. 7).

Accordingly, rich burials accompanied by luxury prestige goods, just 
like some of the princely graves of the Central Balkans, could be interpret-
ed as the remains of rituals by which Iron Age chiefs related themselves 
to some primordial powers, probably represented by local ancestors and/
or heroes (Stipčević, 1984; Čače, 1984/85; Palavestra & Babić, 2003, pp. 
205–206; Babić, 2004, p. 110).

Burial of wealth became a way of empowering the now deceased ac-
cumulator with the qualities and energies he or she will require in order to 
continue to serve the living as a beneficent ancestor. While genealogical con-
nections or particular status such as being the first born or the head of a 
household or lineage, may formally identify an individual as a potential fu-
ture ancestor, this role becomes activated or energized after death by funer-
als that may include (among other things) the accompanying interment of 
energy-filled valuables (Helms, 1992, p. 187).

Following this interpretation, which is consistent with previous con-
clusions regarding the hereditary status of the Iron Age elites, it should be 
noted that such status was most likely not determined solely by biological 
kinship, but could also have been established through the practice of ritual 
dealing with prestige goods.
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Symptoms of Crisis

The term princely graves, in the narrow sense, refers to monumental 
funerary constructions under tumuli accompanied by an almost codified 
assortment of luxury offerings (warrior equipment and weapons, feast 
utensils, horse equipment, and various jewelry and ornaments), and as 
such they were practiced more or less consistently in many parts of Eu-
rope and Asia throughout the Iron Age (Palavestra, 1984, pp. 8–13; Vaart-
Verschoof & Schumann, 2017). However, the graves accompanied by the 
whole assortment of above-mentioned luxury offerings were still rare, so 
the term is commonly applied to any distinctively monumental and rich 
burial that indicates an individual of high social status. Accordingly, in 
the wider sense, the term may denote monumental rich graves from the 
Bronze Age as well, when similar social distinctions were expressed by 
exclusive ways of burying certain individuals compared to the majority of 
others. Following this criterion, the continuity of the custom of princely 
funerals (in the wider sense) in the western and central Balkan region has 
been established from the Middle Bronze Age onwards (Garašanin, 1973, 
p. 438; Harding, 2000, pp. 103, 400).

Within the long tradition of princely funerals in the central Balkan 
region, certain changes occurred over time. While princely graves from 
the earlier periods contained various luxury items, although always only 
personal equipment of the deceased, some of the graves from the 6–5th 
century BC (i.e. Arareva gromila) were equipped with multiple variants 
of the same item (i.e. 10–20 fibulas and pins; 7 bracelets; 5–6 spears; 
multiple variants of the same vessels, etc.). Borivoj Čović remarks that 
the new pattern is determined as “dysfunctional exaggerating” (1963, p. 
53; 1979, pp. 161–162). A similar tendency of increasing quantity and 
also the variety of luxury offerings (accompanied by the increasing 
monumentality of grave construction) is recognized in the classification 
of princely funerals of the central Balkan region created by Aleksandar 
Palavestra, who identified specific group of “distinctive princely graves” 
(i.e. Atenica, Pilatovići) dated at the end of the 6th and the beginning of 
the 5th century BC) (1984). Also, the first princely graves in the narrow 
sense, meaning that they were accompanied with the complete assort-
ment of princely funerals (i.e. Osovo II/1; Čitluci I/5; Atenica) appeared 
simultaneously and in certain cases overlapped with the horizon of dis-
tinctively princely graves. In addition, the number of ordinary graves 
(not princely ones) accompanied with luxury objects also strikingly in-
creased in the same period.
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Taking into account these changes in ritual dealing with prestige 
goods, primarily the general increase of their presence and quantity with-
in mortuary contexts, it could be assumed that some crisis over the con-
trol of prestige goods circulation might have happened at the end of the 
6th and in the course of the 5th century BC (Babić, 2005, pp. 80–81). This is 
especially indicative given the fact that after a short period (in less than a 
hundred years) when the earliest distinctive princely graves had appeared, 
the custom suddenly ceased and was never reestablished. Simultaneously, 
the overall long-lasting tradition of burying under the tumuli in the cen-
tral Balkan region started declining, almost completely disappearing by 
the end of the 4th century BC.

One probable reason for the assumed crisis over the control of pres-
tige goods lies in the technological advances in metal and craft production 
during this time, increased cross-regional exchange and communication, 
which all made prestige materials and goods widely available (Foxhall et 
al., 2016; Gebhard, 2018; Chapmion, 2018). In other words, the increased 
availability might have diminished the exclusivity of goods that were once 
perceived as prestige. In an attempt to explain dysfunctional exaggerating, 
Čović suggested that the weakened function of these objects might have 
resulted in an attempt to compensate for the lack of their value by placing a 
larger quantity of the same item in a grave (1963, p. 53). His suggestion that 
the increasing availability of luxury objects might have caused a decline 
in their value is even more evident given the fact of the cessation of the 
custom of princely funerals in the course of the 5th century BC. Following 
this reasoning, the increasing availability might have caused the prestige 
goods to lose something of their supposed sacredness as well. If they were 
perceived as inseparable from the powerful source of their origin and as 
such associated with ancestors and local heroes, as it is previously suggest-
ed, then the wider availability of prestige goods might have debunked the 
presumed sacredness of these objects in the eyes of ordinary people.

The Social Outcomes of the Crisis

By assuming that the main medium (prestige goods) used by the elites 
to attribute to themselves the supernatural powers of the ancestors and lo-
cal heroes ceased to be effective, then the elite hereditary status and power 
might also have started losing ground in this period (Babić, 2005, p. 81). 
The traditional perspective on social development during this period sug-
gests the possibility of decentralization of power, and that society might 
had underwent a certain degree of “democratization”, since a sharp so-
cial distinction is not evident within the late Iron Age mortuary context 
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(Čović, 1976, p. 283). This explanation could be revised by another recent 
perspective relating to a similar pattern of changes in the context of cen-
tral European Iron Age necropolises (Thurston, 2010, pp. 225–226). Ac-
cording to this perspective, the assumed crisis was related to the transition 
from network to corporate mode of political power. This means that the 
previously dominant network strategy characterized by individual aggran-
dizement and social display (expressed by monumental funerals) was re-
placed by a corporate political strategy which disperses power across dif-
ferent groups of the society.1 However, the supposed shift from network to 
corporate mode of power did not necessarily result in the disintegration of 
the elites (as it is implicated by the previous account of democratization) 
but might have been a strategy used by the same elites in order to mask 
their power. As explained by T. L. Thurston:

Artificial (contrived) flattering (de-hierarchization) of authority has of-
ten been a means for elites to avoid an over-throw or rejection and to hold 
on to power when society moves towards new ideologies in which leaders are 
no longer allowed the same privileges, and ritual and civic gatherings which 
become community rather than elite-focused events (2010, pp. 226–227).

Accordingly, the elites, faced with the public opinion that desacralized 
the existing source of their status (that was the crises over prestige goods 
circulation at the turn the 6–5th century BC), might have substituted the 
existing principle of legitimacy by creating and appropriating new ones 
(Bradley, 1989, p. 448; Babić, 2004, pp. 141–142). As a possible interpreta-
tion of what could have been the newly established principle of legitimacy, 
Palavestra and Babić suggest that, even though princely funerals ceased at 
the beginning of the late Iron Age, the princely mounds remaining from 
the previous centuries might still have been the focal point of ritual prac-
tices and religious beliefs (Palavestra & Babić, 2003, p. 206).

It may then be presumed that the tensions, competition, and social con-
flicts that caused the emergence of the princely graves, did cease, and that 
the mounds themselves remained as the monumental markers of the estab-
lished order and relations of power. In this fashion, the mounds, instead of 
a direct linear and genealogical link to the ancestors, may have been seen as 
a part of the mythical past, therefore as a confirmation of the existing order.

Considering this, the appropriation of the mythical past performed at 
the place of the old mounds might have been a means of the same elites’ 
newly established corporate political strategy and their attempt to (re)cre-
ate a new principle of legitimacy of their power.

1 More on the two modes of political strategies (network/corporate) see Feinman, 
1995; Earle, 1991; Blanton et al., 1996; Chapman, 2003.
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Final Remarks

The above consideration of what could have been the main constitu-
ents of the Iron Age elites’ high social status, reveals the important role that 
ritual practices and related religious beliefs might have played in establish-
ing social power and social relations in prehistory (Kuzmanović, 2020). In 
order to emphasize why they might be the central point of political power 
and the ideological means of control, I rely on David Graeber’s and Mar-
shall Sahlins’ concept of “cosmic polity” which they use to describe the sup-
posed “original political society.” By that they state that any form of human 
social organizing is almost always conceptualized as to be a part of some 
higher order of existence, which is commonly hierarchically structured in 
a way that other persons and powers, or “metapersons”, are those who are 
perceived to set the terms and conditions of human existence (Graeber & 
Shalins 2017, pp. 2–5; Shalins, 2017, p. 36). This explains why chiefs, kings, 
and leaders all around the world aspire to relate themselves to some kind of 
supernatural source of power in order to confirm and legitimize their ca-
pability to govern a society. In that endeavor ritual practices and religious 
beliefs play the crucial role. Having this in mind, the final suggestion of the 
paper is that any further attempt to understand the social outcomes of the 
identified crises of the 6–5th centuries BC needs to examine what were the 
ritual practices that enabled some people to rule over others.
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„КОСМИЧКА ПОЛИТИЧКА ЗАЈЕДНИЦА” 
ГВОЗДЕНОГ ДОБА У ВРЕМЕ КРИЗЕ

Апстракт: Рад има за циљ да образложи како су ритуалне праксе и, са њима 
повезана, религијска веровања била од кључне важности за стицање друш-
твене моћи и статуса у праисторијском друштву. У том настојању, анали-
зирана је ритуална функција престижних предмета у гробовима гвозденог 
доба на подручју централног Балкана. Надовезујући се на претходна истра-
живања, у којима је ритуална функција престижних предмета анализирана 
кроз призму друштвене институције размене дарова и стицања друштвеног 
капитала, овом приликом акценат је стављен на ритуалну улогу престижних 
предмета у настојању оног ко их поседује, да успостави везу са “надприро-
дним” силама, те да тим путем обезбеди легитимитет највишег друштвеног 
статуса у оквиру заједнице. Руководећи се таквим приступом, завршна дис-
кусија је усмерена на идентификовање друштвене кризе која је могла бити 
скопчана са променама везаним за полагање престижних предмета у гробо-
ве крајем старијег гвозденог доба.

Кључне речи: централни Балкан, гвоздено доба, кнежевски гробови, пре-
ци, престижни предмети
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POPULATIONS IN THE SERBIAN PART

OF THE DANUBE BASIN IN THE 1ST CENTURY BC 
AND THEIR RESPONSE TO ROMAN PRESENCE

Abstract: The Roman state and its socio-economic influences spread to the south-
eastern part of the Carpathian Basin during the last century BC. This gives rise to 
the question about the way Roman influences, along with their military and ad-
ministrative presence in the last decades BC, affected the local communities of the 
Serbian part of the Danube Basin. Fibulae from La Tène sites Čarnok and Čurug 
have been analysed. The findings led us to presume the existence of wide networks 
of connectivity between the local Late La Tène communities in the Serbian part of 
the Danube Basin on the one side, and the northern Italy and south-eastern Alpine 
region on the other side. The mechanisms of acquisition and arrival of the fibulae 
remain under question, but it is reasonable to assume that the Roman presence in 
the south-eastern part of the Carpathian Basin did not disrupt preexisting contacts.

Keywords: fibulae , settlements, Late La Tène, Čarnok, Čurug

Introduction

The Roman state and its socio-economic influences spread to the 
south-eastern part of the Carpathian Basin during the last century BC. 
This gave rise to the question about the way Roman influences, along with 
their military and administrative presence in the last decades BC, affected 
the local communities of the Serbian part of the Danube Basin.

A variety of interpretations of the nature of the contacts between the 
autochthonous communities and the Roman state covers the time span 
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from the earliest time, the early 1st c. BC, to the time of important historical 
events in the last decades of the old era and the Roman conquest. One can 
assume that during the initial phase of establishing contacts, there was a se-
ries of possible interactions and different forms of connectivity between lo-
cal individuals and communities on the one side, and the Roman world on 
the other. The interactions might have changed through time (Mihajlović, 
2019, pp. 252–253). It is believed that the spread of the Roman state and 
its socio-political influences did not expand the normative set of Roman 
culture, but only some of its elements, which were selectively accepted, re-
jected, adjusted, and changed in accordance with numerous circumstances 
(Mihajlović, 2019, p. 252). Some of these practices were unconditional, 
some desirable, some developed spontaneously, while others were a part of 
“fashion trends” (Mihajlović, 2019, p. 253).

Although it is questionable if political, socio-economic, and military 
changes can be identified on the basis of tiny portable finds, i. e. if the 
presence/absence of finds such as fibulae can be indicative of the (non)
existence of crisis, fibulae do have the potential to point to the (non)exist-
ence of contacts in certain periods. The reevaluation of the stylistic-ty-
pological and chronological determination of fibulae provides possibili-
ties for an alternative perception of the initial contacts with the Roman 
world and its influences on the local communities in the Serbian part of 
the Danube Basin, not only in the course of the conquest of south-eastern  
Pannonia, but also after the conquest.

To shed light on some of the contacts, the focus of the present paper 
has been moved to the Late La Tène settlements in the region of Bačka 
– Čarnok and Čurug, which long remained outside the Roman borders. 
The elements of material culture indicative of contacts with other regions, 
which in the 1st c. BC were already under Roman rule – fibulae in the first 
instance – have been analysed. The fibulae were selected in accordance 
with the concept that the role of fibulae in costume is not only functional, 
as it can be observed in the context of expressing one’s identity, or sta-
tus, and even reflect changes in dress occurring under new circumstances 
(Tonc, 2018, p. 247). Moreover, one should consider the possibility that 
fibulae reveal not only the acceptance of general trends, but also the cur-
rent availability of certain goods.

The Sites of Čarnok and Čurug on the Threshold
of a New Era

The fortified La Tène settlement of Čarnok is situated in the central 
part of the Bačka plain, in the vicinity of the town of Vrbas. Its first phase 
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of occupation is linked to the establishment of an open settlement (middle
or end of the 2nd c. BC), and the second to the raising of an earthen ram-
part. The third phase is the renewal of the settlement previously destroyed 
by fire (second half of the 1st c. BC) (Jovanović, 2012, pp. 74–75). Accord-
ing to M. Jovanović (2011, p. 131), by establishing the Roman authority in 
the Danube region at the beginning of the 1st c. AD, Čarnok remained out 
of reach of the Roman Empire but under its administration. She mentions 
a brick with the inscription H VII BR, sherds of Roman vessels, and a pair 
of silver fibulae as confirmation of that.

Already at this point it is important to discuss the find with the in-
scription and the cohors to which it is connected. The cohors VII Breuco-
rum c. Rom. eq., one of the best-known auxiliary units, with dozens of its 
known stamp-types, was transferred to Pannonia Inferior and stationed 
at Lugio (Dunaszekcső, Hungary), from the reign of Antoninus Pius to 
the middle of the 3rd c. AD (Kovács, 2005, p. 245). Taking into considera-
tion that provincial brick production had not started prior to the end of 
the 1st c. AD, and that most finds in the Lower Pannonia connected to 
this military unit date back to the 2nd and 3rd c. AD (cf. Брукнер, 1987, 
p. 34; Kovács 2005; Radman-Livaja 2012), we reached the conclusion that 
the stamped brick sherd could not be brought to the context of the 1st c. 
BC and the beginning of the 1st c. AD, so it cannot serve as confirma-
tion that the settlement was under Roman administration. Interestingly, 
a large number of Roman bricks were found in the vicinity of Čarnok, in 
the walls of a medieval church-chapel (Шарановић-Светек, 1990, p. 46; 
Jovanović, 2011, p. 131).

If we consider the two extraordinary silver fibulae found in Čarnok, 
M. Jovanović (2012, p. 68) associated them with intense trade with neigh-
boring regions. They were found in the layer above ruins of house no. 5, 
determined by D. Božič as Almgren 65 type and dated to the period 100–
70 BC (Jovanov ić, 2012, p. 71, footnote 6). These two fibulae are small 
(3.8–4 cm) and not identical. They both have a rectangular foot with par-
tially preserved decoration. As for the bows, one of the fibulae has four, 
while the other has five protuberant ornaments ending in crescent con-
cavities (“consecrative horns”) (Jovanović, 2008, p. 69).

The multi-layered site of Stari Vinogradi in Čurug is situated in the 
Bačka region, on the south side of a former branch of the Tisa River. Two 
phases of occupation have been recognised: the earlier phase can be dated 
to the 2nd–1st c. BC while the later phase covers the first half of the 1st 
c. AD (Trifunović, 2014, p. 225). A contemporary necropolis (on the site 
of Detelinara) is recorded in the vicinity of the settlement (Трифунович, 
2019).
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Several fibulae of different types have been found in the settlement. S. 
Trifunović stated that most frequent were the fibulae of the legionary type 
dating from the first half of the 1st c. AD to the beginning of the 3rd c. AD 
(Трифуновић & Паш ић, 2003, pp. 268, 271 with ref., f. 6:5; Trifunović, 
2014, pp. 235, 237 with ref., f. 16:5). Less frequent were La Tène speci-
mens dating to the end of the 1st c. BC and the 1st c. AD (Трифуновић 
& Пашић, 2003, pp. 268, 270 with ref., f. 6:6; Trifunović, 2014, pp. 235, 
237 with ref. f. 16:6) and those of the Pannonian-Noric type (Trifunović, 
2014, p. 235, f. 16:7). The most comprehensive review of the fibulae from 
Čurug can be found in the e-book by S. Trifunović (2006), with pictures 
of previously published fibulae, but also new ones, mostly those defined 
as the legionary type. The same author presented another discovered 
fibula in the exhibition catalogue, but without determination of the type 
(Трифуновић, 2018, pp. 10–11). The exact number of fibulae from the 
site, as well as the context from which they originated are unknown1. A 
single fibula came from a reliable context – grave no. 40 at site of Deteli-
nara, but without type determination (Трифунович, 2019, f.  12, f. 19/9).

Fibulae – Desirable Elements of Costume and
the Cornerstone of Chronology

Having typo-chronologically analysed the mentioned fibulae2, we 
used these fashion-sensitive elements of costume to reconsider their in-
terpretational value.

The most attractive in our collection are two silver fibulae from 
Čarnok (Fig. 1/1, 2), which can be defined as belonging to the Almgren 
65 type, in spite of the fact that they are very specific and without direct 
analogies so far. Generally speaking, this type is characterized by a mas-
sive trumpet-shaped head with a triangular or trapezoidal open foot and 
wire bow, mostly rhombic cross-section, and decorated with a thickening 
that usually has three transverse ribs. They were usually made of bronze, 
rarely silver, while iron specimens are interpreted as imitations made in 
local workshops (Demetz, 1999, p. 28). It is assumed that some variants 
independently developed in territories outside the zone of origin (Ivčević 
2001, p. 332), which is Roman Northern Italy (Demetz, 1999, p. 28; Sedl-

1 What strikes us as odd is the possibility that some of the fibulae from the mentioned 
publications (Трифуновић & Пашић, 2003; Trifunović, 2006; 2014; Трифуновић, 
2018) are published more than once, but without cross-references.

2 The analysis was supported by Dr Marko Dizdar, Institute of Archaeology, Zagreb, to 
whom we express our greatest gratitude. 
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mayer, 2009, p. 118, Abb. 74) where they appear in the second quarter of 
the 1st c. BC and are mostly used during the reign of Caesar (middle of the 
1st c. BC). Their appearance in the early Augustan age is only an isolated 
phenomenon (Demetz, 1999, p. 37). It is important to notice that most of 
the fibulae are made of bronze, while the exquisite fibulae from Čarnok are 
made of silver and do not fit in with the rest of the finds. However, their 
occurrence is indicative of the chronological context of the 1st c. BC.

Figure 1. Fibulae from Čarnok (modified after M. Jovanović, 2008)

The meticulous stylistic-typological analysis of the fibulae from 
Čurug paints a different picture in comparison to the original publica-
tions. We defined the fibulae previously identified as legionary as belong-
ing to the Vinkovci type – most probably a local variant of the Nauheim 
II type. The fibulae generally defined in the mentioned publications as La 
Tène types are of the Jezerine II type – products which point to commu-
nication with the area of north-eastern Italy and the south-eastern Alpine 
region, as is the case with the fibulae previously generally attributed to the 
Pannonian-Noric type, which should be more precisely defined as belong-
ing to the Almgren 18 type. All of the types keep the chronological frames 
of the contexts inside the 1st c. BC, the Vinkovci type being made earlier, 
from the first half of the 1st c. BC, and the Jezerine II and Almgren 18 
later, from the second half of the 1st c. BC.

Nowadays it is completely clear that numerous fibulae types are hidden 
under the term “legionary fibulae” in older literature, so there is need for 
the reevaluation of finds, because erroneous typological attribution leads to 
misleading interpretations. Generally, “legionary fibulae” from south Pan-
nonia are dated from the second half of 1st c. AD to the 2nd c. AD, and are 
often connected with Roman military movements (Даутова-Рушевљан, 
1987, pp. 60–61). According to recent literature, some of these finds belong 
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to the Late La Tène fibulae types, e. g. the Gorica type (Dizdar & Tonc, 
2013, pp. 56–57) and the Jezerine type or their imitations (Drnić, 2013, pp. 
49–50, f. 2, 3).

Figure 2. Fibulae from Čurug: Stari vinogradi – 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9;
Detelinara – 6 (modified after Trifunović, 2006; 2018; 2019)

In the case of Čurug, the legionary fibulae are attributed to the Vink-
ovci type (Fig. 2/1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6). This type of fibulae is made of bronze 
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and has a low triangular or leaf-shaped bow which can be undecorated 
or with varied decoration. The bow has a strap cross-section. The foot 
is rectangular or trapezoidal, without perforation. The lower part of the 
foot is bent to function as a catch-plate. The fibulae have a spring with 
four coils connected with an internal or external chord (Dizdar, 2003, p. 
342; Dizdar & Tonc, 2013, p. 53; Dizdar, 2016, p. 37). It is assumed that 
the Vinkovci type is a substitute for the Nauheim type of fibulae (Dizdar, 
2012, p. 124), a variant of this type of fibulae (Dizdar, 2003, p. 343). It is 
similar in shape and certain decoration (Dizdar, 2016, p. 37), but there are 
differences in the leaf-shaped bow, the decoration with concentric circles, 
and in the foot without perforation (Dizdar & Tonc, 2013, p. 52).

Fibulae of the Vinkovci type are characteristic for eastern Slavonia 
and Syrmia, and can be seen as products of local workshops (Dizdar, 2003, 
p. 342; Dizdar, 2012, p. 124; Dizdar & Tonc, 2013, p. 53). The Nauheim II 
type of fibulae can be generally found in the eastern part of Padania and 
Veneto, but also in the south and south-eastern Alpine region and north-
ern Adriatic, dating back to the first half and beginning of the second half 
of 1st c. BC (Demetz, 1999, pp. 78–91, k. 25; Božič, 2008, pp. 50–65). Aside 
from the finds from Čurug, fibulae of the Vinkovci type lack context. 
Considering that it is probably a local variant of the Nauheim II type, this 
type can be dated to the early phase of the Late La Tène period – LT D1b 
(Dizdar, 2003, p. 343; Dizdar & Tonc, 2013, p. 53). However, their usage 
in the later phase of the Late La Tène period cannot be excluded (Dizdar, 
2003, p. 342).

The Jezerine type of fibulae, originally created in the territory of north-
eastern Italy, is characterized by a spring of four coils, connected by an in-
ternal chord, a rectangular foot, a ring at the bow-foot transition, and a bow 
of strap or roof-shaped cross-section, decorated with  longitudinal ribs, al-
though it does show typological diversity (Demetz, 1999, pp. 99–101; Drnić, 
2013, p. 46). The specimens from Čurug (Fig. 2/7, 8) came from a settle-
ment context, but it is unclear in which features they were found. Initially, 
the chronological position of this fibulae type was not particularly precise, 
with dates ranging from the middle of the 1st c. BC to the end of the first 
third of the 1st c. AD (Drnić, 2013, p. 47 with ref.). They were associated 
with to the Roman conquest of southern Pannonia and the presence of Ro-
man legions it the area in the last decade of the 1st c. BC and the 1st c. AD 
(cf. Drnić, 2013, p. 48 with ref.; Petković, 2010, p. 38). On the other hand, 
recent papers recognize them as one of the most popular types of fibulae 
and assign them to the LT D2 – more precisely, the period between 40 and 
15 BC (Božič, 2008, pp. 49, 146–147; Sedlmayer, 2009, p. 171; Drnić, 2013, 
pp. 47–48). According to I. Drnić (2013, p. 56), the Jezerine type of fibulae 
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from the Croatian and Serbian Danube region could not have resulted from 
the presence of the Roman army in this part of the limes, but rather through 
intensive trade and exchange with the north-eastern Italian region and the 
south-eastern Alpine region (Drnić, 2013, p. 56).

Besides the Jezerine II type of fibulae, copies of this type were made 
in local workshops in southern Pannonia (Dizdar, 2003, p. 342; Dizdar & 
Tonc, 2013; Drnić, 2013, pp. 48, 53). They have similar construction char-
acteristics to the Jezerine II type, but are smaller and without perforation 
on the foot (Dizdar & Tonc 2013, p. 53). Based on archaeometric analyses, 
it is supposed that they were produced in areas other than northern Italy 
(Drnić 2013 with ref.). They are assumed to demonstrate, together with 
the Vinkovci type, the ability of local workshops to meet the market de-
mand and the desire to wear a “modern” type of fibulae, and that they are 
indirect proof of contact and/or exchange of ideas (Dizdar & Tonc 2013, 
p. 53).

The fibulae of Almgren type 18 (Fig. 2/9) have a curved wire bow 
with a button and elongated openwork foot (sometimes with stepped or 
key-shaped decoration), and spring of four or six coils, the construction 
of which provided a base for variants (Demetz, 1999, pp. 116–122). They 
appeared after the mid-1st c. BC and were most probably worn in the ear-
ly Augustan age (Demetz, 1999, p. 122). The main distribution area of 
Almgren 18 type lies in the Alpine region, but they appear in the Adriatic 
hinterland (the Lika region and the Una valley) (Dizdar & Tonc, 2013, p. 
60, map 1). It is assumed (Dizdar & Tonc, 2013, p. 60) that their distribu-
tion in Croatia points to the continental routes of trade or movements 
of people, for example from Noricum where such fibulae are well repre-
sented (Sedlmayer, 2009, pp. 23, 131, f. 84).

Roman Expansionism and Barbarian Society

There is no dispute about Rome’s foreign policy, which was largely 
driven by the personal interest of certain elite groups, as well as individu-
als who used warfare and the extraction of external resources to increase 
their wealth and prestige. The period of the Late Republic was marked by 
social and political violence, both internalised in the form of civil war and 
externalised by conquering new territories (Fernández-Götz et al., 2020, p. 
1633 with ref.). No matter whether scholars in their recent papers shift the 
focus from humans to things, or concentrate more on the human compo-
nent in analysing Roman expansionism (cf. Fernández-Götz, et al. 2020), 
it is important to be aware that different areas, periods, social context, 
kinds of interaction, and types of objects could contribute to very differ-
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ent mechanisms of acquisition of non-local goods and their use, and that 
particular cases should be treated taking into account all of the specifics 
(Mihajlović, 2014, p. 195).

Of great significance for our study is the fact that the impact of the 
challenging and often violent environment of the frontier zone on the 
identity constructs and social dynamics of certain autochthonous com-
munities from the southern part of the Carpathian Basin between the late 
1st c. BC and first decades of the 1st c. AD has already been studied, taking 
into consideration a series of funerary contexts containing weaponry and 
military equipment of Roman and indigenous origin (Dizdar & Radman-
Livaja, 2015; Egri, 2018). Local elites were undeniably in contact with the 
Romans decades before the conquest and it can be presumed that many of 
them felt attracted to the Roman way of life. In order to preserve their po-
sition and wealth they had to strike arrangements with the Roman invad-
ers, who in turn had good reasons to rely on local forces in order to reduce 
the financial burden of the occupation as well as the strain on manpower 
(Dizdar & Radman-Livaja, 2015, p. 222). M. Egri (2018, p. 103) claimed 
existence of some local individuals who took advantage of the situation 
and the state of crisis to pursue their own personal agenda, especially if 
they were at least partially familiar with the functioning of the Roman 
system of power and authority due to previous contacts. The focus of our 
study was actually moved further to the past and those previous contacts. 
The different contexts of settlement sites where the analysed objects were 
caught in circulation and presumably everyday use has proven to be very 
instructive.

Mechanisms of Acquisition

Archaeological material from south-eastern Pannonia proves that lo-
cal communities had direct or indirect contacts with northern Italy and 
the south-eastern Alpine region in the 1st c. BC. This area was important 
as a zone from which ideas, technological knowledge and prestigious 
commodities originated (Dizdar & Tonc, 2013, p. 51). These contacts are 
confirmed by the presence of bronze vessels dated to the LT D1 phase 
(Popović, 1992, p. 61; Dizdar & Radman-Livaja, 2004, p. 50), and by cer-
tain types of fibulae and Roman Republican coins from the later LT D2 
phase (Popović, 1987, pp. 105–106; Dizdar & Tonc, 2013). The mecha-
nisms of their acquisition are still being debated, but one should consider 
the presence of different kinds of exchange (not only in the commercial 
sense) in the case of items of dress accessories and jewellry – objects 
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owned by a wide array of social classes. Fibulae findings certainly prove 
the continuity of established relations, as evidenced by imports of bronze 
vessels in the earlier period (Dizdar, 2012, p. 124). An increasing number 
of LT D2 fibulae have been discovered in the Eastern Slavonian sites, such 
as those of the Gorica, Almgren 18, and Jezerine type examples (Dizdar 
& Radman-Livaja, 2015, p. 216). Further to the east and across the Dan-
ube, the pattern is repeated in the region of Bačka, as revealed by the sets 
of fibulae from the sites of Čarnok and Čurug. The connecting region of 
Syrmia offers a number of finds ready for reinterpretation, for which we 
expect to fit both in the typological and chronological sense.

Material culture of the LT D2 period is indictive of increasingly 
stronger contacts and an openness towards western influences. The nature 
of initial contacts is still under debate, but different archaeological mate-
rial has different potential for understanding life in the last century BC. 
Among other items, fibulae are considered to be a good testament to the 
contacts and connectivity. They are even more important because they are 
objects of everyday use, and were used by a wider span of social strata, in 
contrast to prestige goods. The selection of fibulae is more indicative of 
the adoption of new costumes and influences than prestige goods that had 
reached only the elite (Dizdar & Tonc, 2013, pp. 51–53, 65). The situation 
analysed in the settlements in Bačka can be seen as a confirmation of the 
concept proposed by Dizdar and Tonc (2013), in which a wide array of 
population groups embraced new trends expressed by the use of bronze 
fibulae, but also an indicator of the mechanisms used by the elite to main-
tain their western contacts, as evidenced by the silver fibulae.

Conclusions

Although the number of finds in the south-eastern part of the Car-
pathian Basin that belong to the later phase of the Late La Tène period 
(LT D2) is much smaller than in the preceding period (LT D1), and lacks 
prestige goods, the fibulae of the north Italic provenance still demonstrate 
the continuity of previously established connections (cf. Dizdar 2012, p. 
124; Dizdar & Tonc, 2013, p. 53). It is also important to note that in recent 
years one can observe an increase in the number of LT D2 fibulae in this 
territory. The distribution maps of fibulae of non-local origin have been 
somewhat changed by recent finds, showing that our present thoughts re-
garding the material culture of the autochthonous La Tène populations 
can be biased due to the unsatisfactory state of research. The noticeable 
lack of fibulae from this period can be the consequence of their erroneous 
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attribution to later periods and types, which further led to their disap-
pearance from the horizon of scholars and papers dealing with Late La 
Tène and Early Roman periods.

Reinterpretation of the material resulted in the recognition of not just 
the direct imports from the west, but also substitutes made in the local 
workshops (cf. Dizdar & Tonc, 2013). The traditional perspective recog-
nised this kind of artefacts as self-explicatory evidence of trade ties be-
tween the Roman state and the communities living on its fringes, viewing 
the concept of activities for pure economic gain exclusively from the Ro-
man perspective. The confirmed existence of local workshops and arti-
sans in their efforts to satisfy the increased need for fashionable goods, 
changed our perspective towards a model in which a significant share 
of local populations simply followed new trends in fashion and/or dress 
codes from the radiating western zones. As already stated, fibulae as part 
of clothing is a better indicator of the adoption of new costumes and in-
fluences than prestige goods that only reached the elites.

The results of the analysis of the fibulae from Čurug and Čarnok led 
us to presume the existence of wide networks of connectivity between the 
local Late La Tène communities in the Serbian part of the Danube basin 
on the one side, and northern Italy and the south-eastern Alpine region 
on the other. The specimens from Čurug show that fibulae directly or in-
directly pointing to contact with the mentioned region can be found dur-
ing the whole 1st c. BC. The fibulae of the Vinkovci type, being equivalent 
to the western Nauheim II fibulae, reflect expansion of trends and local 
acceptance and adjustment, while the later, original western forms of the 
Jezerine II and Almgren 18 types are indicators of uninterrupted contacts 
despite increasing Roman influence and military presence in the last dec-
ades of the 1st c. BC. The mechanisms of acquisition and arrival of the 
fibulae remain under question, just like the period of time during which 
they were locally used. These aspects can be debated only after compre-
hensive analyses of both individual archaeological finds, and individual 
settlements with all their elements of material culture. In this moment 
it can be presumed that the Roman presence in the south-eastern part 
of the Carpathian Basin did not disrupt preexisting contacts. Moreover, 
we should not suppose that all transformations of the Late La Tène world 
caused by imperial penetration affected all aspects of local communities’ 
lives equally quickly and extensively. Generally speaking, it is essential to 
remember that political, social, and military changes, just like crises, are 
not easily detectable when dealing with tiny portable archaeological finds, 
such as fibulae. However, rapid changes in political spheres on the thresh-
old of a new era had a great range of consequences, traceable in the mate-
rial culture of the subsequent period.
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не области Карпатског басена, због чега се поставља питање на које начине 
је римско војно и административно присуство утицало на локалне заједнице 
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питања, може се претпоставити да римско присуство у југоисточном делу 
Карпатског басена није зауставило претходно успостављене контакте.
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Abstract: The main idea of this paper is to present two different approaches in 
researching social responses in times of major health crisis in the Roman Empire. 
By dealing with the written sources and the (bio)archaeological remains concern-
ing the Antonine and Cyprian Plagues, we shall try to understand the strengths 
and limitations of these complementary perspectives. We will point out the ad-
vantages and weaknesses of both disciplines – archaeology (including bioarchae-
ology) and classical philology. Finally, we will offer conclusions that lean towards 
interdisciplinarity and contextualization of the material.
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Introduciton

The World Health Organization (WHO, 19461) defined health as a 
“state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely 
the absence of disease or infirmity.” Every incident of infirmity in a soci-
ety has dual agency: biological, pertaining to the pathological changes of 
the bodies of those afflicted, and social, which encompasses the behavior 
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of the afflicted and their community, which is in turn influenced by the 
cultural patterns of behavior particular to that society. Outcomes of a dis-
ease depend on both the pathogen and the social response of the commu-
nity, but barring an epidemic, modern medicine is much more focused on 
the biological aspects (disease) than on the social ones (illness). By sepa-
rating the disease from illness we are left with an incomplete picture of the 
health of both an individual and a population, as defined by WHO. Most 
studies of health in archaeology fall under the purview of paleopathology 
– a subdiscipline of bioarchaeology which studies osteological evidence 
of human and animal diseases from archaeological contexts (Katzenberg 
and Saunders, 2007). Paleoepidemiology, on the other hand, examines the 
etiology of a pathogen, but it also includes investigation of the causal re-
lationship between the disease, demographic, social, and cultural factors 
in archaeological contexts (Pinhasi & Turner, 2007; Gordis, 2000). Health, 
being a complex concept, needs an interdisciplinary approach, especially 
when our subject of investigation is a population which perished a long 
time ago. In the last decade a growing number of researchers has issued a 
call for change in the way we study health of past populations, with em-
phasis on careful contextualization of a disease and analysis of both the 
biological and social aspects of it (DeWitte, 2014; Klaus, 2014; Tanner et 
al., 2014; Temple & Goodman, 2014). In this paper we will endeavor to 
understand the strength and limitations of two different approaches to the 
study of societal response to two great epidemics (Antonine and Cyprian’s 
plagues) that struck the Roman Empire in the 2nd and 3rd century AD – ar-
chaeology (including bioarchaeology) and classical philology.

The Antonine Plague (165–180 AD) struck the Roman Empire dur-
ing the “golden age”, when the Roman Empire was vast, well urbanized, 
and very well connected (Harper, 2017). Population growth and move-
ment, landscape transformation (deforestation, river relocation, and 
swamp drainage) could have exposed the Romans to natural disasters and 
new emerging pathogens (Harper, 2017, p. 17). This pestilence has been 
suspected to have been either smallpox or measles, but the true cause still 
remains undetermined (McNeill, 1976, p. 93). Many authors who deal 
with this topic see the Antonine Plague as one of factors that contributed 
to the decline of the Western Roman Empire.

The Plague of Cyprian (251–270 AD) added to the misery of the 
Crisis of the Third Century – a time when barbarians kept attacking the 
frontiers of the Empire and traditional political elites were replaced by a 
series of provential and military emperors. The Roman Empire was de-
bilitated by the monetary collapse and citizens were burdened with heavy 
taxes intended to maintain the imperial army. Its appearance amplified the
religious tensions in the Empire and all the upheaval contributed to mass 
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spread of Christianity (Harper, 2015, 2016a), as it seems that the combi-
nation of pestilence and persecution hastened the spread of the Christian 
religion (Harper, 2017, p. 155).

The Power of the Written Word

Written sources (when we have them) are often presumed to be 
more reliable than archaeological artefacts (Baker, 2013, p. 6). This at-
titude is in part due to the differences in disciplines of history and ar-
chaeology – texts are more likely to have been written about important 
events and by and for a certain social class, while archaeologists are just 
as likely to analyze everyday mundane activities as they are to study the 
elites. Even though there are many archaeological findings – like medi-
cal instruments, votive offerings, structures for healing and sanitation, 
charms, and human remains – medical history is largely text-based. Texts 
are invaluable sources of information, but they too should be studied as 
any other artefact. They need to be contextualized and analyzed for so-
cial, geographical and temporal context, fragmentation, possible mistakes 
in transcription and translation, biases of the author, intended form and 
audience, and lastly our own cultural biases that might impact the way 
we interpret the text (Hodder, 2007; Baker, 2013). Most studies into great 
plagues of the ancient world are based heavily on texts, partly because 
they were published by historians (Bruun, 2007; Harper, 2015, 2016a, 
2016b, 2017), but also because clear mortuary evidence of epidemics are 
rare, and furthermore because the bioarchaeology of the Roman Empire 
has only recently started to reach for its full potential (Killgrove, 2014; 
McCormick, 2016). Ancient sources are not absolute “truth” and should 
be always read and used with a grain of salt.

The most prominent source for studying the Antonine Plague (some-
times referred to as the Plague of Galen) is certainly Galen, a famous Ro-
man doctor of Greek origin, as it gives us information about the spread of 
the disease and its symptoms. A couple of Galen’s contemporaries wrote 
about the epidemic: Publius Aelius Aristides, the pious worshiper of Ascle-
pius, gives an account of how his household was ravaged by the pestilence 
in his text Sacred Tales as a gift for his salvation (Aristid. Or. XLVIII, pp. 
38–44; McNeill, 2017, pp. 65–66), and satirist Lucian of Samostata criti-
cized authors who wrote encomia upon Lucius Verus after his victory over 
Parthians saying that one of them in his account of the plague in Nisibis 
imitated Thucydides’ description of the Athenian plague (Luc. Hist. Con-
scr. 15). Later authors (Tab. 1) also dealt with the Antonine Plague, mostly 
in passing. Herodian of Antioch tells us that the worst situation was in 
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Rome – the city was overcrowded and suffered great loss of both men and 
animals (Hdn. XII). Cassius Dio inform us that 2000 people died daily in 
Rome during this pestilence which, in his opinion, was the greatest of all 
(Cass. Dio. LXXIII, 14). In the biography of Marcus Aurelius (SHA) we 
read that bodies were taken away in carriages and buried by strict laws; 
the emperor erected statues to the most prominent deceased and organized 
funerals for the poor (SHA, Marc. XIII, 3–6).

In the biography of his co-emperor Lucius Verus, there is one in-
teresting account on how the plague began. In the temple of Apollo in 
Babylon a solider opened the golden casket so the spiritus pestilens flew 
out and spread over Parthia and the rest of the world (SHA, Verus, VIII, 
1–3). A similar account comes from Ammianus Marcellinus whose story 
about the plague outbreak goes like this: the troops took away the statue 
of Apollo Comeus from his shrine in Seleucia, and brought it to Rome 
where the priests put it in the Palatine temple of Apollo. During the plun-
dering of the Seleucian temple, the pestilence came out from a crack, and 
spread from Persia to the Rhine River and Gaul (Amm. Res gest. XXIII, 
6, 24).

Table 1. List of sources for the Antonine plague

1. Galen 129–200/216.
2. Lucian of Samostata 125–180.
3. Aelius Aristides 117–181.
4. Cassius Dio 155–235.
5. Philostratus 170–247/250.
6. Herodian of Antioch 170–240.
7. Scriptores Historia Augusta (biographies of 

Lucius Verus and Marcus Aurelius by Iulius 
Capitolinus

late 3rd and
early 4th century

8. Ammianus Marcellinus 330–391/400.
9. Epitome de Caesaribus end of 4th c.

10. Saint Jerome 342/347–420.
11. Eutropius 363–387.
12. Orosius 385–420.

Even though it had fallen into almost complete oblivion among 
scholars of antiquity, there are many literary sources for the Plague of 
Cyprian (Tab. 2). The pestilence began in Ethiopia and spread north and 
west across the empire, raging for fifteen years (Zonar. Epit. Hist. 12. 21; 
Evagr. Schol. HE 4. 29). We do not have medical records like Galen’s con-
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cerning this plague, but Cyprian’s descriptions are also detailed (Cypr. De 
mort. 8; 14), although the main aim of his sermon De mortalitate as the 
bishop of Cartage was to console the Christian community and ennoble 
the victims of the disease, comparing their suffering to that of the mar-
tyrs. In particular, Cyprian is fighting against the religious persecution of 
Christians for spreading the plague. On the other side, for example, poly-
theist Porphyry sees the cause for the plague as punishment of Asclepius 
and other gods for the lack of faith and expansion of the Christian sect 
(Eus. Praep. Ev. 5. 1. 9).

In the biography of Emperor Gallus, we read that the alleviation of 
the plague was sought in Sibylline books and a sacrifice was made to the 
Jupiter Salutaris (SHA, Gall. 5. 5). We could say that the ancient mind, 
pagan or Christian, perceived the plague as divine anger. The Antonine 
Plague revived the cult of Apollo, while the Plague of Cyprian allowed 
Christianity to spread around after the foundations of ancient civic poly-
theism were cracked (Harper, 2017). According to K. Harper, in the pe-
riod between the 2nd and the early 4th century, the estimated number of 
Christians changed massively, as could be witnessed by a sudden spread 
of Christian personal names (Harper, 2017, p. 155). Numerous sources 
claim that the plague struck every house (Oros. Hist. adv. pagan. 7. 21. 
5–6; Pont.V. Cypriani 9); it hit the largest cities in the Roman Empire 
but also arrived to the remotest places affecting pagans and Christians 
alike (Cypr. De mort, 8). High mortality has also been reported (Oros., 
Hist. adv. pagan.7. 27. 10) (5000 died daily in Rome and in the cities of 
Greece) (SHA, Gall. 5. 5) so by arranging burials for the poorest the em-
perors gained popularity (Aur. Vict. De Caes. 30. 1–2).

Table 2. List of sources for the Plague of Cyprian based
on Haprer’s researches (Harper, 2015; 2016):

1. Dionysius of Alexandria early 249
2. Cyprian of Carthage 252
3. De laude martyrii 252–253
4. 13th Sibylline Oracle before 253
5. Pontius of Carthage after 258
6. Porphyry c. 301
7. Chronograph of 354 325–337
8. Aurelius Victor 360–361
9. Eutropius 369

10. Gregory of Nyssa 380
11. Jerome c. 380
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12. Scriptores Historiae Augustae late 4th c.
13. [Aurelius Victor] after 395
14. Orosius 416–17
15. Talmudim 4th or 5th c.
16. Zosimus early 6th c.
17. Peter the Patrician mid-6th c.
18. Jordanes 551
19. Ps.-Dionysius of Tel Mahre c. 775
20. George the Monk late 9th c.
21. Excerpta Salmasiana II 10th c.
22. Symeon Logothete late 10th c.
23. George Kedrenos c. 1100
24. John Zonaras 12th c.

From just a cursory glance at the papers and books written on both 
plagues, it becomes clear that the Antonine Plague captured far more at-
tention from historians, classical philologists, and archaeologists than the 
Plague of Cyprian. In fact, until K. Harper published his first work on 
the Plague of Cyprian in 2015, hardly anyone else had written anything 
about it. This discrepancy is even more curious when we compare the 
abundance of historical sources on the Plague of Cyprian (Harper, 2015, 
2016a, 2017) to the significantly smaller number of those pertaining to the 
Antonine Plague (Harper, 2017). The reasons for this difference might be 
various, but we would argue that most of them stemmed from the per-
spectives and the authors of the studies in question.

Aside from Galen’s record (which is only a couple of pages long), 
there are only a few other contemporaneous sources on the Antonine 
Plague. The rest of the sources are of later date – so they had to rely on 
previous works and witness accounts. The apparent preference for the 
Antonine Plague might be tied to the inclinations and preconceptions of 
the researchers; the historical sources might be sparser, but they include 
texts written by the most famous ancient Roman doctor, which lends 
them gravitas and relevance. Cyprian’s description of the plague comes 
from a sermon, a religious source concerning the position of Christians 
in the disrupted society as much as the illness itself. Giving the context 
of the Crisis of the Third Century and the position of Christians, Galen’s 
medical text could appear much more objective than a sermon written 
by a bishop in times of hostility towards his flock. Crisis of the Third 
Century might be another reason why the Plague of Cyprian failed to 
step into the limelight – with political, monetary, and social upheav-
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als ravaging the Empire, the plague was left in the background, almost 
a part of the scenery, only commented on in passing. The choices and 
biases of the researchers led to almost complete disregard of an event 
which was, by all accounts, historical and archaeological, just as impact-
ful as the Antonine Plague.

The Archaeology of an Epidemic

Archaeological finds employed in the analysis of ancient health can 
be studied through architecture, images, human remains, and small finds. 
Contextualization is key, but with keeping in mind that our modern ideas 
about health and sanitation were not practiced in the Roman Empire in 
the same way. Public baths and toilets, aqueducts and the sewage system, 
the existence of public doctors and valetudinaria in military camps, might 
compel us into thinking that our perception of public health and hygiene 
was not that different, so finding a privy just next to or inside a kitchen 
in the home of a wealthy Pompeian is quite a jarring argument against 
such thinking (Baker, 2013; Harper, 2017, p. 81). Small finds like medical 
instruments are a good example of the dangers of limiting our thinking to 
our expectation of what medical instruments should and could be used 
for. They are usually divided into surgical instruments (scalpels, specula, 
forceps, etc.) and toilette instruments (tweezers, ear probes, spoon and 
spatula probes), i.e. tools used by professionals (doctors) and tools used 
by everyone for their daily hygiene and beauty regimes (Baker, 2013). This 
classification was made by archaeologists who compared Roman instru-
ments with modern day ones, assigning them functions, places, and roles 
with little support from ancient texts and disregard for the possible multi-
functionality of each tool, and the general attitude that they are uniquely 
Roman objects used only in Roman medicine, even when found in the 
farthest parts of the Empire (Baker, 2013, p. 90).

Studying health through osteoarchaeology has a set of limitations due 
to the very nature of the skeletal remains. First, skeletal series are cumu-
lative (unless we have a highly specific context, i.e. a burial place used 
only for victims of a violent event or an epidemic) and they are made of 
the most unhealthy individuals of each age cohort (Milner, Wood, and 
Boldsen, 2007; Porčić, 2016). The population we get from a necropolis 
is not a representative snapshot of a living population; it is the result of a 
series of transformations: LIVING → DEAD → BURIED → PRESERVED 
→ FOUND → COLLECTED → STORED. When dealing with cremated 
remains, while paleopathological analysis is possible, it is much more 
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restricted and difficult, and the chance of finding a trace of a disease is 
further reduced. Second, no matter how serious an infection, bone tissue 
involvement takes a long time, which is why most of the diseases an oste-
ologist can diagnose are chronic conditions. Acute infections usually kill 
the afflicted before his bone system has any sort of response, so they re-
main invisible to us. Keeping this in mind, J. Wood and his colleagues de-
fined The Osteological Paradox which states that the skeletal remains with 
no pathological changes could have belonged to the sickest and weakest 
members of the population who were killed by the disease in such a short 
time that no lesions formed on the skeleton (Wood et al., 1992; DeWitte 
and Stojanowski, 2015). This is particularly pertinent to the investigation 
of epidemics, since the victims of the disease do not have any visible traces 
of the pathogens on their skeletons, so we have to heavily rely on context 
of the burial and the nascent discipline of paleomicrobiology (Pinhasi & 
Turner, 2007; de Souza et al., 2003).

Most of the archaeological evidence tied to the Antonine Plague are 
also text related – building dedications (Duncan-Jones, 1996), dedications 
to gods and goddesses (Jones, 2005), protective amulets (Jones, 2016), and 
coins (Duncan-Jones, 1996). Exploring the impact of the Antonine Plague 
to the Empire, R. Duncan-Jones (1996, p. 125) argued that there was a 
cessation of imperially-funded building during the reigns of Marcus and 
Commodus (compared to the reigns of other emperors) caused by the epi-
demic. For his analysis he relied heavily on the inscribed dedications of the 
buildings that were dated to the reigns of the aforementioned emperors, 
excluding literary and archaeological evidence, as well as inscriptions with 
a more broad “mid-2nd century” dating (Bruun, 2007). And while other au-
thors (Bruun, 2007; Horster, 2001) also remarked on a decreased number 
of public building dedications in this period, as always when evidence is 
“lack of evidence” it is impossible to tie it to any one cause: limitations of 
the chosen sample, the amount of builds done by previous emperors, impe-
rial self-glorification and damnatio memoriae (Bruun, 2007), and the ap-
parent lack of any public building strategy – the emperors usually reacted 
to a need when erecting/repairing structures (Horster, 2001).

Evidence of a religious response noted in ancient sources were also 
found in archaeological material – as dedication to gods and goddesses 
connected to the oracle of Apollo of Claros. They were incorporated into 
walls of private houses or public buildings, presumably to provide protec-
tion from the calamity, and have been found spread out in the Western 
part of the Empire (the easternmost point was a dedication from Dalma-
tia) (Jones, 2005). A protective amulet found in London was also tied to 
Apollo of Claros – it was meant to protect a certain Demetrios with an 
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added warning from the god himself that kissing should be avoided (Jones, 
2016, p. 471) as a measure of stopping the spread of the epidemic. These 
dedications could be interpreted as the proclamation of Marcus Aurelius to 
publicize the oracle he consulted because of the plague (Jones, 2005, p. 301) 
and the intensification of the cults of Apollo and other “old gods.” Coins 
were employed in similar fashion during both epidemics: the name of the 
goddess Salus appears as a legend on coins minted during Marcus Aurelius’ 
reign on two occasions, once at the beginning of the emperor’s reign – for 
its long duration – and again in the years between 169 and 171 AD, a time-
frame which corresponds with the timing of the plague (Duncan-Jones, 
1996, p. 130). During the Plague of Cyprian, Trebonianus Gallus minted 
coins (251–253 AD) with an image of himself wearing a laurel wreath on 
the obverse and Apollo with a laurel on the reverse, and the inscription 
APOLL∙SALVTARIS (Mattingly, 1946). Apollo has a dual nature as a pro-
tean god who causes the epidemics, but also provides relief with his healing 
powers. His image serves as assurance that the laurel-crowned emperor has 
his blessing and will thus protect the people from the plague, but also as a 
reminder that it was Apollo’s wrath that caused it in the first place (Mat-
tingly, 1946; Manley, 2014).

But what about the victims? Ancient sources are consistent in their 
claims that many lives were taken by both plagues, and historians, even 
though not everyone agrees on the exact number, assure us that it was 
significant (Harper, 2017). So far, only four mass graves have been linked 
to these plagues – a mass grave in Gloucester is interpreted as a conse-
quence of the Antonine Plague (Simmonds, Marquez-Grant & Loe, 2008), 
and two mass burials in the catacombs of San Pietro e Marcellino in Rome 
(Blanchard et al., 2007) and the funerary complex of Harwa and Akhi-
meru in Thebes, Egypt (Tiradritti, 2015), were probably results of the 
Plague of Cyprian. However, for events with such high mortality, the small 
number of funerary contexts connected to them is quite conspicuous, and 
probably more related to the hard boundary between archaeology and 
bioarchaeology rather than to the inherent limitations of the disciplines. 
Bioarchaeology is still in many cases (but not always) seen as separate 
from archaeology, a tool for the analysis of skeletal remains, without much 
use for wider contextual analysis, by both archaeologists and bioarchae-
ologists. In the study of ancient Roman contexts bioarchaeology has only 
now started to gain its footing – human remains were not given priority in 
the past, and modern methodologies have been employed more regularly 
only in the last couple of decades. Even in cases when the bioarchaeologi-
cal analysis was done, the reporting is often incomplete and easy to mis-
interpret. In the analysis of the mass burials from San Pietro e Marcellino 
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catacombs, authors caution us that many of the skeletons were too dam-
aged to be sexed or aged, but that the percentage of male skeletons was 
unusually low (27.5%), without providing us with the number of skeletons 
that could not be determined as male or female (Blanchard et al., 2007, 
p. 996). They also highlighted a predominance of “young adults” without 
any explanation of the term “young adult” which is not a standard age 
category in bioarchaeology. These demographic markers are important for 
any paleoepidemiological study, and could lead us to wrong conclusion 
about the patterns of morbidity and frailty in a society. Moreover, due to 
the scarcity of similar findings, these results are being reported and in-
cluded in analyses of other authors, often taken at face value, especially 
by researchers unfamiliar with bioarchaeology (Mitrofan, 2014, p. 10). To 
be fair, the divide between archaeology and bioarchaeology is not the only 
reason behind the lack of human remains that can be connected to these 
two plagues. Acute infections which could lead to death in a matter of 
days do not leave any pathological changes on the skeleton that we could 
analyze. Furthermore, we should not assume that epidemics always pro-
duce mass graves. Any other type of significant deviation from normative 
burial – specific body treatment, different funerary rites, traces of burning 
and soot, individual graves separated from the rest of the necropolis, etc., 
could potentially be caused by an epidemic event, although they are much 
harder to connect with any certainty to a specific public health crisis. We 
should also keep in mind the possibility that a society will strive to hold 
on to normalcy by employing the usual funeral customs until they com-
pletely run out of capacity for it (O’Shea, 1984, p. 32). Mass graves would 
always be the absolute last resort, even in times of a pandemic. That be-
ing said, we could argue that a significant number of the people who fell 
victim to these plagues were probably buried according to the usual cus-
tom based on their social status in the place they would have been buried 
anyway. This, coupled with the fact that acute infections usually kill the 
victim before affecting the skeletal system, makes searching for potential 
plague victims very hard.

Analysing Ancient Public Health

When studying such a complex subject as public health in the context 
of ancient cultures, the first hurdle the researcher has to face is the fact 
that modern ideas about health and hygiene are vastly different from those 
upheld by the Romans. Public health is both influencing and influenced 
by human behavior and social and cultural norms, which can be illus-
trated by the population of Japan wearing masks every flu season and the 
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rising anti-vaccination movements in Western countries propped up by 
human and religious rights. In ancient Rome, consideration for salubrious 
environment and health and cleanliness was both religious and practical 
(Porter, 2005). The practicality of sanitary architecture was in large part 
an expression of an ideal of both spiritual and material purity and cleanli-
ness pushed for and provided by the elites (Porter, 2005). When studying 
ancient health we must be aware that their actions were not only informed 
by their understanding of causes of maladies but by their understanding 
and views on hygiene and cleanliness as well. During both the Antonine 
Plague and that of Cyprian, most of the identified evidence can be tied to 
questions of religion and hybris. For the Romans, as we can find out from 
written sources, the culprit for both plagues was hybris – in the second 
century calamity escaped from the plundered temple of Apollo Claros9 
and spread through the Empire, while the Plague of Cyprian was the pun-
ishment inflicted to the Empire because of the spread of the Christian cult 
and abandonment of the cults of the “old gods”13. The responses were sim-
ilar – dedications to the gods and goddesses through inscriptions, coins, 
amulets, and erected statues, even when the circumstances where differ-
ent, emphasizing the significant ties between religion and health and well-
being for the Romans. The biggest difference between these two plagues 
seems to be in our own biases towards the veracity of ancient texts and 
their authors. Even though we can see that for the Romans illness was 
inextricably connected to the sacred, our modern assumptions that illness 
is the purview of doctors and medicine, caused the discrepancies in the 
visibility of these epidemics. Galen’s medical text seems to carry far more 
weight than Cyprian’s sermon for our modern medical reasoning.

Concluding Thoughts

The research of ancient texts has a much longer history than archaeol-
ogy, so naturally both classics and history have more numerous and de-
tailed studies on ancient plagues. Surprisingly or not, ancient sources are 
still largely seen as a more reliable and relevant means to exploring past
epidemics, despite their limitations. Texts are, in their essence, artefacts as 
well, and they need to be analyzed accordingly – their contextualization is 
crucial. We need to be aware of the biases of the authors/transcribers of 
the texts and the researchers employing them in their analysis – how Ga-
len might have been perceived as more “objective” than Cyprian and how 
that perception might have influenced the research of these two epidem-
ics. Archaeological and bioarchaeological evidence should be used as more 
than a mere illustration of the ancient sources and employed in a more in-
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terdisciplinary and contextualized manner together with the said sources. 
Given the limitation of each discipline (inherent to it or self-imposed by 
the attitude of the researchers) the study of ancient plagues cannot afford 
to merely pilfer results from other fields of study without critically assess-
ing them first. We need to reevaluate if, for example, texts regarding one 
place have been unjustifiably applied to a far away part of the Empire, or if 
mass graves are the only contexts in which we should expect plague victims 
as opposed to a number of “deviant” burials scattered across the provinces 
that might be tied to the calamity among other things, etc. Although in 
recent years some steps have been made to bridge the gulf between these 
disciplines and provide us with a more complete picture of ancient plagues, 
true interdisciplinarity still lacks. We can only hope that with the develop-
ment of new methods and points of view interdisciplinarity will be applied 
more habitually in the future.
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Abstract: This paper is an attempt to determine whether Sirmium in the earliest 
period of its existence was only a civilian Roman settlement or had a military gar-
rison. The significance and character of Sirmium is viewed primarily through the 
historical prism of the Bellum Batonianum (6–9 AD), as one of the most dramatic 
periods in the history of the city. Focused on certain details in otherwise rare 
mentions in historical sources and the available results of archaeological excava-
tions, the author points out that, due to its strategic position, Sirmium must have 
been a Roman military stronghold that gradually developed into an important 
civilian settlement. Special attention is paid to the meaning and context of the use 
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One of the most dramatic episodes in the early history of Roman Pan-
nonia were the events during the three war years (6–9 AD) of the Dalma-
tian-Pannonian Uprising referred to in ancient historiography by the terms 
bello Delmatico, bello Pannonico ac Delmatico, or bellum Batonianum (Vell. 
Pater. II 116–117). Whatever the Romans called it, this great rebellion 
had severe consequences for the native population of Illyricum and left a 
strong impression on Roman contemporaries and later historians (Mócsy, 
1974, pp. 37–39; Wilkes, 1969, pp. 69–77; Šašel-Kos, 1986, pp. 178–191).
This war has a special place in modern historiography as well, especially in 
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South Slavic languages, where various personal views, ideological or eth-
nic starting points are reflected through various narratives (Džino, 2009). 
The significance of this war is probably best described in the words of 
Suetonius: gravissimum omnium externorum bellorum post Punica (Suet. 
Tib. 16.). Velleius Paterculus, the most direct witness and writer of the 
history of the uprising, left significant data on the course of the rebellion 
which he called magnum atroxque bellum (Vel. Pater. II 96).

Bellum Batonianum

The uprising occurred, let us recall briefly, in the spring or early sum-
mer of 6 AD in the territory of Illyricum, and included several indigenous 
tribes that lived in the vast province of mountains, forests, marches, and 
swamps that stretched from the Adriatic Sea to the Sava River Valley, and 
from Istria in the west to the Drim Valley in the southeast. The immediate 
casus belli is considered to be the forced recruitment of youth for the war 
that Augustus was preparing against Marobaud, the king of Marcomans 
in the north, where his military commander and stepson Tiberius had al-
ready been sent with legions (Vell. Pat. 110, 2; Radman Livaja, 2010, p. 
186; Mirković, 1971, p. 12). The reasons for the uprising were certainly 
more numerous, starting with the fact that the relatively recently imposed 
Roman rule after Tiberius’ war with the Pannonians in 13–9/8 BC (Džino, 
2012) could not have been favored among the indigenous tribes in Illyri-
cum. If we add to this the imposed taxes, the loss of land and independ-
ence, the intensity and speed with which the revolt erupted among the 
population of Illyricum is quite understandable.

The uprising first broke out under the leadership of a certain Baton 
among the Daesidiates, a tribe that inhabited the northern parts of the 
later Roman province of Dalmatia and soon spread to Breuci, the larg-
est tribe in southern Pannonia, led by another Baton. It is believed that 
the insurgents began joint military actions, killing Romans wherever 
they could find them and destroying their military garrisons scattered 
throughout Illyricum (Vell. Pat. II 110. 6). Larger Roman settlements 
were especially exposed to attacks as places of the strongest resistance 
and strategic importance. One part of the insurgent forces besieged Sa-
lona, the other went all the way to Macedonia (Dio, 55.29–30; Vell. Pat. 
2.110.4). Siscia and Sirmium, the two most important Roman strong-
holds in Pannonia, were also attacked and besieged (Radman-Livaja and 
Dizdar, 2010, p. 48).

The situation in Illyricum was so serious that Octavian Augustus, 
in his dramatic address to the Senate, warned that if something was not 
done, the insurgents would soon invade Italy (Vell. Pat. II, 111). To these, 
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probably deliberately exaggerated ambitions of the rebels, some Roman 
historians added an excessive number of people they had under arms, 
which allegedly amounted up to 800,000 warriors (Vell. Pat. II 110. 3), or 
100,000 according to Appian (Appian Illyr. 22. 63.), which is taken as a 
more plausible estimate (Džino, 2006).

The Roman response to the uprising was vigorous. Tiberius arrived 
in Siscia from Carnuntum with legions and began a long and well-planed 
military action based both on direct conflicts (which the insurgents gener-
ally avoided although they sometimes fought in pitched battles) and tactical 
destruction of enemy resources such as settlements, food supplies, crops, 
and livestock (Vell. Pat. II. 112. 3; Dio, 55.33.1). Pressed by hunger, the 
strife and Roman force, the insurgents eventually surrendered at Bathinus 
flumen, probably somewhere by the lower course of the Bosna River (Vell. 
Pat. II.114. 4). The consequences of the uprising quelled in blood were far-
reaching. Any further resistance to Roman rule was thwarted by the usual 
means of Roman repression: mass enslavement, severe pillage, and much 
later with intensive recruitment into Roman detachments (Mirković, 1971, 
p. 13; Zaninović, 2003, p. 447; Radman Livaja, 2012, p. 168).

Sirmium After the War 6–9 AD

After the uprising subsided, the Romans fully exercised their power 
in Illyricum, which was divided into several provinces: Illyricum superius 
on the Adriatic coast with the hinterland or future Dalmatia, Illyricum in-
ferius or future Pannonia on the north, and Moesia with the Lower Dan-
ube was on the east (Radman Livaja, 2012, p. 166).

With the establishment of military garrisons in camps along the Dan-
ube – probably to some extent already in the time of Augustus/Tiberius, 
but finally in the time of Claudius (Šašel Kos, 2011, p. 110; Radman Livaja, 
2012, p. 167) – and the construction of a road network and the develop-
ment of cities, the Roman government in Pannonia was gradually con-
solidated. In the time after the uprising, Sirmium experienced a rapid de-
velopment and by the time of the Flavian emperors it obtained the status 
of a colony – a full-fledged Roman city (Mirković, 1971, p. 15). How and 
why Sirmium received this prestigious status of undoubted importance for 
its inhabitants and the overall growth of this part of the province of Pan-
nononia, was the subject of several scientific discussions with two basic 
assumptions. According to the first, early imperial Sirmium, as an impor-
tant strategic point, had a Roman military camp and acquired the status of 
a colony by deduction, that is, by settling Roman veterans (Mócsy, 1959, 
p. 77; Klemenc, 1961, p. 23; Klemenc, 1963, p. 67; Mócsy, 1971, pp. 44–45; 
Mócsy, 1974, p. 43). The second assumption insists that the settlement 
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received the status of a colony due to the prominent presence of settled 
Roman citizens, i.e. merchants. It also rejects the idea that a Roman mili-
tary camp existed in Sirmium, mostly due to the lack of necessary histo-
riographical, epigraphic, and archaeological evidence (Mirković, 1990, pp. 
638–639; Eadie, 1977, p. 210; Ferjančić, 2002, pp. 52–55, 215–216).

Merchants vs. Soldiers in Sirmium

The thesis that Sirmium was originally predominantly a civilian set-
tlement of Roman merchants and not a significant military center was pro-
posed by M. Mirković (Mirković, 1971, p. 13). Besides seeming as a logical 
and appropriate sequence of historical circumstances, it was mainly based 
on the interpretation of several quotes of Velleius Paterculus relating to the 
rebellion in Illyricum at 6–9 AD. The first one reports that the inhabitants of 
Pannonia at the time of the uprising were familiar with the Roman way of 
life, culture, and even the Latin language (Vell. Pat. II 110). Considering the 
role of Sirmium during the early days of the uprising in her pioneering but 
still significant work on the historical development of this Roman settlement, 
M. Mirković says: “It is curious that Sirmium appears in this struggle as a 
Roman and not an insurgent military base. Probably the number of Roman 
and Italic settlers in Sirmium was already at that time quite large. When Vel-
leius Paterculus states that the Latin language and culture were known and 
diffused at the beginning of the rebelion, he presumably had in mind such 
centers as Sirmium. The agrarian region of Pannonia was, even much later, 
rather poorly romanized. It was primarily traders (bolded by MV) who came 
as settlers. They are mentioned by Velleius Paterculus among those who had 
suffered at the hands of the insurgents” (Mirković, 1971, p. 13).

The last two sentences are significant because they practically repre-
sent the starting point of the narrative about Sirmium as a civil trading 
post and a settlement of Roman merchants that would later be accepted 
as a fact. Somewhat further, she rejects Momsens’ theory that the civilian 
settlement of Sirmium developed from the canabae of the Roman military 
camp underlining her earlier position, now as a certainty: “It (Sirmium) 
developed as a trade center (bolded by MV), and, inasmuch as troops 
were stationed there, that circumstance could not have influenced the sta-
tus of the settlement” (Mirković, 1971, p. 16).

The second quotation of Velleius, often mentioned in modern papers 
dealing with the bellum Batonianum follows immediately after the previ-
ous one and describes the unfortunate fate and suffering of Roman citi-
zens at the very beginning of the uprising. We will quote it here in full for 
better insight: Oppressi cives Romani, trucidati negotiatores, magnus vexil-
lariorum numerus ad internecionem ea in regione, quae plurimum ab im-
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peratore aberat, caesus, occupata armisni ombusbus omnia, omnia ferroque 
vastata (Vell. Pat. II 110. 6).

In addition to the mentioned quotes, the lack of architectural remains 
of the Roman military camp in Sirmium, as well as a relatively small num-
ber of inscriptions mentioning veterans and Roman soldiers, were the 
main starting points for the conclusion that Sirmium’s city status was due 
to settled Roman citizens, i.e. merchants, rather than the army (Mirković, 
1971, p. 16).

There are, however, several problems that make this presumption ques-
tionable. The first one is that Veleius Patercullus makes not a single mention 
of Sirmium in the entirety of his description of the war. In other words, as 
far as his history is concerned, this settlement never existed. The reasons for 
this could be various. Although we will probably never know for sure, let us 
mention a few possibilities: a) there is a lacuna in the text and the part about 
Sirmium is missing; b) Velleius did not have the complete picture and knowl-
edge about the course of the war; c) in his panegiric description of Tiberius’ 
merits, Velleius did not attach much importance to those parts of the Pan-
nonian battlefield unrelated to the actions of the future emperor. Regardless 
of it all, the fact remains that as far as we know, none of the information that 
Velleius presents actually refers to Sirmium (not even the presence of Roman 
civilians, i.e. “merchants”), but at best to Pannonia (or Illyricum) in general.

An important issue concerns the merchants in Sirmium at the time 
of the uprising. Merchants are most often referred to with two terms: ne-
gotiator and mercator (Daremberg & Saglio, 1873, pp. 45–47 [negotiator]; 
Daremberg & Saglio 1904, pp. 1736–1737 [mercator]). The term negotia-
tores, which we find in the disputed statement (Vell. Pat. II 110. 6), in the 
time of the Republic (and probably in the days of the early Principate, i.e., 
the Batonian uprising) meant not a merchant or trader in terms of retail, 
but a businessman and entrepreneur in general, often in the sense of ban-
ker, money changer, lender, or landowner. Therefore, unlike mercatores 
who were usually of modest origin and lower social status, the term nego-
tiator initially denoted wealthy Roman opportunists who had an interest in 
investing and developing various businesses in the provinces. Furthermore, 
in these early days negotiators were also, as well as the publicani, officially 
involved in the process of collecting taxes on behalf of the Roman state 
(tax farming), a post which they often abused for the sake of their own 
enrichment (OCD 2012, 1237 [publicani], 1004–1005 [negotiatores]). Na-
turally, as exponents of Roman rule, proverbially unscrupulous and greedy,
they were not particularly popular with the local population, which is pro-
bably why they were the first to be attacked by the rebels in Illyricum in 6 
AD, but not only then. As a reminder, let us mention that in 88 BC a simi-
lar scenario befell Italic settlers during the Pontic Wars against Mithridates 
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VI, who ordered a coordinated massacre of all Roman citizens (including 
negotiatores) in various towns in Anatolia (App., Mith. 4. 23; Plut. Sull. 24. 
4; Curtin, 1984, p. 4; Mirković, 2018, p. 245). Negotiators were generally 
settled in the most important economic centers in eastern provinces and 
especially in ports of trade, which could also apply to Siscia and especially 
to Salona. In the latter their presence is epigraphically confirmed, though 
mostly in the later imperial period (2nd–3rd centuries) when the term nego-
tiatores was equated with the mertcatores. Since then, the noun negotiator 
has been frequently accompanied by a precise trade activity: n. oleario, n. 
vinario, n. lanario, n. cretarius, n. materiarius, etc. (AE 1994 1350; AE 1925, 
0065; CIL III 2006; CIL III 2086; CIL III 12924; CIL III 2131). However, 
neither the negotiatores nor the mercatores appear on the epigraphic mo-
numents from Sirmium, nor do historical sources explicitly confirm their 
presence in this settlement (although there were probably a few of them).

The presumed presence of civilian Roman citizens, i.e. “merchants”, 
led causaly to the assumption that, at the beginning of the 1st century AD 
in Sirmium they had to be adequately organized into conventus civium Ro-
manorum (Mirković, 1971, p. 15; Mirković, 2008, p. 32). In the Caesarian 
and Augustan period such associations often formed the nucleus for the 
establishment of new colonies and municipia civium Romanorum (OCD 
371 [conventus]; Burton, 1975). The only problem is that in the case of 
Sirmium, there are no historiographical, epigraphic, or archaeological 
confirmations for such an association either.

Ῥωμαῖοι and Sirmium: Civillians or Soldiers?

Another very important Roman source for the study of the Dalma-
tian-Pannonian uprising (and early history of southeastern Pannonia) is 
Dio Cassius. Although he writes well after the events (2nd century), the 
comprehensive approach of this certainly well-learned historiographer, the 
time distance, and the archives that were probably available to him at the 
time when he held the position of proconsul in Pannonia, led to his report 
on events during the war being far more studiously written, precise, and 
in great detail. Among other things, he not only mentions Sirmium, but 
ascribes it great importance, describing it, along with Salona and Siscia, 
as one of the most important Roman strongholds that the rebels attacked 
and besieged. One of his statements could also been seen as support for the 
theory that Sirmium was defended by Roman citizens, i.e. civilians:

... καὶ οἱ ἄλλοι προσαπέστησαν. καὶ μετὰ τοῦτο καὶ Βρεῦκοι Παννονικὸν 
ἔθνος, Βάτωνα καὶ αὐτοὶ ἕτερον προστησάμενοι, ἐπί τε τὸ Σίρμιον καὶ ἐπὶ 
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τοὺς ἐν αὐτῷ Ῥωμαίους ὥρμησαν. καὶ ἐκεῖνο μὲν οὐκ ἐξεῖλον ῾αἰσθόμενος 
γὰρ τῆς ἐπαναστάσεως αὐτῶν Καικίνας Σεουῆρος ὁ τῆς πλησιοχώρου 
Μυσίας ἄρχων ἐπῆλθέ τε αὐτοῖς διὰ ταχέων περὶ τὸν Δράουον ποταμὸν 
οὖσι καὶ συμβαλὼν ἐνίκησεν᾽, ἀναμαχέσεσθαι δέ πῃ διὰ βραχέος, ἐπειδὴ καὶ 
τῶν Ῥωμαίων συχνοὶ ἐπεπτώκεσαν, ἐλπίσαντες πρὸς παράκλησιν συμμάχων 
ἐτράποντο.” (Cass. Dio LV 29.3)

The term Ῥωμαῖοι, used by Dio Cassius, could mean Romans or Ro-
man citizens (merchants as well) sheltered in a besieged Sirmium, but, as 
we will see, something different as well. As an ancient historian who wrote 
in Greek, Dio used this term (Ῥωμαῖοι), which in the hellenophone cities 
in the East, in the broadest sense, meant settled Roman citizens or Italics, 
or basically privileged foreigners of the Roman provenance (Errington, 
1988, p. 143; Ramgopal, 2017, pp. 407–408). In various dedications, the 
term Ῥωμαῖοι (as well as Romaioi or Italicei in Latin inscriptions) often oc-
curs in combination with the expression οἱ κατοικούντες, or qui/quai ne-
gotiantur, and refers to Roman businesspeople living in the eastern cities/ 
provinces and organized within the local associations of Roman citizens 
(Ramgopal, 2017, pp. 418–419).

If we pay close attention to the context in which Dio otherwise uses 
this term Romans (Ῥωμαῖοι) in his descriptions of the Batonian uprising, 
however, we get a completely different image. The rebels therefore ...de-
feated the Romans in battles (Cass. Dio LV 29.2–3), ...marched against Sir-
mium and the Romans in that town (Cass. Dio LV 29.2), or ...had no hope 
of being spared by the Romans (Cass. Dio LV 33.1). On the other side... 
many of the Romans also had fallen in  battles (Cass. Dio LV 29. 2–3), or 
...were divided into detachments, in order that they might overrun many 
parts of the country at once (Cass. Dio LV 32.4).

These quotes clearly show that the Ῥωμαῖοι mentioned by Dio, includ-
ing those fortified in Sirmium, were not civilians but primarily Roman 
soldiers.

Early Imperial Roman Garrison

The Roman garrison in Sirmium certainly existed at the time of the 
Dalmatian-Pannonian Uprising (and probably for some time after that). 
This is indicated not only by the mentioned quotes, but also by a reaso-
nable assumption that the settlement could not resist the attacks of the 
 rebels and the longer siege without the presence of well-trained and armed 
soldiers. One can also assume that the defenders of Sirmium eagerly awai-
ted the arrival of C. Severus with the legions from Moesia, but it certainly 
must have required some time. According to previous understandings, 
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the Roman legions were not stationed on the Danube until Tiberius’ reign 
(Mirković, 1996, pp. 30–31; Ritterling, 1924, cols. 1557, 1574). Before that, 
as possible camps (which have not been confirmed archaeologically yet), 
Scupi (Dragojević-Josifovska, 1982, p. 24; Dušanić, 1996, 44) and Naissus 
were assumed (Mirković, 1968, p. 24; Mirković, 1996, p. 29). Even if we 
assume that the legions were really there, the distance they had to cross to 
Sirmium was between 380 km (Naissus-Sirmium) and 440/460 km (Scu-
pi-Sirmium) depending on the route taken and the marching conditions 
(on a constructed road or off-road, the marching tempo, load, etc.). This 
significantly extended the time required to go up north. It is questionable 
whether Dardania and the Danube were already connected by solid road 
at the time of Bellum Batonianum. It is generally established that the com-
pendium following the Velika Morava river between Viminacium and 
Naissus, referred to as Via nova, was not built until Hadrian’s reign (Mir-
ković, 1980; Speidel, 1984; Mirković, 1996, pp. 39–40) or at best, during 
Domitian’s wars on the Danube (Dušanić, 1996, p. 48). In off-road condi-
tions, an average forced daily pace of 30–45 km per day would not be pos-
sible, so it had to be less. From the moment they were launched, legions 
stationed in the hypothetical camps in Moesia (Naissus, Scupi) could have 
reached Sirmium in no less than 15 to 20 marching days, of 7 hours a day. 
Assuming that the Thracian cavalry led by the king Rhoemetalces traveled 
twice as fast, from the moment the news of the uprising reached the head-
quarters in Moesia, the first aid to Sirmium could have arrived in only 10 
days or a week at best. Obviously, not only were measures taken to fortify 
Sirmium, but it had to contain a military crew.

Roman Military Fortification in Sirmium: 
Possible Location

We can only guess what kind of fortification it was and where it was 
located. Despite many years of systematic research in Sremska Mitrovica, 
there is only circumstantial evidence in Sirmium for this. The most im-
portant factors that contribute to this are the impossibility of exploring 
the oldest layers due to the appearance of groundwater, significant damage 
caused by later construction, and lastly, the existence of a modern settle-
ment above the remains of Sirmium (Jeremić, 2016, pp. 23–24, 99).

Based on the characteristics of the relief, we can assume that the gar-
rison was placed on a more dominant, strategically suitable and elevated 
ground, as well as at a distance from the native settlement whose remains 
were discovered not far from the Sava river bank, in the southern part of 
the later Roman settlement (Jeremić, 2016, pp. 114–115). The disposition 
of the ponds and swamps around Sirmium, which were a characteristic 
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feature of its landscape, further narrows the possible space for an original 
Roman fortification from the time of the Dalmatian-Pannonian uprising. 
A favorable position that meets the requirements for a fortification is on 
the Kalvarija hill (Fig. 1/h, site 12), a unique phenomenon in the plain en-
vironment of Syrmia, with the highest elevation point – 86.5 m (Jeremić, 
2016, p. 85). Remains of prehistoric settlements and the massive Late Ro-
man masonry walls have been partially uncovered at this site but, unfor-
tunately, there is nothing else that would confirm the existence of an early 
Roman fortification here (Jeremić, 2016, p. 85; Popović, 1963, pp. 63–72; 
Milošević, 1994, pp. 17–18; Vasilić, 1952, p. 168).

Figure 1. Sremska Mitrovica: perspective illustration of city zones
with terrain levels (after: Jeremić, 2016)

The second and more probable location for an early Roman strong-
hold is the area of the later northern quarter of Sirmium (Fig. 1/A). 
It is positioned on higher ground, i.e. an elevated loess plateau that 
dominates the lower fluvial terraces of the Sava riverbank, and is sur-
rounded by local ponds and wetlands (Jeremić, 2016, pp. 84–85). Its av-
erage elevation of 82.2 m is about 4 m higher than the Sava bank in the 
south, which provided protection against occasional floods but also a 
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more suitable position for defense. Another observation concerning the 
urban plan of ancient Sirmium is also very interesting in that regard. 
The northern half of Sirmium, in contrast to the later-built southern 
parts of the city, has much more correctly traced streets that mostly 
coincide with the ideal orthogonal scheme of ancient military camps. 
(Popović, 1962, p. 117; Jeremić, 2016, pp. 160–161). This is indicated 
by the proper structure of the city network in the northern part of Sir-
mium and especially the insulae, city blocks bordered by streets that 
(mostly) intersect at a right angle. The discovery of the earth-and-tim-
ber construction of the 1st-century fortifications in this area (Fig. 2) is 
certainly indicative in this matter and should not be regarded solely as 

Figure 2. Remains of a timber-framed structure of a 1st-century rampart,
Sremska Mitrovica site 45 (after: Jeremić, 2016)
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city walls. These ramparts consisted of an earthen bulwark reinforced 
with a wooden structure closely resemble the way temporary Roman 
military camps were built (Baatz, 2006, pp. 77–80). The structure was 
assembled of wooden beams which were laid at a distance of 4.5 m and 
then joined with transversely placed beams. On the basis of similar 
early imperial fortifications (Fig. 3), M. Jeremić assumed that the front 
part of the rampart could have been built of turf or wooden planks 
(Jeremić, 2016, pp. 127–131).

Figure 3. Early Roman earth-and-timber fortification types (after: Johnson, 1983)
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The long-term head of the systematic research project in Sremska 
Mitrovica, Vladislav Popović, made a similar assumption regarding the ex-
pansion of a civilian settlement on the ground originally occupied by a Ro-
man military camp (Popović, 1971, pp. 121–122, 132). Several other authors 
also supported the assumption that, at least in the early period, a Roman 
fortification might have existed in Sirmium (Dušanić, 1968, p. 96; Radman 
Livaja, 2012, p. 164; Vasić, 2013, p. 80). It should also be pointed out that M. 
Mirković, in several of her works, eventually accepted that Sirmium had a 
military garrison, at least during the 6–9 AD uprising (Mirković, 1971, p. 12; 
Mirković, 1990, p. 639, note 42; Mirković, 2004, p. 147).

It is not certain when the military garrison was set up in Sirmium. It 
can be assumed that this occurred following Augustus’ Illyrian War in 35-33 
BC, or even more likely, in the period after Tiberius’ Pannonian War 13–9/ 8 
BC when Roman rule over the lower course of the Sava river was established 
(Radman Livaja, 2012, p. 164). Descriptions of the Roman early conquests of 
Illyricum also point to the usual tactics by which the Romans secured their 
presence in the conquered territories (Wilkes, 1969, pp. 52–53). Apart from 
combat operations directed against the disobedient population, it included 
the imposition of garrisons in the settlements of subjugated natives. Taking 
the hostages was a common practice as well, evidenced by certain histori-
cal sources (App. Ill. 4. 16–24) and the epigraphic ones too (CIL III 3224; 
Dušanić, 1967, p. 67; Šašel Kos, 2009, p. 93). In the period shortly after the 
uprising, the army in Sirmium was surely needed, but also later on. During 
the reigns of Augustus and Tiberius, the legions were not stationed as much 
along the Danube but rather in the camps located in the hinterland of the 
Limes (Klemenc, 1961, pp. 7–8; Mócsy, 1971, p. 41; Mócsy, 1974, pp. 39–41; 
Barkócz, 1980, pp. 91–92) and Sirmium was most likely one of them (Rad-
man Livaja, 2012, p. 167). Issues related to its size, the layout of the buildings, 
and the specific military crew, for now go beyond the scope of this paper and 
require further research in this direction, which will hopefully continue.
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Апстракт: Овим радом поново се отвара питање статуса раноримског Сир-
мијума, односно да ли је он током првих деценија свог постојања превас-
ходно био цивилно насеље или је имао војну посаду. Значај и карактер Сир-
мијума посматран је углавном кроз призму историјских догађаја познатих 
као Bellum Batonianum (6–9. н.е.), једног од најдраматичнијих периода у ис-
торији овог града. Аутор још једном скреће пажњу на иначе ретке помене 
овог насеља у античким историјским изворима као и на резултате архео-
лошких истраживања, указујући да је Сирмијум због свог стратешког по-
ложаја свакако био војно упориште које се постепено развијало у значајно 
цивилно насеље. Посебна пажња посвећена је значењу и контексту употре-
бе појединих термина (negotiatores, Ρωμαίοι) у текстовима релевантних рим-
ских историчара (Velleius Paterculus, Cassius Dio) који осветљавају ово време 
кризе, страдања и искушења.
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REMESIANA IN THE 4TH CENTURY AD:
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CHRISTIAN SITE?

Abstract: The research themes of scholars engaged in periods of Early Christian-
ity and the late Roman Empire have vastly expanded in the last century. Yet, no 
large methodological and theoretical shifts were made, and archaeologists dealing 
with topics from these periods are still relying on the similar frameworks mostly 
borrowed decades ago from disciplines of art history and historiography. In this 
paper, both terms will be explored, Late Roman (or Late Antiquity) and Early 
Christianity respectively, and their possible (mis)use will be demonstrated in the 
case study of the Remesiana site. Both terms are loaded with various meanings 
that often influence the interpretations of past phenomena, which is why the ne-
cessity of identifying their strengths and limitations in each of the specific context 
is emphasized here. Since the period of the 3rd–4th centuries is perceived as a peri-
od of crisis, it is essential to establish a methodological and theoretical framework 
to understand and explain the contexts in which these crises occurred and how 
they affected the people involved.

Keywords: Late Roman Period, Early Christianity, Remesiana, knowledge trans-
fer, terminology

Introduction

The Early Christian period (3–4th centuries) is perceived as highly 
important in Serbian archaeology, but also in the Serbian public (eg. 
Srejović, 1994; Jovanović, 2006; Popović and Borić Brešković, 2013). 
Some Serbian authors treat it as a period of the emergence, evolution, 
and institutionalization of Christianity. Buildings, small finds, frescoes, 
and inscriptions serve as the ultimate argument that Christianity was 
dominant and overwhelming, while traces of other religious groups 
are neglected, or represented as exceptions (eg. Zotović, 1978; Jeremić, 
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2014). However, it can be argued this viewpoint is misleading, as it leads 
to a simplistic conception that Christianity emerged and developed 
without any social interactions or possibly religious tensions with other 
groups. Such an introduction of new religious practices had to stir up 
communities and produce various social crises within the Roman Em-
pire (cf. Elsner, 2003). By accepting this assumption, we open a vast field 
of research concerning the intensive interactions between different reli-
gious groups, the social crises caused by these interactions, and finally, 
the different outcomes of such crises.

The terms we use to explain a certain phenomenon of the past are 
rarely, if ever, neutral. Quite the opposite – they are often burdened with 
subtle meaning or even a whole package of differently nuanced meanings. 
Most of them are implicit and usually represent “commonplaces” that are 
rarely questioned (Stoczkowski, 2008, p. 350). There is always a constant 
threat that these hidden meanings will influence the final interpretation of 
events of the past, and to avoid such occurrences it is necessary to clearly 
define the terminology we employ in each specific context. The terms I 
would like to examine in this text are “Late Antiquity” and “Early Chris-
tianity.” Late Antiquity could be described as a period of crisis, or even 
better, as a whole set of crises, and by dealing with these crises the Empire 
became completely transformed. The emergence of legal Christianity can 
be regarded as one of the crises that struck the Empire in the 4th century. 
Even though they are mostly used as chronological labels, their charac-
ter is often much more complex. The terms “Late Antiquity” and “Early 
Christianity” represent kind of sublimated and rather simplified denomi-
nations that imply a whole set of layers of significance. So, their usage 
without the necessary definition of conceptual limitations inevitably im-
plies an input of hidden meanings. This way, the final picture is distorted 
and the interpretation could be partially or even completely on the wrong 
track. Both terms are loaded with decades, even centuries, of research 
that occurred in different disciplines (Elsner, 2002; Bowes, 2008). The 
term Late Antiquity (Spätantike) was first introduced within the scope of 
art history and only later transferred to archaeology and history (Elsner, 
2002). Still, the theoretical and methodological frameworks of these dis-
ciplines, when it comes to the period of the 3rd and 4th centuries AD are 
very similar, as we will see in the following sections. For example, scholars 
of all three disciplines rely on architectural style to determine the chro-
nology and purpose of the buildings, solely to fit them into the broader 
“historical context” constructed based on data obtained through written 
sources. Those textual data, mostly from medieval periods, are used heav-
ily as assistance in the interpretation of archaeological results. The main 
issue with such an approach to ancient texts is often the complete absence 
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of any critical reflection. Information procured from such sources is usu-
ally treated as objective fact, or as direct insight into the past (Janković, 
2014). The methodology of critical assessment of such sources is rarely 
introduced into the fields of the Late Roman period or Early Christianity, 
so many scholars concerned with the period are using them without any 
grounded theoretical framework (Bowes, 2008). So far, a great part of the 
archaeology of the Late Roman period is mostly caught between stylistic 
analyses of buildings and art, and historiographical data describing the 
lives of early Christians. However, these are not “good examples” of inter-
disciplinarity as one may assume, but actual examples of situations where 
each of the disciplines operates within its own field of research while bor-
rowing, usually without any critical analyses, the results from others (cf. 
Babić, 2018, pp. 116–120).

This article will explore the usage of these terms within the contexts 
of the site of Remesiana, modern-day Bela Palanka. Most of the contem-
porary academic works treats the Late Roman or/and the Early Christian 
phase of the site as the most important, since most of the data comes 
from the period of 3rd and 4th centuries (Gušić, 1987; Pejić, 2015). De-
spite the fact that the period of the 3rd–4th centuries was a period of vari-
ous social crises, often accompanied with intensive social interaction and 
tensions, Christian objects in Remesiana are rarely interpreted from that 
point of view.

On Late Antiquity

Discussion on the chronological span of Late Antiquity or the time 
of the beginning of the medieval era probably demands a separate study 
dedicated solely to these issues. For decades, historians, art historians, and 
archaeologists debated on where to draw the line between the Ancient and 
Middle Ages, Rome and Byzantium, Late Antiquity and the Migration Pe-
riod (Mitchell, 2014, pp. 5–11). This discussion is yet another example 
of the instance where labeling, in this case of the chronological era, car-
ries a vast spectrum of meanings, which is why participants in the debates 
cannot agree on the criteria for differentiating between two periods. Late 
Antiquity is the term usually employed to describe the period that started 
sometime during the 3rd century – whether with Caracalla’s edict on civil 
rights (Beard, 2015), the Severan dynasty (Gibbon, 2006), the beginning 
of the Tetrarchy (Mitchel 2015), or even with the 3rd-century crisis caused 
by political but also social and economic turmoil during which a great 
number of Roman emperors were appointed and removed, mostly due to 
military units (Mirković, 2007).
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It is also a period perceived as decadent and the time when the old 
glory of Rome gradually faded in the political, military, moral, and every 
other sense (Ferjančić, 2013b, p. 26). The term was first introduced in the 
19th century as a label for distinguishing this period from the previous 
one, a time when Ancient Rome was in full vigor, expanding and con-
quering, building monumental structures and “civilizing Barbarians.” In 
opposition to that “golden age”, Late Antiquity is a period of decay and 
downfall of the once-great Empire (Elsner, 2002).

In the political sense, the period of the 3rd and 4th centuries was char-
acterized by instability manifested in the short rule of a number of em-
perors, conflicts between pretendants and usurpers followed by military 
revolts, barbarian incursions, and even the separation of the Empire’s ter-
ritories (Ferjančić, 2013a, p. 23). At the same time, such a political climate 
contributed to economic instability as one gathers by, among other things, 
Diocletian’s Edict on Maximum Prices by which he tried to recompose 
and consolidate Roman markets, or through monetary reforms made by 
him and Constantine the Great (Vasić, 2008, pp. 29–35). All these events, 
together with other archaeologically more or less visible ones, led to the 
final transformation of the Empire into a new polity at the end of the 3rd 
century AD – the Tetrarchy (Popović, 1993, p. 253; Ferjančić, 2013b, p.  
27; Jeremić & Ilić, 2018, p. 198). These changes most likely provoked great 
tremors in everyday life for people living inside the state – the Empire was 
divided into four parts, and soon new administrative divisions followed. 
The provinces were reshaped, some old administrative centres gradually 
lost their significance, while new ones were formed. Within this social and 
political chaos, another big change occurred at the beginning of the 4th 
century – Galerius’ (311) and Constantine’s (313) edicts of toleration were 
issued. Christianity became legal for the first time within the borders of 
the state, and their priests and followers were free to practice their faith 
without fearing for their freedom and lives (Popović, 2013).

Serbian archaeologists (and Yugoslavian before them) introduced the 
concept of Late Antiquity in their scholarly work together with the already 
established method of using classical texts as supreme evidence in inter-
pretations of the past. Archaeological evidence was mostly interpreted 
through data obtained through those texts, so archaeologists greatly re-
duced their maneuvering space. By building a strong connection between 
Late Antiquity and Christianity, Serbian archaeologists made their work 
even more difficult. Namely, while most academic communities consider 
the period of the 3rd and 4th centuries as a time of the institutionalization 
of Christianity, Serbian archaeologists usually use the term “Early Chris-
tianity” despite the fact that Christianity emerged almost three centuries 
earlier. The most obvious flaw is that we can expect and search for differ-
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ent processes in the time of the emergence of this phenomenon and in the 
time of its institutionalization centuries after, which also greatly affects the 
final interpretation. This artificial connection is too strict a framework, 
limiting us in our efforts to either search for Christians before that period, 
or to explore late Roman finds within the “Christian” context. The whole 
field of research is based on a set of unchangeable position, from which 
very few scholars question theoretical viewpoints or methodological prin-
ciples, let alone the aims of the research. So far, the concept of Late Antiq-
uity in Serbian archaeology was rarely critically examined and explicated 
and just a few efforts were made to change the theoretical framework 
which would maybe change the assumptions.

On Early Christianity and Archaeology

It has been a long time since the first excavations of Roman cata-
combs in the 19th century1 which are usually used to mark the origins of 
Christian archaeology. From the initial search for apostolic presence in 
the city of Rome, this discipline went through extensive methodological 
changes, inducing the interpretative one as well (Bowes, 2008, p. 576). 
Through most of the 19th century, the main focus was on identifying the 
Christian architecture and material culture while mapping the Christian 
topography of the late Roman Empire. The 20th century brought changes 
in the use of typology as the main tool for dating but also determining the 
purpose of the objects (Bowes, 2008, p. 577). Scholars engaged with issues 
of early Christian archaeology today see this 20th-century approach as a 
methodological fault, pointing out the lack of methodological apparatus 
capable of communicating between material culture and a great amount 
of preserved texts from this period. In most cases, scholars either use ma-
terial culture for illustrating the data from textual sources or to eventually 
search for activities which were never described in the texts. On the Euro-
pean level, most of the researches and interpretations are grounded in the 
positivist approach, as Kim Bowes puts it:

“One searches in vain for the writing of a Foucault, a Geertz or a Hod-
der in the footnotes of Christian archaeology as the field clings resolutely to 
its positivist heritage” (Bowes, 2008, pp. 578–579).

The situation within contemporary Serbian archaeology is not much 
different. As we saw in the previous section, early Christian archaeology 

1 The first excavations of Roman catacombs occurred in the early 17th century, but first 
professional research were those of Giovanni Battista de Rossi in the 19th century 
(Bowes 2008, p. 576). 
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in Serbia is concerned with objects and contexts mostly from the 4th cen-
tury AD onward (rarely the 3rd century AD), or immediately after Chris-
tianity gained its freedom and presumably its dominance among other 
religions. Archaeologists in Serbia are rarely concerned with Christians 
before the 4th century, mainly because Christians became “visible” only af-
ter the Edict of Milan. Nevertheless, since we have enough data and analo-
gies with different sites within the Empire showing that Christianity was 
functioning long before the 4th century, we can only assume that the situa-
tion was similar within the province of Moesia Superior.

The Late Roman objects, necropolises, or material culture are la-
belled as Early Christian, often based on ambivalent arguments for trac-
ing Christian practices (eg. Zotović, 1978; Gušić, 1987). Still, most Serbian 
archaeologists, just like their European colleagues, agree that there is no 
clear differentiation between Roman (or pagan) and Christian practices, 
at least within the archaeological record from that period (Zotović, 1978; 
Jeremić, 2014). Quite often researchers recognize the “nurturing of old 
traditions of pagan antiquity” at “Christian sites” (Jeremić, 2014, p. 58). 
This is frequently argued based on the same objects and practices that are 
treated as Roman at some other sites – like placing glass and ceramic ves-
sels with the deceased or coins to pay for their trip into the afterlife. While 
it is easier to make this kind of connection with architecture in the cases 
of churches, baptisteries, or tombs decorated with frescoes with Christian 
motifs (eg. Zotović, 1978; Gušić, 1987; Jeremić, 2014), it is much hard-
er to label small finds as Christian (or any other way for that matter, cf. 
Cvjetićanin, 2013). Several studies criticized such interpretations, stating 
that one cannot establish a direct relationship between religious identity 
and material culture, and that such practices of labelling could lead us in 
the completely wrong direction (cf. Elsner, 2003).

That does not necessary mean that Serbian archaeologists are wrong 
when defining some of the buildings and graves of the 4th century as (Ear-
ly) Christian, but that the same term could have different meanings in dif-
ferent contexts. Regarding its conceptual package within previous scholar-
ly work, Early Christianity implies a whole set of information – in the case 
of a necropolis, this usually means that the deceased were all Christians, 
some of them even priests, episcopes or martyrs, which further implies 
that they had a Christian burial with appropriate rites, grave architecture, 
and objects for the afterlife. Any trace of “different” practices within the 
established normative at a Christian necropolis is usually interpreted as 
“tradition” or reminiscence of earlier rites used as a custom more than a 
part of Christian rites (cf. Zotović, 1987; Jeremić, 2013). An even greater 
issue is that these arguments were often used to treat the whole necropolis 
as Christian, even though such inferences could not be applied to all the 
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graves within it. It is hard to imagine that the religious and social tensions 
of the inhabitants of the Roman Empire vanished so quickly, or that the 
number of Christian believers was so huge after the Edict of Constantine 
that no traces of pagan religions could be found (Johnson, 1997, pp. 37–
38). The process of adaptation within the late Empire was probably slower 
and gradual, which means that we have to be very cautious in efforts to 
relate religious practice to material culture of the 4th century.

Late Roman and/or Early Christian Remesiana

For more than 130 years, scholars have been trying to put together 
the pieces of evidence of the city of Remesiana, which remains buried be-
neath the modern-day town of Bela Palanka (Valtrović, 1885; Sabovljević, 
1887). Professional excavations began in the second half of the 20th cen-
tury and, with short interruptions, they are still underway (Mano-Zisi, 
1958; Mano-Zisi & Popović, 1959; Gušić, 1987; Pejić, 2015, Prodanović 
Ranković, 2017). In 2013, the project “Archaeological Research of Bela 
Palanka (Remesiana)” was launched and lasts to this day. Within the pro-
ject, one of the oldest detected objects in Remesiana (Jelenićevo site) was 
explored, but also a part of the Eastern necropolis, outside the Esperanto 
Hotel in Bela Palanka2.

These extensive excavations brought us numerous structures, includ-
ing a forification, a forum, basilicas, public baths, but also a number of 
villae rusticae and necropolises in the vicinity of Remesiana (Gušić, 1987; 
Pejić, 2015; Ružić & Sladić, 2013; Ružić & Lazić, 2015). These excavated 
remains date from the 1st to the 6th centuries AD (Gušić 1987), but the 4th 
century phase of the city is regarded as a synonym for Remesiana, not only 
because there is not enough valid evidence of preceding phases, or because 
4th-century buildings are in the majority, but because that period is histori-
cally important on account of the life and work of a renowned Christian 
episcope, who lived and worked during the second half of the 4th and the 
beginning of the 5th century (Jovanović, 2004, 2006; Ozimić, 2006; Popović, 
2006)3. His reputation went beyond local contexts, whether in the late Ro-
man period or today (Jovanović, 2006; Soroceanu, 2008). Perceiving Rem-
esiana as a strictly Christian center greatly influences the interpretation of 

2 Paper on research results from the Eastern Necropolis (2018–2020) is in preparation.
3 Probably the most obvious example is using the phrase “Nicetass time” as a synonym 

for the 4th century (Pejić, 2015, p. 142). Further, the same very mention of Nicetas as 
an episcope of the city is often used as an argument that “Christianity prevailed in 
Remesiana which, in any case, represents new spiritual and social equality which will 
condition further development of the city” (Gušić, 1987, p. 34). 
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late Roman finds in such a framework. In that context, it is also important 
to stress the tendency among some academic works to directly connect ar-
chaeological finds with the person of St. Nicetas (Gušić, 1987; Pejić, 2015). 
The most cited argument when discussing the Christian character of the 
city is found in classical texts which mention city episcopes – Diogenianus 
(episcopes Remesianensis Daciae) and especially Nicetas of Remesiana (civi-
tatis episcopus). The episcopal status of Remesiana is often used as a clear 
and definitive proof of its Christian character.

Most of the published results so far are focused on the fact that Rem-
esiana was an important Late Roman and Early Christian centre in the 4th 
century AD. This is not in itself problematic, but at the same time, other 
elements that could help us understand the functioning of the city in ear-
lier times are missing. The reasons for such an approach are various – first 
of all, it is more practical to explore more available elements of the city, 
still visible in the landscape. This usually means that they are also in a bet-
ter condition than others, and that they are more numerous than earlier 
elements, as their construction sometimes simply erased earlier buildings. 
Still, there are enough traces of the pre-Early Christian and Late Roman 
life in the city, which we cannot simply neglect.

The 4th-century objects discovered in Remesiana (the fort, the basilica) 
show elements of earlier construction phases, and researchers are inclined 
to date those elements as early as the beginning of the 2nd century AD, to 
the time of Emperor Trajan’s rule, long before the Remesiana became an 
episcopal seat. Probably the most emblematic remains in the modern town 
are parts of the fort’s walls, still partially visible in the centre of the modern 
town of Bela Palanka. The earliest archaeologically documented phase of 
the fort date back to the 4th century AD. Nevertheless, some scholars argue 
that this 4th-century stratum is merely another construction phase from the 
time of Constantine the Great, when older objects were probably destroyed 
in the process of rebuilding (Gušić 1987). In the vicinity of the fort, part 
of the forum with the basilica has been discovered. This object also had 
several phases before it gained its final shape in the 4th century, when the 
entrance to the basilica was moved from the north to the east side. Exca-
vation results showed that some construction elements could probably be 
dated to an earlier time, also the beginning of the 2nd century AD.

Another important example of early phases of Remesiana are monu-
ments erected in honor of Septimius Severus, Caracalla, and Iulia Dom-
na, in the year 203 AD when emperor Septimius Severus was travelling 
through the province. Monuments were found in secondary contexts, 
probably used as spolia in the 4th-century rebuilding of the fort (Petrović, 
1979, pp. 101–102). Furthermore, at the site of Jelenićevo, some 300 m 
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north of the fort, pieces of amphora sherds were discovered, which could 
be dated to the 2nd century (Pejić, 2015, p. 148). These archaeological evi-
dences could be used as an argument that the settlement had been func-
tioning from at least the 2nd century.

Remesiana is mostly known for its necropolises at each side of the 
city, excavated and documented more thoroughly than the rest of the city 
(Gušić, 1987; Pejić, 2015; Ružić & Lazić, 2015). Most of the graves were 
dated to the 3rd century or later, while earlier burials are documented only 
in two cases – one discovered in the eastern and the other in the western 
necropolis. As an argument for earlier dating, researchers used the spe-
cific context of finds. Namely, where the remains of the deceased were 
placed in a ceramic urn, we are dealing with cremation burials (Pejić, 
2015, pp. 169–170). Still, we have to be careful, since this kind of burial 
rite, although rare, is not unknown in the 4th century (eg. Dmitrović & 
Radičević, 2009). In the relative vicinity of Remesiana, close to the mod-
ern-day city of Pirot, two necropolises with dozens of similar burials were 
discovered (Pejić, 1992; Jovanović, 2000, 2004). So, traces of early Remesi-
ana are not completely absent, although rare and sometimes indirect. The 
late Roman Remesiana is just one phase of the settlement that was built 
and had been functioning at least two centuries prior.

The presence of Christians and the episcopal status of Remesiana in 
the 4th century AD are not questionable. However, these circumstances do 
not necessarily imply the absence of other religious groups in the city in 
the same period. There are several records of the Christian community/ies 
in Remesiana (Gušić, 1987; Pejić, 2015). Still, finds that could be related 
to other religious groups were also recorded in Remesiana and its close vi-
cinity. The bronze statue of Venus and a partially preserved piece of Mars 
were found during the building construction within the local household 
(Vojnić & Pejić, 1983). Both statues were dated loosely to the 3rd–6th centu-
ry AD (Pejić, 2015, p. 178). Another example is the find of a marble plate 
representing Hercules, presently still unpublished, also from the territory 
of the city. In Remesiana’s close vicinity, at the sites of Lanište (Jeremić, 
2003) and Osmakovo (Vulić, 1948, p. 127), traces of the Mithraistic cult 
were detected and objects were dated to the 3rd century AD. Moving from 
Remesiana toward Niš, Pirot, or further, we see that it is not unusual to 
find pagan objects together with Christian ones (e.g., Jeremić, 2014).

To conclude this section, despite the established presence of Chris-
tians we cannot deny the presence of other religious groups, so regard-
less to its episcopal status, Remesiana was not solely Christian. The other 
conclusion concerns the fact that Remesiana was developing long before 
the 4th century, so we can cautiously assume that the Christian community 
might be older than the 4th century. Such assumptions open the possibil-
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ity of exploring a much more interesting world in which the community 
emerged, developed, and finally institutionalized itself, while leaving and 
interacting with other (non-Christian) citizens of Remesiana.

The Eastern Necropolis of Remesiana

In order to test these assumptions, concerning the interaction and 
coexistence of different religious groups in Remesiana, I will refer to the 
latest findings from the Eastern Necropolis in Remesiana. The excava-
tion began in 2018 and, so far, 29 graves have been discovered in a rela-
tively small area4. Among the graves, several types and variants of grave 
architecture have been documented – simple graves, brick-built graves, 
a mensa type grave, and a grave with drywall memoria around it. Most 
of the deceased were oriented west-east, and a number of small objects 
were found together with their skeletal remains – ceramic and glass ves-
sels, pieces of footwear, jewelry, and coins. The readable coins suggest that 
the burials were conducted in the second half of the 4th century, while the 
burial ground was enclosed by the 5th century stratum.

The preliminary analyses of grave inventories, mostly fibulae, fur-
ther confirm the assumption on the chronology and stratigraphy of the 
necropolis. This was a necropolis, or rather a part of a necropolis, used 
in the second half of the 4th century, which chronologically falls within 
the traditionally labelled period of Late Antiquity and of course Early 
Christianity. During the research campaigns, some burial forms that seem 
characteristic for Christian burials have been detected (eg. the mensa type 
grave), while one of the bricks used for the construction of the grave bot-
tom has an incised cross (so we can argue that some of the deceased from 
the necropolis were indeed Christians). Still, most of the graves gave no 
clear indication of the Christian character, or any other religion whatso-
ever. At the same time, small objects are usually not religiously sensitive so 
we cannot use them to argue for the presence of any particular religious 
group (see: Elsner, 2003). Some of the researchers who excavated and ana-
lyzed other necropolises of the same period argued that there is a strong 
possibility that pagans and Christians used the same burial places at the 
same time (Zotović, 1978, p. 48; Johnson, 1997; Rákos-Zichy, 2015, p. 6). 
Such an assumption must be allowed in the case of the Eastern Necropo-
lis. Furthermore, there is a strong possibility that some pagan practices 

4 Two more graves were discovered in the immediate vicinity of the site in 2014, but 
many more graves and tombs were recorded in previous decades, usually during the 
building projects in the city (Pejić, 2015).
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were simply absorbed by the Christians, in which case designating the 
burial rites from this era as pagan or Christian is mostly pointless.

Two graves discovered in 2018 and 2019 deviate from the rest mostly 
with regards to the burial rite. In burial no. 3 (Fig. 1), a female person was 
discovered. Her body was placed face down and her head was directed to 
the east (while the others were directed to the west). Right above the skel-
etal remains, a layer consisting of ashes and charcoal was detected, together 
with broken vessels, metal objects, and animal bones5. The deceased was 
buried just outside the southern wall of memoria, within the simple dugout 
grave. The only find within the grave inventory were silver earrings. The 
other case from the Eastern Necropolis is burial no. 2 (Fig. 1), the only one 
at the necropolis with a completely different orientation – south-north – 
and placed inside a brick-built cassette. It is relatively removed from other 
graves, which are mostly concentrated around drywall memoria, and no 
chronologically sensitive finds were detected within the grave.

Figure 1. Plan of the Eastern Necropolis, Remesiana,
research campaigns 2018–2019.

5 Paper on deviant burial no. 3 is in preparation.
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These two cases were the most obvious examples of burials that dif-
fer from the rest of the necropolis. Most of the 29 graves were concen-
trated around the memoria or mensa type grave, implying that these ob-
jects were important landmarks within the necropolis. Also, most of the 
skeletal remains were discovered with their heads turned to the west, with 
slight deviations. Grave no. 3 is very unusual and highly inconsistent with 
the rest from the necropolis. This is not a completely unique case – simi-
lar examples of deviant burials (or prone burials) in Late Antiquity have 
been confirmed in Čačak (Dmitrović & Radičević, 2009) and Niš6. Still, 
the example from Remesiana is the only one where traces of post-burial 
rites were detected. Reasons for such body treatment could be different 
and related either to the deceased’s way of life or the way she died. In any 
case, one of the possible assumptions is that her treatment was in connec-
tion with her religious identity. The position of the body and the remains 
of ashes, broken vessels, and iron objects clearly imply that some kind of 
ritual was performed immediately after the burial of the deceased. Such a 
ritual was never recorded in any of the Christian necropolises, so we can 
assume that a practice like this in the case Christian burials is exceptional, 
required only by extraordinary circumstances and consequently extreme-
ly rare. Still, another possibility is that the woman from burial no. 3 was 
treated in this manner as a result of her association with other religious 
groups, whose burial rites were not recorded or recognized so far.

The form of burial no. 2 is not extraordinary, but very common in 
earlier Roman necropolises. The absence of any grave inventory makes 
precise chronology difficult, but judging by its position (distanced from 
the rest of the graves concentrated around the memoria) and its orienta-
tion, we can allow the assumption that this burial is older than the rest of 
the necropolis. Yet, it is also possible that the deceased from burial no. 2 
was not a Christian, and that as such had a different burial rite.

The two mentioned burials from recent excavations in Bela Palan-
ka are probably not the only examples, but they do deviate from other 
burials, and that is why they are helpful and illustrative in arguing for 
the hypothesis that not only Christians were buried at “Early Chris-
tian” necropolises. Naturally, we cannot exclude a possibility that there 
is some other reason behind these deviant burials. Extraordinary body 
treatments could be mirroring the perception of the deceased during 
their lives – their physical appearance, the nature of their professions, 
their unusual death, etc. (cf. Murphy, 2008). However, these possible 

6 The case from Jagodin mala necropolis in Niš is not published yet. I have acquired 
the information from the main excavator of the site, Gordana Jeremić, PhD.
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reasons for body treatment are not mutually excluded, and according to 
the data collected during excavations, each of them is equally valid and 
possible. In that case, we can assume that there is a strong possibility 
that not all of the deceased from the Eastern Necropolis are Christians, 
but most likely of different religions, practiced at the same time in 
Remesiana. The Christian character of some of the burials can be con-
firmed, but for most of them we do not have direct and clear evidence. 
Generalizations based on specific examples could be if not completely 
wrong, then highly misleading, and labeling the entire necropolis as a 
Christian one, would make the interpretation hard for cases that “do 
not fit” in the general picture. Resolving such cases would be limited 
by the strict framework, imposed by the term (Early) Christian, which 
implies specific sets of scenarios while excluding others from interpre-
tation. The usage of that term in the case of the Remesiana Eastern Ne-
cropolis is inadequate, mostly because there is a strong possibility that 
people from the city who practiced different religions shared a common 
burial ground.

Concluding Remarks

Studies of Late Antiquity and Early Christianity in Serbia underwent 
little changes in the past few decades, so most of them deal with topics 
concerning architecture (as an indicator of Christian presence) or art 
history, while neglecting the people who lived, interacted, and died dur-
ing that era. Unlike prehistory and even Roman archaeology, these fields 
have been at the same point for some time now. One of the reasons for 
this status quo may be found in the fact that these fields heavily rely on 
written sources, which were never critically appraised (cf. Bowes, 2008). 
It seems like scholars dealing with this period largely neglected the on-
going discussion on written sources within the archaeological communi-
ty. The use of ancient Greek and Roman texts without proper contextu-
alization or critical reflections has been heavily criticized in the last few 
decades (Wells, 2001; Hingley, 2005; Revell, 2016). Many scholars insist 
on the fact that those texts could not be addressed as “direct” data, since 
they are burdened with many issues. First of all, our pool of preserved 
texts is probably small comparing to those that have vanished during the 
centuries. Secondly, they are pretty hermetic, written by and for small 
groups of people, and very selective when it comes to the topics they 
cover. Furthermore, the people describing the events and phenomena 
were often distant from them, both in the chronological and geographi-
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cal sense. To conclude, written sources are often subjective, the events 
they describe are mostly distorted and cannot be used for explaining 
the past without some serious cross examination and comparison with 
the results achieved through other sources. From that point of view it 
is problematic, to say the least, to relate the life of 4th-century episcopes 
with archaeological remains, as it is often the case with Bela Palanka. 
Another reason for not advancing in a similar pace as some other ar-
chaeological fields is probably the very strict, cultural-historical ap-
proach concerning the typology of architecture. Buildings are perceived 
as eligible only for making conclusions about their purpose and thus 
chronology, while any other issue concerning the people who used them 
are mostly limited to confirming the presence of Christians. They are 
also regarded as static and as being indicative of cultural changes instead 
as an environment in which different identities were maintained (Revell, 
2016, p. 3). This kind of approach was also under fire lately, primarily 
because of its limitations regarding precise chronology. Using only ar-
chitectural analogies is problematic, since different processes (as turning 
a Roman basilica into a Christian one, for example) did not occurre in 
the same manner or at the same time within different parts of the Ro-
man Empire. Such an approach excludes any possibility of research on 
the people who built, rebuilt, and used these objects in different periods 
and with different agendas.

In previous decades, numerous graves and tombs were discovered near 
the Eastern Necropolis, but most of them by accident and very rarely as a 
result of professional survey. Our goal as researchers of the necropolis is to 
present the image of people who lived (and died) in Remesiana as accurate 
as possible. For that reason, it is important to define the working framework 
before we decide on making a final interpretation, and this paper is only 
a small step in that direction. As we have seen, Remesiana is not just Late 
Roman or Early Christian. Objects from later periods are more numerous 
and better documented than those from earlier ones. Intentions to directly 
relate these pieces of the past with the person of St. Nicetas is also a power-
ful drive for scholars who had previously done their research in Remesiana. 
That way, the abstract past would acquire a corporeal, tangible dimension, 
and the material remains could be used as a link between the contemporary 
world and the world of St. Nicetas. Declaring a necropolis Christian, elimi-
nates the possibility of raising questions about pagan burials, and it could 
be problematic for contexts where there are no clear criteria and researchers 
rely on analogies and relative chronology. In that sense, burials no. 2 and 
3 are very important, because there is a strong possibility that they repre-
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sent the burials of people practicing religions other than Christianity. Once 
again, small finds placed as burial gifts could not be treated as Christian nor 
pagan, and arguments used for pushing the idea of Christian burials based 
on such finds are ambivalent, to say the least, not exclusive or sensitive in 
any way.

Hopefully, I have illustrated the situation in the Eastern Necropolis 
where we can argue for the presence of both Christian or pagan burials 
at the same time. Most of the graves possess no characteristic features 
that could be linked to any religious groups, so it would be simply wrong 
and misleading to label the Eastern Necropolis as Christian. However, 
the field is currently in such a state that the framework within which 
it operates is limited and highly polarized – researchers are choosing 
between Christian and non-Christian (or pagan, or Roman) features of 
the site. There is a strong possibility that when such a decision is made, 
there is no further examination of singular contexts within the sites, 
which could lead the scholars to partially (or sometimes, completely) 
distort the image of the past. However, I believe that such a framework 
is misleading, and that we should try and find a better one which would 
include all particularities of the contexts we are dealing with. First of all, 
when doing research of the period of Late Antiquity, it is necessary to 
approach it with no presumptions. It is vital to observe the characteris-
tics of each specific context in order to define the intentions of people 
whose activity left them to us. The use of written sources and analogies 
with other similar sites could be of great value, but only if previously put 
in the right context and with awareness of their limitations and subjec-
tivity. Only then will we be able to approach all the complex issues that 
the research of the 4th-century necropolis has set before us, concerning 
not only the way people were buried but also how they lived in the pe-
riod of constant crisis and turmoil.

Abandoning the polarized framework, as it is now, would allow 
us to greatly expand our knowledge of the past. So, instead of a world 
where Christianity became dominant immediately after (almost over-
night) the 313 Edict of Milan (or any other year), thus wiping out all 
record of other cults, we should try and explore the world of intense 
interactions between different religious groups (cf. Cvjetićanin, 2013). 
Research conceived this way would allow us to delve into completely 
different issues concerning the social life of Remesiana inhabitants, but 
also the emergence of possible social crises that such religious tensions 
could have brought about.
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РЕМЕЗИЈАНА У 4. ВЕКУ: 
КАСНОАНТИЧКИ И/ИЛИ РАНОХРИШЋАНСКИ 

ЛОКАЛИТЕТ?

Апстракт: Слично ситуацији у остатку Европе, поља истраживања касне 
антике и раног хришћанства, још увек нису претпела већа методолошка и 
теоријска преиспитивања. Ослањајући се од самог почетка на друге дисци-
плине, пре свега историју уметности и историје, оба поља истраживања на-
лазе се у непромењеној ситуацији већ деценијама. Термини “касноантички” 
и “ранохришћански” нису увек коришћени као искључиво хронолошка од-

* Marko Janković, Department of Archaeology, marko.jankovic@f.bg.ac.rs
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реднице. Напротив, често се користе да се у појаву коју описујемо учитају и 
различита културна значења. Ипак слојеви значења нису увек ни видљиви, 
а најчешће ни подразумљиви, па се употребом ових термина нужно мења 
и коначна интерпретација појаве, објекта или догађаја којим се бавимо. У 
овом тексту адекватност употребе ових термина тестирана је на локалитету 
који се често третира као ранохришћански и касноантички центар – Реме-
зијани. Правилном контекстуализацијом резултата истраживања, испоста-
вља се да поред тога што је Ремезијана важна као хришћанско седиште епис-
копа у 4. веку, она свакако баштини и објекте који говоре о дужој историји 
града. Фокусирањем на њене касне фазе (раног хришћанства и касне анти-
ке), затвара се приступ свим оним проблемима који излазе из тог оквира 
– нпр. проблемима друштвених и религијских тензија између хришћана и 
припадника других религија, присуства хришћана у периоду пре миланског 
едикта или преузимања и коришћења ранијих “паганских” пракси у новом 
хришћанском контексту.

Кључне речи:  Касна антика, рано Хришћанство, Ремезијана, трансфер знања, 
терминологија.
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THE REUSE OF ANCIENT REMAINS
IN MORTUARY PRACTICES IN THE MIDDLE 

AGES IN THE WESTERN BALKANS

Abstract: The need to articulate a conception of the past is all too human; what 
matters is how this articulation is shaped. The previous ages had their own re-
spective reference frames for history as well. These are overlooked in the Western 
Balkans and require further examination. The goal of this study is to gain more 
complex views on mortuary practices in societies of the Middle Ages, so as to 
understand how they reflected on their own past; particularly, how ruins of mate-
rial structures were incorporated into their contemporary identity. The analysis 
thereof is carried out on burial practices found among the medieval inhabitants 
of the Western Balkans, where inhumation was repeatedly done in prehistoric 
mounds as well as Roman architectural structures. Such burials may shed light 
on medieval identity construction as being a mirror appropriation of the past for 
(the then) present purposes.

Keywords: reuse, old structures, prehistoric mounds, medieval cemeteries, 
identity

Introduction

This chapter seeks to assert that the past ages also had respective ref-
erence frames for their own past. The need to articulate a conception of 
the past is inherently human, but it brings about the question of how this 
articulation is shaped. Albeit any point in the past could be used to re-
spond to this query, the Middle Ages and its visions of the past are suffi-
ciently distant yet familiar enough to provide an answer. The relationship 
between the Middle Ages and the times that had preceded it, its knowl-
edge and views on prehistory and antiquity, may be observed from the 
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Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Belgrade, as well as a Research Associate 
on the project Sciences of the Origin funded through the University of Oxford project. 
E-mail: monika.milosavljevic@gmail.com
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present day through the utilization of differing archeological perspectives 
to illuminate our understanding of medieval times. The goal of this paper 
is therefore to examine the relationship from the angle of material struc-
tures in order to gain more complex understanding of the society of the 
Middle Ages, to understand them the way that they saw themselves in 
relation to their past.

When a demarcation line is set for any historical narrative, distin-
guishing one time from another, it brings about the common misconcep-
tion of a complete discontinuity that separates them. Such a stereotype 
exists for Antiquity being clearly cut off from the Middle Ages. The set-
tlements of “barbaric” tribes into the empires of Late Antiquity are fre-
quently used as common-sense evidence of an apparent shift into the 
Middle Ages. It is now generally accepted that this was not at all the case 
(Milosavljević, 2014, pp. 32–35). This paper, therefore, brings into ques-
tion the observation of a distinct cultural change from the perspective 
of binary oppositions. The answer is not found in simply confirming the 
existence of continuity or discontinuity between the Middle Ages and its 
past, but in the whole spectrum of individual solutions between extreme 
interpretive standpoints based upon the contextualization of circumstanc-
es (Semple, 1998, pp. 109–126; Newman, 1998, pp. 127–141; Driscoll, 
1998, pp. 142–158).

The medieval societies replacing the societies of Antiquity were sur-
rounded by ancient ruins; the attitude towards them was equally diverse. As 
a consequence, there are numerous examples of the complexity of the medi-
eval relationship with ancient material culture (Settis, 2006). The arrival of 
the “barbarians” in the early Middle Ages has largely been interpreted as a 
large scale “treasure hunt” where material culture was either appropriated or 
ransacked (similar to the crusades into the East, through Byzantium, when 
artifacts were taken as holy relics for Christendom or as reaping the rewards 
of pillaging). Such a position overlooks the sporadic economic crises and in-
security marking the early Middle Ages, especially true at its outset. There-
fore, any additional possessions or properties became the spoils for all soci-
ety, from the mighty to the meek. From the 5th century onward, the Roman 
emperors strove to control every piece of treasure looted or found, bringing 
about fiscal measures that allowed for the confiscation or control and ex-
tortion of specialized grave robbers (Schnapp, 1997). Put more succinctly, 
the shift from Roman antiquity, through transitional Late Antiquity, to the 
early Middle Ages (Džino, 2021a, pp. 70–71) is evident when desacralizing 
domains that has previously been an anathema (such as grave robbery) sud-
denly became acceptable. Yet, a break from the past is not observed, as these 
same items (from Roman antiquity) were found to hold important cultural 
meaning beyond their original value (Schnapp, 1997, pp. 80–88).



Th e Reuse of Ancient Remains in Mortuary Practices in the Middle Ages... | 185

This research is not directed towards providing a general evaluation 
on the Middle Ages, since the concept of historical period is a matter of 
an overly broad chronological and territorial phenomenon which is, by 
and large, a consequence of the modern classification of the past follow-
ing the European tradition. The scientific classification reached within 
modernity is neither relatable nor applicable when examining the man-
ner in which those who actually lived in the Middle Ages examined and 
viewed their own past. As with any other culture that regarded the past 
valuable enough to compile a history and draw on it, the cultures and 
societies of the Middle Ages did so from their own vantage points based 
upon what they deemed “historically valuable” to their existence (Yitzhak 
& Innes, 2000). Therefore, it should be acceptable to treat reused material 
culture in the Middle Ages originating from prehistory and antiquity as 
part of the same phenomenon. The people who reused and manipulated 
monuments or ancient artifacts did not draw lines between “historic” and 
“prehistoric” heritage as would be otherwise thought (Gilchrist, 2008, pp. 
139–144).

The Significance of Medieval Reuse

The theme of reused material culture or the architectural structure of 
historical origins from the past during the Middle Ages is a familiar topic 
in European research contexts and has been touched on repeatedly with-
in literature. In his pioneering paper “Ancient Landscapes and the Dead: 
The Reuse of Prehistoric and Roman Monuments as Early Anglo-Saxon 
Burial Sites” Howard Williams points out that the practice of monument 
reuse has often been observed but rarely discussed in archaeology (Wil-
liams, 1997, p. 1). In an article on the same phenomenon, “Monuments 
and the Past in Early Anglo-Saxon England” (1998), he delved into the 
widespread and frequent practice of reusing monuments of earlier peri-
ods as an illustration of the manner in which the mythical past was em-
ployed to construct ethnic and political identities in the centuries follow-
ing the end of Roman Britain. In the case of Anglo-Saxon England, this 
practice became more popular from the 7th century and was adopted by 
the elites as indicator of their status. Williams remarks that: 1) confirm-
ing the frequency of the phenomenon is challenging; 2) round Bronze 
Age barrows were the most reused type of ancient structure; 3) addition-
ally, Roman structures such as villas, bathhouses, forts, barrows, mauso-
lea, cemeteries, temples, and roads, were intentionally reused; 4) monu-
ment reuse was not reduced to single, individual graves, nor to certain 
regions as was believed, but was widespread; 5) there was an increase in 
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the tendency to reuse ancient monuments, which came to a change from 
the 5th to the 7th century, as is evident at communal burial sites (Williams, 
1998, pp. 92–96).

Based on the concept of the invention of tradition, Florin Curta wrote 
the article “Burials in Prehistoric Mounds: Reconnecting With the Past in 
Early Medieval Greece” (2016). He interprets these funerals not as privi-
leged burials, but as a sudden interest in ancestors in response to politi-
cal instability. He suggests that these burials were carried out in order to 
preserve a sense of community in a shifting landscape. In his analysis, 
Curta concludes from the distributional maps that only two areas in the 
Balkans produced sufficient evidence of early medieval graves in prehis-
toric mounds, Thrace and southern Albania (Curta, 2016, pp. 269–285). 
Consequently, general questions by Howard Williams may be applied to a 
broader context that could supplement Florin Curta’s approach to emerg-
ing new identities in the early medieval Balkans. Demonstrating a simi-
larity in his research into Late Antiquity and the early medieval eastern 
Adriatic coast and hinterland, Danijel Džino is of the opinion that the “old 
Croatian” cemeteries built on ancient structures or in prehistoric mounds 
show the need of the local community to appropriate the past for the sake 
of identity construction1 (Džino, 2021, pp. 65–67). All three of these au-
thors concur that the reuse of ancient structures is a social reaction to 
identity crisis and the pursuit of appropriation, rooting, and stabilizing 
oneself through the appropriation of visible structures in the landscape. 
These phenomena are associated with the early Middle Ages in England, 
Dalmatia, and Greece.

The aim of this paper is to apply this hypothesis to a similar archaeo-
logical record in the Western Balkans2 and to examine whether reuse in 
this context can be related to the crisis caused by the decline and fall of the 
Roman Empire and the stabilization of new identities in the early Mid-
dle Ages. Despite the rare exception, this exact theme has yet to be duly 
recognized in Western Balkan archaeologies. Therefore, the narrower goal 
of this paper is to show whether the phenomena of reusing material struc-
ture from the past in this area existed, in which time-frame it occurred, 
and which patterns of occurrence it manifested. This study therefore does 
not rely on a complete systematic overview of all contexts that could be 

1 Danije Džino noted that the reuse of prehistoric barrows in Late Antiquity is also 
evident in the Dalmatia province (Džino, 2021, pp. 65–66).

2 The term Western Balkans is here understood to mean the territory of the following 
countries: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, and 
Serbia (including Kosovo but excluding Vojvodina). The focus of this paper will be 
on examples from Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as Serbia, while archaeological 
evidence from other Western Balkan countries will serve as a comparative framework.
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found in archeological evidence, but rather of distinct reference examples 
that may ascertain the point for the areas cited.

The diachronic perspective on cultural memory and the social life of 
things may provide a new approach to the archaeological phenomenon 
of the reuse of material structures and artifacts. Archaeologists approach 
stratigraphy as a reflection of time layers; yet, strangely, they rely episte-
mologically on social anthropology in their search for a reconstruction of 
cultural dynamics that generally illuminate the social aspects in specific 
time frames, not from a diachronic, large-scale perspective. Serious chal-
lenges in this specific case study are scarce if not nonexistent due to the 
unfortunate, outdated style of documentation of archaeological records 
used at the time of their excavation. Unfortunately, documented evidence 
is modest due to poor forms of archaeological practice on recording the 
reuse of material culture. Yet, evidence of reuse is breaking through in the 
strangest ways beyond archaeological approaches, and beyond research 
questions and aspirations. The stubborn existence of such facts, despite 
neglect, is most often the result of a responsibility taken seriously towards 
documenting excavations and preserving material culture and documen-
tation, for which we usually have to thank the curators of museum col-
lections at small, local museums. In most cases, the common tradition of 
archaeology has left such artifacts and structures unseen, turning in effect 
a blind eye to the phenomenon of reuse. In that sense, the intention of this 
paper lies in pointing to the ways of observing structure in documented 
archeological contexts that were until now considered irrelevant in the 
tradition of Western Balkan archaeological practices.

Theories of Reuse in Brief

When the reuse of material culture from one historical age into an-
other comes to light, archaeologists resort to a number of various ap-
proaches, some of which are woefully inadequate to address the issue of its 
appearance. The most basic of all and, seemingly, the least probable one, 
is the bare functionalist standpoint, which merely relegates the reused ar-
tifacts and monuments to the category of simple reuse as raw materials 
(Kurasiński, Purowski & Skóra 2015, pp. 151–157). This standpoint gener-
ally over-assumes that individuals and societies from medieval times were 
too incompetent to realize the significance of the objects or artifacts they 
encountered (Milosavljević, 2014, p. 34). Although such a relationship of 
pure reuse as recycled material undoubtedly occurred on frequent occa-
sions, this is not the case with burial. Here the focus is on the context of 
the reused material culture where its added meaning is highly evident, as 
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it is presented within the context of being used deliberately and with fore-
thought in funerary practices (Šućur, 2017, pp. 118–119).

If research focuses merely on any one particular, individual context of 
archeological evidence, the identity of its respective medieval context does 
not come properly to light. In order for archaeology of the Middle Ages 
to uncover a better understanding of the past, it must incorporate a mul-
titude of perspectives (Yitzhak & Innes, 2000). Byzantium, as one illustra-
tive example, had an discrepant identity between its political center and its 
provincial periphery as well as an identity gap between its social elite of 
urban centers and the rural masses who populated the expanse of its ter-
ritory. Given the rich tapestry of the Byzantine world’s social foundations, 
such medieval identity questions are, by default, multifarious and highly 
complex (Stouraitis, 2014, pp. 195–197). Therefore, medieval archeologi-
cal examples may only be discussed clearly when put into their context of 
disparate social accords from which they arose.

The Life of Things
The archaeologist commonly concerns him or herself with the search 

for the cultural and chronological determination of the archeological re-
cord. However, the majority of artifacts may flow from one context to an-
other. Therefore, the assumption that an object is fixed in its space and 
time must be overcome in certain instances when the context of the ob-
ject’s discovery negates its previous history – specifically, in cases of reuse.

For reused objects, places, and monuments, Arjun Appadurai put 
forth a common theoretical basis which he coined “the social life of things 
– commodities in cultural perspectives.” As objects participate in social 
interactions, they derive their significance from their cultural contextual-
ization in relation to their social context. Under these circumstances, the 
use of the object may be freed from its inherent teleios properties. The 
same object can be valued, used, and labeled differently, varying from 
context to context. Thanks to the social life of objects, the norms and pat-
terns of the object’s hosting communities may be evaluated. Appadurai 
argues that, while the economic value of commodities is still a conse-
quence of the exchange itself, consumption is subject to social control 
and political redefinition. In their circulation, if commodities transcend 
their extensive spatial, temporal, or institutional distances, the knowledge 
of them becomes fragmented, contradictory, modified – which can lead 
to rising demand given their rarity and sensationalization (Appadurai, 
1986, pp. 3–63). Igor Kopitoff further extends the basis of this approach, 
simultaneously observing the process of production as both a cultural 
and cognitive process. He questions what an ideal career for an object is 
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and when it does finally become a commodity, introducing the important 
theoretical topos of the biography of things as derived by the genealogical 
method (Kopitoff, 1986).

“The biography of things can make salient what might otherwise re-
main obscure. For example, in situations of culture contact, they can show 
what anthropologists have so often stressed: that what is significant about 
the adaptation of alien objects – as of alien ideas – is not the fact that they 
are adopted, but the way they are culturally redefined and put to use” (Kopy-
toff, 1986, p. 67).

While this combined approach of Kopitoff and Appadurai is indeed 
quite promising, commencing solely from a “biography of things” is prob-
lematic in its application to the context of archaeological fieldwork. When 
reusing the material culture of the past, there is the common archaeologi-
cal interpretation of the “after-life” of objects, presenting the somewhat 
implicit reduction of value of the object’s life in later phases as compared 
to the original purpose; i.e., later appearance within the record removes 
the original inherent purpose or intent of the object. As an object does 
not necessarily lose function – outside of its utilitarian aspects where the 
Ship of Theseus is both its original and copy in function – an “after-life” 
is a problematic concept since it implies that the objects have been given 
a fixed purpose and path beforehand. Moreover, although a biographical 
approach to places and landscapes may contribute to the creation of the 
first step in an object’s liberation from various stereotypes, it is clear that 
the phenomenon of reuse in archaeology demands new conceptual cat-
egories and new language as to place objects properly within the expanse 
of history which occurs over millennia, not one distinct period (Díaz-
Guardamino, García Sanjuán, Wheatly, 2015, p. 13).

Among the varied conceptual articulations of reuse as a phenomenon, 
the approach offered by Estella Weiss-Krejci highlights the notion of “ap-
propriation” of the past through several seemingly convincing historical 
examples. In political struggles, for instance, appropriated monuments or 
ones subject to dispute actually present the need to express proclamations 
of power in shifting political environments. The key distinction given by 
her is that continuity does not follow from reuse, hence an insistence on 
discontinuous reuse in practice within contexts. The significance in the 
reuse of objects from the past is not in providing a statement about the 
past itself, rather to place the past in the current, desired projection of 
the present. Examining the life of objects from this perspective, the key 
terms come to the fore of evocation, appropriation, property, possessions, 
and the past under constant re-interpretive attack by the present through 
monument appropriation (Weiss-Krejci, 2015, pp. 307–309).
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Cultural Memory
Theoretical approaches to material culture reuse that possess suffi-

cient interpretive strength inevitably arrive at studying the cultural mem-
ory of ancient societies. Memory is not an entirely independent entity that 
exists outside the mind, but is inherent to cultural contexts in the crea-
tion of memory itself. While the mechanisms of appropriation have varied 
throughout history, the principle has been the same. Therefore, as Jan Ass-
mann recommends in his work, instead of approaching the past under the 
construct of universal laws, one should question what compelled someone 
in their respective contexts to develop the need to preserve fragments of 
the past from their own perspective of culture (Assmann, 2011, p. 24).

While cultural memory is a universal phenomenon, it does not refer 
upwards from the micro-level of the individual to the group, rather al-
ways from the group downward to the individual; i.e., culturally inscribed 
memories in the community forge it together as one. In order to apply 
this approach to specific archaeological cultural contexts, affirmations of 
the collectively repeated reuse of material culture must first be discerned 
(Van Dyke & Alcock, 2003, p. 3). The cultural memory itself is traceable 
to a triumvirate of layers forming a whole narrative of the cultural-historic 
memory. The first is that of the most recent knowledge of the historic 
past within the culture, which retains the largest amount of data available 
for ready reconsideration. The second is wrought with insecure remem-
brance of details. The third is the deepest, relegating itself to the murky 
and mythical with the passage of time. The occurrence of “the floating 
gap” or the phenomenon of the “dark ages” occurs between the second 
and the third layer of memory, from the inner perspective of the society’s 
view of tradition (Assmann, 2011, pp. 21–42).

The genealogy itself within the society may serve as a structure that 
can be utilized to connect unbridgeable time frames, such as the recent 
and mythical past. However, as an invention of tradition, genealogy is sub-
ject to the tradition itself, whereby medieval societies legitimized ancient 
places and artifacts by drawing connections with the past through con-
structing their identities. More often than not, the same lines being con-
nected to the past stem from the need to express and/or invent origins to 
legitimize governance or leadership of a group. Therefore, the retrospective 
aspect of cultural memory is observed through the necessity of the alliance 
of governing, remembrance, and forgetting (Asman, 2011, pp. 113–140). 
The medieval community, when mourning and connecting to their dead, 
selected  ancient places in the landscape which were viewed through the 
community’s historical and cultural context as well as in its mythical terms 
terms (Holtorf & Williams, 2006, pp. 247–249).
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There is a vital interest in society to strengthen the past by creating 
tradition through constructing a canonical, commemorative essence of 
remembering, due to the tendency to remember and forget the past ac-
cording to the needs of the present (Yitzhak & Innes, 2000). The dead 
(ancient, recent, as well as their mythological interconnections) are an 
ideal subject for modeling and appropriating the past for the ideological 
pretenses of emerging social forms (Driscoll, 1998, pp. 154–155). Cul-
tural memory itself relies on external support, such as texts, paintings, 
monuments and rituals, owing to which cultural memory can be tem-
porally boundless as opposed to the limits of an individual’s life or even 
oral aspects of group remembrance. The primary technique of cultural 
memory is generally the connection of a group to a commemorative 
place, inscribed with meaning resulting from, in the main, past events or 
attachments (Asman, 2011, pp. 58–62).

The focus on mortuary practices in this paper, therefore, is certainly 
pertinent to the better understanding and shaping of cultural memory in 
forming identity. For the utilization of the concept of cultural memory, es-
tablishing links between kin who are dead and an ancient past in the Mid-
dle Ages, it is crucial to recognize the repetition and communal nature of 
mortuary practice. Although individual graves can arouse our curiosity 
in particular, to understand the phenomenon, the repetition of medieval 
burial practice(s) found within an ancient site is a key indicator.

An Overlooked Phenomenon

“[...] conventions of archaeological publications often make it difficult 
to identify potential relationships between separate chronological phases at 
a particular site. If the importance of such relationships was not identified 
during excavation, then the evidence for reuse might be easily overlooked, 
especially when cemeteries remain partially excavated” (Williams 1997, p. 4).

The main issue at hand as concerns the phenomenon of reuse in ex-
cavation is that although archaeologists approach stratigraphy as a reflec-
tion of layers in time, some layers are considered more archaeologically 
important at the time of excavation than others. The medieval interruption 
of previous layers was perceived as marginal or completely separate and, 
therefore, not deserving importance. A clear example is the Church of the 
Holy Apostles Peter and Paul, or Peter’s Church near Novi Pazar, built on 
an iron-age burial mound. Prehistorians from the Balkans all are familiar 
with this Iron Age find; besides, Medievalists are quite aware of the impor-
tance of Peter’s Church for emerging Christianity and the state of Raška 
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of the early Middle Ages. Yet, it had not been analyzed until recently as to 
why the mound was selected for the site of the Church (Babić, 2015, pp. 
248–264). This reuse is clearly a context analogous to early medieval Scot-
land, where the historical context of reuse of ancient monuments coincides 
with the emergence of new political structures in the early Middle Ages. 
This reuse incorporated royal activities performed at ancient structures for 
political ownership and to claim legitimacy (Driscoll, 1998, pp. 154–155).

There are numerous sites that may be considered prehistoric mounds 
as well as Roman or Late Antiquity structures used for medieval cemeter-
ies in the Western Balkans. They are not as rare as they may seem based 
on the most cited literature on medieval archaeology of the Western Bal-
kans. Many Roman structures that originally served another purpose were 
reused as medieval burial sites in modern-day Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Serbia, Kosovo, Montenegro, and Albania. When the evidence is published 
in detail, which is not generally the case, they can be better studied from 
the perspective of the biography of things and places (Ćirić, 2013). Me-
dieval cemeteries were dug into areas of previous civic or military use as 
well as Roman cemeteries or near early Christian basilicas (Grujić, 2009). 
There are also examples of prehistoric mounds reused for medieval buri-
als found in the Western Balkans (Veseličić, 2009, p. 103). However, the 
medieval cemeteries in place of prehistoric mounds have been dominantly 
perceived by researchers as an obstacle to the fascinating prehistoric finds 
below.

Although Bosnia and Herzegovina is extremely rich in traces of the 
phenomenon of reuse, few excavations have been carried out here. Based 
on surface survey, it is known that a substantial number of monuments 
classified as stećak tombstones3 have been placed on sites of prehistoric 
mounds. Since it is known that these are medieval tombstones, carved 
from the 12th to the 16th century, the usage of these locations is a phenom-
enon extending well into the late Middle Ages. According to the research 
conducted by Edita Vučić, in West Herzegovina there are 35 necropolises 
containing tombstones located on prehistoric tumuli (Vučić, 2018). In 
the region of Kupres, eight prehistoric tumuli with such tombstones have 
been recorded (Ivić, Huseinagić, Ćurković, Mihaljević, Mijoč, 2013). Alojz 
Benac excavated two such instances, at the Dokanova glavica site from the 
14th–15th century and at the Pustopolje site, where medieval burials date 
back to the 14th century (Benac, 1986, pp. 95–101). The reuse of prehis-
toric mounds was common in the Middle Ages on the Glasinac plateau, 
but the data is not precise (Džino, 2021, p. 65). In the vicinity of Bileća, 

3 The stećak tombstones are not exclusively related to Bosnia and Herzegovina, but do 
exist in large numbers in present-day Croatia, Montenegro, and Serbia.
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in the village of Orah, a small necropolis from the late Middle Ages was 
discovered containing 15 graves, with grave construction made of stone 
slabs (Čović, 1982, p. 25). At the Hatelji site in Dabarsko polje, one mound 
was found containing 13 stećak tombstones. The partial excavation of the 
mound discovered seven children’s graves, their respective ages ranging 
from infant to six years old, among them those not oriented according 
to Christian customs (Grahek, Milosavljević, Čaval, 2020, pp. 24–25). In 
mound no. 5 at the Gubavica site near Mostar, five late medieval graves 
were buried in a prehistoric mound. An unusual example of grave no. 2 
from this mound shows an unusual burial of a child (probably 3–4 years 
of age) in a “well-shaped” tomb, placed in a sitting position, with his back 
against the edge of the tomb, and a medieval lock on top of the grave, 
while the tomb is covered with stone slabs (Čović 1982, pp. 23–24).

In Serbia, several authors have explored the problem of the reuse of 
older structures and material culture in the Middle Ages in more detail. In 
her master thesis “Medieval Necropolises within the Area of Sacral Build-
ings from the Roman Period” (2009), Ivana Grujić analyzed examples of 
medieval cemeteries created in the area of martiria/memorias/baptisteries, 
in the area of early Byzantine basilicas and churches, as well as that of Ro-
man temples. She also identifies this phenomenon at sites in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Croatia, North Macedonia, and Bulgaria. Even more inter-
estingly, her research has shown that medieval cemeteries were positioned 
on the remains of Roman structures, regardless of any possible presence 
of a sacral building. Thus, it was not unusual for medieval cemeteries to 
be formed on the site of Roman baths or on Roman structures in general 
(Grujić, 2009, pp. 72–76, 82–84). Focusing on Roman coins in medieval 
graves, Gordana Ćirić demonstrated the presence of anachronistic Roman 
material culture in medieval cemetery contexts in Serbia (Ćirić, 2013, pp. 
239–254; Ćirić, 2016, pp. 732–747).

Analyzing the corpus of finds from the collection of medieval objects 
in the National Museum in Čačak, Milica Radišić (Veseličić) made the ob-
servation that a significant number belongs to graves dating to the Middle 
Ages or the post-medieval period, and located at prehistoric mounds. This 
is a rare example of a regional approach, in which the author has demon-
strated the phenomenon to have first appeared in this area within 12th and 
13th-century burial practices, which carried on into the late Middle Ages 
and the post-medieval period. More importantly, she also pointed out that 
some prehistoric mounds in this same area were used for individual buri-
als, found mainly in mountainous areas; however, in valleys and at lower 
altitudes, communal cemeteries possessing a higher number of burials were 
also found to have been constructed upon prehistoric mounds (Veseličić, 
2009, pp. 84–104).
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The overlap of the reuse of old structures, places, and artifacts is ev-
idenced by the example of the Guševac site in Mrčajevci, where amber 
beads, originating from a prehistoric context, were transferred to medi-
eval grave no. 9. Namely, on the left side of the skeleton from grave no. 9, 
supine on the central stone structure of the prehistoric mound, positioned 
directly next to the hand, as well as around the pelvis, around 30 intact 
and a large number of fragmented amber beads were found (Radičević, 
2000, p. 64). Similar to the Čačak area, medieval burials in prehistoric 
mounds in Serbia have almost by definition been excavated as a side effect 
of the original research goal of excavating prehistoric mounds4. They are 
dated to the 12th–13th centuries, with examples from the 10th to the 13th 
or 15th centuries. Of the sites known in Kosovo and Metohija, medieval 
burials in prehistoric mounds are known to be at the Široko site near Suva 
Reka, dating back to the 10th–11th centuries, the Prčevo-Boka site near Kli-
na from the 10th–12th centuries, and Vlaštica near Gnjilane in the 11th–12th 
centuries (Srejović, 1998, pp. 394, 396, 405).

In Montenegro, at the Gruda Boljevića site in Podgorica, a medieval 
cemetery was developed over a prehistoric mound where 192 medieval 
graves were discovered dated to the 12–13th centuries or the 14th century 
the latest (Baković, 2012, p. 380). A similar example is the site of Borovica 
near Pljevlja, where a medieval cemetery with 150 graves was found on a 
Bronze Age tumulus. The material culture corresponds to the same period 
as Gruda Boljevića. Similar phenomena were found in North Macedonia 
at the Čukarka site with 42 graves buried in a Roman tumulus, and at 
the Stragata site near the village of Kruševica a medieval necropolis of 77 
graves buried in an Iron Age tumulus was found (Saveljić-Bulatović 2015, 
p. 51). The burial of medieval cemeteries in prehistoric mounds was also 
observed in Albania – the tumulus of Rehovë and tumulus of Luaras are 
the most prominent cases (Lera, Oikonomidis, Papayiannis, Tsonos, 2017, 
p. 225). In Albania, similarly to Serbia, this phenomenon continues into 
the modern day (Šućur, 2017, p. 119).

The examples presented here certainly do not exhaust the corpus of 
existing evidence but do indicate the frequency and importance of reusing 
older structures, specifically Roman architectural remains and prehistoric 
mounds, for mortuary practices.

4 The sites are Radovašnica near Šabac (Cerović, 2008, pp. 18–23), Dobrača near Kragu-
jevac (Garašanin & Garašanin, 1956, pp. 191–204), Moravac near Aleksinac (Vučković-
Todorović & Todorović, 1959, pp. 287-289), Bandera, Belotić-Bela crkva (mound no. 1) 
in the vicinity of Mionica (Garašanin & Garašanin, 1958, pp. 17–46), Vrane near Arilje 
(Đurić, 1995, pp. 41–48), Staničenje-Mađilka near Pirot (Milanović 2015, p. 21).
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Conclusion

The phenomenon of the reuse of older structures in the Western 
Balkans spans from the 10th to the 15th centuries in some sites, as well 
as to the post-medieval period. This work focuses on these practices as 
social-anthropological phenomena, examining them through the lens of 
medieval archaeology, leaving the historical context in the background. 
However, what this preliminary research shows is that building within 
older structures in the earliest cemeteries (from 10th century onward) was 
most frequently done within Roman structures, very rarely in prehistoric 
mounds. Conversely, starting from the 12th century, one finds medieval 
burials in prehistoric mounds. What is especially unusual is that such ex-
amples also exist in the late Middle Ages. That such a large number of 
cemeteries containing stećak tombstones in Bosnia and Herzegovina were 
placed over prehistoric mounds is noteworthy. These multiple indications 
show that the hypothesis that reuse was a response to the crisis of the 
post-Roman world and the emerging of medieval complex collective iden-
tities cannot be entirely commensurable in the Western Balkans. Accord-
ing to Jure Šućur, the reuse of prehistoric mounds in Dalmatia is notice-
able for graves from Late Antiquity as well as the early Middle Ages and 
late Middle Ages, which may be related to social crises. Before the results 
of future excavations, it is unclear whether this reasoning can be applied 
to examples from the Western Balkans (Šućur, 2017). Since the evidence 
remains scarce, conclusions should be cautiously constructed in line with 
meticulous excavations conducted in the present day.

Confronting existing hypotheses from other contexts with archaeo-
logical records from the Western Balkans raises more questions than it 
provides concrete answers. However, what can be gleaned with some cer-
tainty is that the reuse of old structures and especially prehistoric mounds 
is not exclusively an early medieval phenomenon; indeed, there are nu-
merous instances of reuse of prehistoric burial mounds in the late medi-
eval and post-medieval period. In fact, some ancient burial mounds may 
act as rural cemeteries even today (Veseličić, 2009, p. 60; Šućur, 2017, p. 
119). Although the evidence is unsystematic and this is a phenomenon 
largely neglected, it is noticeable that there are structures used for individ-
ual burials (1–5 graves) and those serving as communal burial sites were 
used among successive generations (15–200 graves). Although it may be 
hypothesized that individual high medieval graves in prehistoric mounds 
are for outcasts, criminals, and the marginalized, while collective cemeter-
ies may be a response to emerging identities (Holtorf & Williams, 2006, p. 
249), there are examples of late medieval cemeteries in prehistoric mounds 
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in the Western Balkans that directly contradict this idea (Radičević, 2000; 
Veseličić, 2009; Vučić, 2018). Reuse situations are classified by inertia as 
indicators testifying to the notion of continuity. However, relying on the 
approach by Estella Weiss-Krejci, exactly the opposite may be concluded: 
that the appropriation of space and existing structures and mythical places 
is an indicator of discontinuity and the need for rooting one’s collective 
identity (Weiss-Krejci, 2015, pp. 307–324).

Before future research that treats the phenomenon of reuse with due 
care is undertaken, it is difficult to state whether it may be linked to the 
rise of new identities associated with the emergence of late 12th-century 
social complexity in the Western Balkans. Due to the variety and specific-
ity shown by the archaeological records, the phenomenon of reuse should 
be approached regionally. As Holtorf and Williams noted: “how people 
relate to the past and its remains is not subject to some unchanging prin-
ciples but is always governed by the specific agendas and interests of the 
people involved” (Holtorf & Williams, 2006, p. 253).
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Апстракт: Потреба за артикулацијом идеје прошлости је изразито људ-
ска, али је кључно како је ова потреба обликована. Претходна раздобља су 
такође имала своје референтне оквире прошлости. Овај феномен је готово 
занемарен на Западном Балкану и захтева даље истраживање. Циљ ове сту-
дије је да се укаже на сложеније погледе на посмртне обреде у средњовеков-
ним друштвима, како би се кроз њих разумело како се гледало на сопствену 
прошлост; посебно како су рушевине материјалних структура из прошлости 
биле уклопљене у њихов тадашњи идентитет. Због тога је анализа спроведена 
на погребним праксама констатованим међу средњовековним становницима 
Западног Балкана, где су средњовековни гробови изнова и изнова укопавани 
у праисторијске хумке и римске архитектонске објекте. Такве сахране могу 
расветлити разумевање средњовековног идентитета пошто су својеврсна ог-
ледала присвајања прошлости за потребе оновремене садашњости.

Кључне речи: поновна употреба, старе структуре, праисторијске хумке, 
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NORTHERN ILLYRICUM IN LATE ANTIQUITY: 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL TESTIMONIES

OF ECONOMY IN CRISIS

Abstract: Hunic raids in the Northern Illyricum during the mid-5th century re-
sulted in destructions that led to the temporary collapse of the administrative and 
military government, and to the crisis of the economy. It was primarily caused by 
the cease of organized mining and the abandonment of villae rusticae. The rees-
tablishing of the centralized rule was aggravated by depopulation, as well as by 
the consequences of various natural disasters. Because of that, cities were rural-
ized, the defense of limes weakened, and vertical migrations occurred. This paper 
is aimed at the study of economic changes based on the research of archaeologi-
cal evidences. Those changes implied the new way of cultivating land and the 
increased role of cattle husbandry. Crafting activities were aimed at satisfying the 
needs of the local community, primarily by processing leather, wool, bones, and 
horns, while metal processing is mostly testified in urban centres.

Keywords: Late Antiquity, Northern Illyricum, early Byzantine period, econo-
my, vertical migrations, tool hoards

Introduction

The arrival of the Huns in Europe resulted in the Great Migrations, 
due to which the northern borders of the Roman Empire in the Balkans 
were under almost constant pressure, while newly arrived peoples and 
tribes inhabited some of its liminal territories. Their settling took place 
whether without or with the permission of the emperor, who in that case 
turned recent enemies into allies – foederati. The attempt of pacification 
did not give the expected result. In 378, during the Battle of Hadrianapo-
lis, the emperor Valens (364–378) died in the war with the Goths (Amm. 
Marc. XXXI/XIII/12–17). This event forced the Roman administration to 
change its attitude towards the foederati. During the reign of Theodosius I
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(379–395) their role in the defense of the northern borders gained excep-
tional importance. The presence of foederati in the border fortifications 
of the Northern Illyricum,1 the territory of which mostly coincides with 
the present-day Central Balkans, is testified by the corresponding ar-
chaeological material (Ivanišević & Kazanski, 2002; Ivanišević, Kazanski, 
& Mastikovа, 2006; Ivanišević & Kazanski, 2009; Špehar, P., 2012). The 
measures that were taken enabled the eastern part of the Roman Empire 
to have a short break, although during the mid-5th century it experienced 
very grave destruction. In the series of Hunic raids, numerous urban cen-
tres and fortifications on the Balkans were ruined, among them Sirmi-
um, Margum, Viminacium, and Naissus in the Northern Illyricum (Prisci 
Fragmenta 1, 1b, 2, 7–8; Lemerle, 1954, pp. 279–280). Mentioned raids led 
to the temporary break of administrative, military, and Church organiza-
tion, as well as to the economic crisis. Renovatio imperii began in the late 
5th century, during the reign of Anastasius I (491–518). The overall situ-
ation during the following little more than a century, defined as the early 
Byzantine period, and primarily during the reign of Justinian I (527–565), 
differed drastically in every aspect. Although seemingly peaceful, this is 
the period marked by numerous natural desasters and pestilence that in-
fluenced economy. This work aims at the study of economic changes dur-
ing that time, their comparison to what preceded, as well as to their con-
sequences, based on archaeological evidences and written accounts.

Economy in Northern Illyricum Before the Hunic Raids

The Central Balkans was the region wherefrom primarily soldiers 
were recruited and ores exploited, although agriculture also played an im-
portant role in the local economy. The predominantly mountainous char-
acter of this part of the Balkan Peninsula was the precondition for the 
development of mining and cattle breeding, while plains in the Danubian 
region and along the river valleys that intersected mountain massifs, ena-
bled agriculture (Breyer, 2002; Geyer, 2002, p. 32; Laiou, 2002, p. 47; Ba-
vant, 2004, p. 329). Natural resources provide conditions for the develop-
ment of the economy which, according to a 4th-century historical source, 
was at such a high level that provinces of Moesia and Dacia were able to 
provide, on their own, all the necessary products for the existence of the 
local population as well as for the troops deployed in those provinces. Yet, 
it is interesting to emphasize that the same source named Naissus the only 
city worth mentioning (Exposito, 57).

1 About the borders of the Northern Illyricum cf. Максимовић, 1980, p. 19.
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Shortly after the establishment of Roman rule over this territory, ore 
exploitation was organized in several mining areas, some of which even 
minted their own coins. Ore mining took place in large mines that, with 
rare exceptions, were the property of the emperor. Rich deposits, primarily 
of iron and silver, were the reason why Romans called the province of Up-
per Moesia by the name of terra metalica (Dušanić, 1977). Along with the 
establishment of the Roman administration, the founding of urban centres 
took place. They flourished during the 3rd and the 4th century, especially 
Sirmium, Viminacium, and Naissus (Mirković, 1968). The most illustra-
tive example is Sirmium, which was sedes imperii during the tetrarchic pe-
riod, and later the seat of the prefecture of Illyricum and a very important 
bishopric seat (Mirković, 2008; Jeremić, M. 2016; Шпехар, О. 2019, pp. 
67–73 with older litterature). To provide necessary food, primarily for the 
local population and the army, large agricultural properties (villae rusticae) 
were established. Such properties can also be found in Mačva and Kosovo, 
namely in all the areas with fertile soil. It is interesting to mention that 
the archaeological remains of villa rusticae were discovered in mining areas 
(Vasić, 1970; Mirković, 1996, pp. 58–63; Mulvin, 2002; Jovičić, 2011).

A more precise insight into the structure of Roman agriculture in 
Northern Illyricum before the Hunic raids, is enabled by a small number of 
paleo-botanical analyses. The available data suggest that intensive agricul-
ture on large estates was based on the production of several types of grain, 
various vegetables, several types of fruits (apple, pear, cherry), as well as on 
viticulture (Henning, 1987, pp. 99–107). Valuable data about cattle breed-
ing were gained by the analysis of animal remains. It can be noticed that 
Romans brought new, larger sorts of domestic animals to the conquered 
territories. These new species had more meat, produced more milk, wool, 
leather, eggs, etc. On agricultural properties, large cattle were primarily 
bred, which made up for about 30% of all the domestic animals, although in 
some cases it made up to 65%. Horses constituted up to 25% of the analyzed 
sample, while the remaining percentage constituted sheep, goats, pigs, and 
various kinds of poultry. Although among analyzed samples from different 
sites there are no larger deviations, it can be observed that large cattle was 
predominant in plains, while in mountainous regions small cattle was bred 
more often. Some deviations can be observed when comparing urban and 
rural areas. Namely, in the cities, the meat of the large cattle and pigs was 
consumed more often, while in the villages it was the meat of small cattle 
(Henning, 1987, pp. 102–105, Abb. 49; Vuković, 2020, pp. 132–134).

Although the Roman provinces on the Central Balkans flourished in 
the 3rd and the 4th centuries, the breakthrough of enemy tribes caused a tem-
porary crisis that forced the local population to seek salvation by moving 
from the plains to higher zones more difficult to access. At the end of the 3rd 
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and the beginning of the 4th century this process can be observed on several 
forts in present-day southwestern Serbia (Špehar, P. 2008a, p. 590 with said 
literature). Frequent attacks caused several cities to be depopulated, rural-
ized, and disintegrated (Поповић, В. 2003, pp. 239, 245). It is best illus-
trated by the fact that, by the end of the 4th century, the great hippodrome 
in Sirmium lost its original purpose. Namely, one part of this formerly rep-
resentative building was turned into a landfill, while in the remaining part 
the settlement was formed with simple houses. Someone of the inhabitants 
buried the tool hoard within the hippodrome. It consisted of five iron hoes 
dated to the end of the 4th and the first half of the 5th centuries (Eadie, 1971, 
p. 70). According to the epigrafic sources, at the end of the 4th century the 
ore exploiting ceased (Dušanić, 1977; Dušanić, 2000, p. 346; Dušanić, 2010, 
pp. 536, 551–552, 557). Similar is suggested by archaeological excavations. 
For example, it is ascertained that the mining complex on the site Kraku Lu` 
Yordan, on the territory of the mining area of Aeliana Pincensia, was burned 
down at the end of the 4th century, after which it was never restored (Bartel, 
Kondić & Werner, 1979). The same happened to the large agricultural es-
tates that were never restored after the demolition and abandonment.

Hunic Raids and the Consequences

The already mentioned Hunic raids in the middle of the 5th century led 
to the temporary collapse of administrative, military, and Church organiza-
tions. To the intensity of the catastrophe that befell the North Illyricum best 
testifies one description of Naissus, written several years after the Hunic at-
tack on the city by the historian and diplomat Priscus. He was a member 
of a Byzantine diplomatic mission that traveled to the Hunic capital in the 
Pannonian Plain. During their trip, they spend the night in the destroyed, 
burned down, and desolated city of Naissus. On that occasion, they saw 
sick people in the ruined churches, who stayed there because of their ill-
ness. On the river banks still lied the bodies of killed warriors, because 
there was no one to bury them for years (Prisci Fragmenta 8, 291, 9–15; 
Špehar, O., 2015, p. 8 with older literature). The success of Hunic raids was 
enormous, so their commander Attila (434–453) dared to demand from 
the Roman Empire to move its border from the Danube toward the south, 
all the way to Naissus (Prisci Fragmenta 7, 286, 31–287, 7).

Except for historical sources and archaeologically detected traces of 
demolition on numerous sites, to the degree of the destructions testify the 
discovered hoards (Fig. 1). Namely, in those turbulent times, from the end 
of the 4th to the middle of the 5th century, these tool hoards were bur-
ied as the most valuable possession of the inhabitants of the Northern Il-
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lyricum. Besides the already mentioned hoard from Sirmium, the hoard 
from Felix Romuliana belongs to the same horizon (Лаловић, 1987). Yet 
the most numerous are the hoards from Danubian fortifications, for ex-

Figure 1. Sites with tool hoards (map drawn by P. Špehar)
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ample, five of them from Smorna/Boljetin (Зотовић, 1984; Поповић, И. 
1988, p. 252) and two from Saldum (Поповић, И. 1988, p. 253; Jeremić, 
G. 2009, pp. 9–16, 164–168). In the hinterland of the Central Balkans, 
tool hoards were discovered in the wider area around Požarevac, in vil-
lages Poljane (Шпехар & Јацановић, 2015) and Melnica (Живковић & 
Арсенијевић, 2007), as well as in the vicinity of Vranje in the Nastavce 
village (Булатовић & Митровић, 1997, p. 35). Judging by their structure, 
the mentioned hoards testify that the most frequent type of production 
before the Hunic raids was agriculture, while the discovered plows sug-
gest intensive tillage. Other types of buried tools testify to wood and metal 
processing.

Although the consequences of the Hunic raids were grave, mone-
tary circulation restored soon afterward (Ivanišević, 2010, pp. 441–442; 
Ivanišević & Stamenković, 2011), which suggests the reestablishment of 
some form of centralized rule in the area in question. Still, that process 
was slow, since we have only a small amount of archaeological finds that 
testify to the Byzantine presence in the second half of the 5th century, al-
though finds typical for the Germanic population are more numerous. 
The presence of the Ostrogoths in the Balkans aggravated to a significant 
extent the reestablishment of the northern border on the Danube. In 488, 
at the persuasion of the emperor Zeno (474–475, 476–491), the Ostro-
goths went to Italy and founded their kingdom there. It was only after this 
event that the conditions for a more intense restoration of Romaion rule 
were enabled.

Economy of Northern Illyricum during
the Early Byzantine Period

Anastasius I conducted economical reforms that enabled the filling 
of the imperial treasury. During his reign the renovatio imperii began 
(Велков, 1984), which had its culmination during the reign of Justin-
ian I. As we are informed by Procopius (De aedificiis), the successful 
military actions were followed by intensive building activities, primar-
ily aimed at the restoration of the old and the erection of new cities, 
forts, and settlements. Renovatio imperii was also aggravated by natural 
disasters since numerous earthquakes of various intensities occurred in 
the 6th century. Some of them, like the one of 518, had catastrophic con-
sequences. Ancient Scupi was completely ruined in this disaster (Gui-
doboni, 1994, pp. 309–349), never to be restored, since its inhabitants 
abandoned it. Two more large-scale catastrophes made a mark on the 
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30s and 40s of the same century. Namely, it was established that a large 
eruption, most probably of one of the volcanoes on Iceland, happened 
in 536. This conclusion was conducted by the comparative analysis of 
the ice deposits and data in written historical sources. The amount of 
ashes ejected on that occasion inhibited the usual amount of sunlight 
and warmth, which led to considerable cooling during the following ten 
years. It appears that five years later another eruption happened. Written 
sources state that agricultural yields in Thrace and Illyricum in 536 sig-
nificantly decreased, but this information was up to now tied only to the 
incapable administration, and never to the mentioned weather changes. 
On the other hand, on the territory of Egypt this catastrophe seems to 
have had no larger influence, since there are no mentions of any prob-
lems in harvesting. Since the study of this phenomenon is still going on, 
the latitude to which the consequences of the eruptions are felt is not 
definitely established (Arјavа, 2005). Along with the mentioned cooling, 
there was a plague outbreak in 541, which, according to some sources, 
resulted in the deaths of 40% of Constantinopolitan inhabitants during 
the following two years (Geyer, 2002, pp. 40–41; Laiou, 2002, p. 49).

Such were the conditions during the period when the restoration of 
imperial control over the North Illyricum took place. Because of numer-
ous wars during the 4th and the 5th centuries, the fertile land was desolated 
while villae rusticae ceased to function. This was the reason why people 
sought refuge within city walls. The cities therefore turned into ruralized, 
well-defended settlements, in literature often referred to as the “secondary 
urban centres” (Поповић, В. 2003, p. 239; Morrisson & Sodini 2002, pp. 
177–179). The most eloquent testimonies to the mentioned process of ru-
ralization are the written data about the Avar captivation of Singidunum 
in 584 (Theoph. Sim. hist., I/3–4). Theophylact Simocatta informs us that, 
during the Avar attack, the inhabitants of the city were engaged in agri-
cultural activities on the fields in the vicinity of the fortification. Along 
with the disintegration of the cities, the so called vertical migration inten-
sively occurred, which implied that people moved from plains to higher 
positions difficult to access and founded numerous small fortified villages 
there. This was the completion of the process of relocation of people from 
the plains to а higher altitude, which began sporadically during the 3rd 
century (Bavant, 2004, p. 327; Špehar, 2008a, p. 590; Милинковић, 2015, 
pp. 258–263).

According to available archaeological testimonies, the functioning of 
a city during the 6th century can be observed on one example in the North-
ern Illyricum, that of Justinian I’s foundation of Justiniana Prima erected 
in the vicinity of the place of the emperor’s birth (Кондић & Поповић, 
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1977; Ivanišević, 2011; Иванишевић, 2012а). Within the fortified city, 
that had the role of archbishopric with the jurisdiction over the North-
ern Illyricum, churches, profane buildings, an aqueduct, and a dam were 
discovered as well as numerous small finds, including tools and utensils. 
Earlier researchers stated that several tool hoards were discovered with-
in the buildings around the circular forum (Поповић, И. 1988, p. 253), 
although according to B. Bavant and V. Ivanišević there is no sufficient 
proof that those were indeed hoards.2 Nothwithstanding, the mentioned 
tools most certainly are important finds discovered in an unlikely place, in 
the very heart of the city. Based on recently published small finds from the 
earlier excavations of Justiniana Prima, a significant amount of tools and 
utensils was discovered within the city walls (Bavant & Ivanišević, 2019). 
They suggest that agriculture had an important role in the economy of 
the city. The most specific find are probably the plows, which indicate in-
tensive crop farming. The inhabitants of this city were also engaged in 
cattle farming, as well as fishing in the artificial lake in the vicinity of the 
city walls. Since Justiniana Prima was above all an urban centre, the dis-
covered tools also testify to diverse crafts, including food, wool, leather, 
wood, bone, stone, and metal processing.

Similar agricultural activities can be observed at the site Gradina, 
likewise an ex novo 6th-century settlement, which was a regional, admin-
istrative, and church centre founded on the slopes of the Jelica mountain 
near Čačak (Милинковић, 2010). The analysis of finds collected until 
2014 shows that the predominating tools are those for wool and wood 
processing, followed by agricultural tools and those intended for leather 
processing, while metal processing and fishings tools are significantly less 
frequent (Милинковић, 2015, pp. 270–276, Tab. 1, Graphicons 1–8). On 
Gradina, which ceased existing at the end of the 6th or the beginning of 
the 7th century, two tool hoards discovered in the horizon of destruction 
in Basilica C testify about turbulent times (Милинковић 2010, pp. 152–
157). Although numerous, fortified villages with some form of govern-
ment (Шпехар, П. 2019, p. 335) were much less excavated, but one still 
observes that agricultural tools predominate (Шпехар, П. 2014, p. 73), 
which is also testified by a tool hoard from the Hisar site, on the territory 
of the modern city of Leskovac.3

In the fortresses on the limes significant changes can be detected, 
primarily in military organization and the manner of defending the 
limes, which was the consequence of depopulation (Špehar, P. 2010, p. 

2 Information was acquired in conversation. 
3 Information was acquired in conversation, by the courtesy of J. Pešić, the museum 

counselor at the National Museum in Leskovac.
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147), as well the fact that during the 6th century foederati were not situ-
ated in every fortress on the limes, but primarily in the vicinity of large 
urban centres, such as Singidunum and Viminacium (Ivanišević, 2016, 
pp. 91–93). Supplying garrisons with the necessary provision caused 
grave problems for the Roman Empire, since the inhabitants of the ter-
ritory where they were stationed could no longer provide for them. This 
prompted Justinian I in 536, the year of the mentioned eruption and the 
decreased yield in Thrace and Illyricum, to hand over the responsibility 
for providing Danubian troops to Aegean provinces (Karagiorgou, 2001, 
pp. 149–154; Curta, 2016, pp. 307–334). Food delivery along the Dan-
ube was also aggravated. Garrisons stationed in the forts together with 
their families had to provide for themselves. It is suggested by the tools 
discovered in early Byzantine fortifications on the limes, which can pri-
marily be tied to agriculture, as well as to wool and leather processing. 
Therefore, it seems that the garrisons in forts along this part of the Dan-
ube seemed more like a militia during that time. According to available 
data, other activities were significantly less represented on the limes. 
Among the agricultural tools, crop farming is represented by 77.78%, 
cattle farming by 16.67%, and viticulture by 5.56% of collected finds. 
The numerous various tools for wool and leather processing suggest 
that cattle farming was, most probably, the primary agricultural activity 
(Špehar, P. 2010, pp. 149–150, 154, Graphicon 1). At the end of the 6th 
century, forts on the limes came under Avarian attacks (Pohl, 2018, pp. 
163–197), which is suggested by visible traces of destruction on numer-
ous sites (Špehar, P. 2010, p. 154), as well as by the hoard of blacksmiths 
tools from Saldum (Петровић, 1984, p. 13) and two hoards of various 
tools from Diana (Поповић, И. 1988, p. 253).

Archaeological testimonies of the 6th-century economy originate al-
most exclusively from settlements, so we have very little information 
about other activities, such as mining. Although in the Central Balkans 
there were numerous mines rich in ores, that were also used during the 
Middle Ages, we are unable to comprehend the degree of their exploi-
tation during the second half of the 5th and the 6th centuries (Matschke, 
2002, p. 116; Laiou & Morrisson 2007, p. 29, Map 4). Only one solidus 
of Leo I (457–474) from the mining gallery in Janjevo near Ulpiana 
(Dušanić, 1995 with older literature) could suggest the reestablishing of 
mining activities at the end of the 5th century (Ivanišević & Špehar 2006, 
p. 152). Recent research, conducted in the Lece mine in the vicinity of 
Justiniana Prima, indicates that this mine was also used (Ivanišević, 
2016, p. 96). To the possibility that mining was not completely extinct 
testifies also the tool hoard from Bosiljkovac near Kučevo, dated to the 
second half of the 6th century, within which mining tools were detected
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(Fig. 2), namely 16 hoes intended for ore deployment (Шпехар & Јацано-
вић, 2011). This hoard suggests the survival of ore exploitation within the 
former mining area of Aeliana Pincensia during the Late Antiquity period.

Concluding Remarks

Numerous wars in the territory of the Central Balkans, accompanied 
by natural catastrophes and pestilence, led to radical changes in the way 
that people lived during the Late Antiquity. One of the consequences was 
depopulation. The lack of people directly influenced the economy, since 
the production was primarily based on the strength of human muscles 
(Bryer, 2002). Judging by the finds of tools and utensils, the most domi-
nant branch of the economy was agriculture, primarily crop farming. The 
appearance of crop farming tools clearly suggests that after the Hunic 
raids, and as a consequence of the devastation of villae rusticae, inten-
sive crop farming on large properties ceased to be practiced since plows 
almost entirely went out of use. The exceptions are plows from Justini-
ana Prima (Fig. 3/1), which is certainly tied to the number of inhabit-
ants that should be fed in this imperial endowment. Therefore, it can be 
assumed that large arable lands were situated in the vicinity of the city. 

Figure 2. Bosiljkovac – hoes for unfold of the ore
(after: Шпехар & Јацановић, 2011, сл. 4–5)
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The intensive crop farming, storing, and distribution of grain in Justiniana 
Prima is also suggested by the horreum, discovered in the Upper Town of 
the city (Baron & Marković, 2020, Fig. 2.). Among the tools intended for 
crop farming at other sites, hoes, mattocks, and and picks predominate, 
while the number of sickles, which directly signify grain farming, is a lot 
smaller. The increased use of mattocks and picks in crop farming suggests 
that the treated land was not fertile enough, mostly mixed with stone, and 
often needed to be cleaned of vegetation and chunks, which is suggested 
by pick-axes and pruning hooks. Although discovered sporadically, spe-
cial attention was paid to two-pronged hoes (Fig. 3/2) used in viticulture 
(Špehar, P. 2010, pp. 96, 149). This agricultural activity, which also im-
plies the production of wine, was testified in larger centres such as Jus-
tiniana Prima and Gradina on Jelica, but also in the wider area of Đerdap. 
The change in the structure of the tools used for crop farming is tied to 
the vertical migration process and to the founding of fortified villages on 
higher altitudes (Милинковић, 2015, pp. 258–263), which implied work-
ing on less fertile land. Because of the change of zones where agricultural 
activities were performed, cattle farming became more popular than crop 
farming, which had better results in plains. The finds of tools that testify 
to cattle farming, such as bells and scyths, are relatively scarce, which is 
tied to the fact that in the process of cattle breeding a small number of 
tools was used. Highly developed cattle farming is testified by other types 
of tools, used for wood and leather processing, i.e. for processing raw 

Figure 3. Tools from Justiniana Prima:
1. Plow (after: Bavant & Ivanišević, 2019, Pl. XLI/1539);

2. Two-pronged hoe (after: Bavant & Ivanišević,  2019, Pl. XLII/1558)
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materials gained as the product of cattle breeding, as well as by the mass 
processing of bones and horns (Špehar, P. 2010, p. 149). Despite the fact 
that the archaeozoological studies of osteological material were until now 
conducted on a small number of sites, some regularities can be noticed. 
Based on a processed sample from Justiniana Prima one clearly notices 
that mammals predominated in nutrition, mostly sheep, goats, pigs, and 
bovine. One also notices that the size of the large cattle was somewhat 
smaller than during the period before Hunic raids, but that the pigs were 
larger. It was the consequence of changes in cattle breeding. It is also no-
ticeable that in the time of the flourishment of the city, which is chrono-
logically tied to the reign of Justinian I, younger specimens were used in 
nutrition because their meat was tastier, while later they used older speci-
mens, i.e. those that achieved full maturity and that already gave offspring. 
Chicken meat was also used in nutrition, as well as local fish, primarily 
carp and catfish. The venison was more common in the second phase, 
comprising up to 5.5 % of the inhabitants’ nutrition (Марковић, 2018, pp. 
247–265; Baron & Marković, 2020, pp. 157–157, Tab. 1). Fish was likewise 
used in the nutrition of people in other parts of Illyricum. Archeologi-
cal testimonies show that fishing hooks and nets were used for fishing in 
large rivers, such as the Danube. To the existence of fishing nets testify 
the discovered needles for netting, as well as ceramic weights used to stop 
the net from floating (Špehar, P. 2010, pp. 114–115). The fish was caught 
in similar way in Justiniana Prima, although a trident for fishing was also 
discovered (Bavant & Ivanišević, 2019, p. 196, Pl. XLV/1649). The finds 
of fishing equipment are rare in highland settlements, except for Gradina 
on Jelica as a regional centre, where three fishing hooks for large fish were 
discovered. Since there are no large rivers in the vicinity, the inhabitants 
had to go fishing on the Western Morava, which was about 20 km away 
from the settlement (Милинковић, 2015, p. 275).

The inhabitants of the Northern Illyricum were engaged in various 
crafts, although less commonly. The most dominant was wood processing, 
necessary for acquiring building material and for the preparation of fire-
wood. The most common were the tools for the rough processing of wood, 
i.e. cutting down the tree and removing its bark, while the finds of tools 
intended for the final processing, such as drills, punches, and chisels, were 
much rarer. Very important aspects of the economy were wool and leather 
processing. Wool processing prevailed, which is in accordance to the sorts 
of farmed animals. A special type of activity was the production of bone 
and horn items, such as combs, knife handles, pouch shutters, spinwhor-
les, etc., which had an important role in the everyday life of the inhabitants 
of the Northern Illyricum during the 6th century. Although stone was used 
in the architecture of the time, it seems that in the final phase of the early 
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Byzantine government on this territory, quarries ceased to function. This is 
testified by the recycling, i.e. the secondary usage of existing architectural 
elements, as can be noticed in Justiniana Prima (Špehar, P., 2008b, Fig. 1).

Although we possess a significant amount of metal finds dated to 
this period, the workshops and moulds are relatively rarely archaeologi-
cally confirmed. The exceptions are Justiniana Prima, where moulds are 
discovered, as well as the workshops for metal processing within the city 
itself (Ivanišević, 2018), and also Gradina on Jelica where a workshop was 
detected (Милинковић, 2010, pp. 73–75). The decrease in the production 
of metal objects was tied to the difficulties in the provision of raw mate-
rial, wherefore broken iron and bronze objects were melted and reused 
(Ivanišević, 2012b, p. 768, Fig. 17). Rare archaeological testimonies of the 
metal processing suggest that the market for selling the metal objects was 
local, except for Justiniana Prima, which was the main craft center in this 
part of the Balkans. It is testified by the discovery of the workshop for 
secondary glass production (Ivanišević & Stamenković, 2010), wherefrom 
glass objects were distributed throughout Northern Illyricum. However, 
historical circumstances which led to the depopulation of the entire Cen-
tral Balkans did not spare the imperial endowment. At the very end of 
the functioning of Justiniana Prima, a drop in quality is noticed in pot-
tery production. Namely, Byzantine types of pots, made without a pottery 
wheel, were discovered (Ivanišević, 2012b, Fig. 4), which can be the con-
sequence of the fact that there were no master potters in the city anymore.

The Late Antiquity was a very turbulent period. People that moved 
away because of wars, pestilence, or natural disasters, buried their treasure 
in hope that they would return to their homes. The wealthier buried their 
jewelry or money, at least before the end of the 6th century, when mon-
etary circulation almost completely ceased to exist in this area (Špehar, 
P., 2010, p. 152, Graphicon 2). Still, for the poorer, the tools were their 
most valuable treasure. Although today we no longer consider iron to be 
a precious metal, one should bear in mind that its value in Late Antiq-
uity was far higher than it is today. Therefore, it is not surprising that the 
inhabitants of Northern Illyricum hid iron tools during the peril as their 
most precious and, often, their only treasure. The overall crisis that hit the 
epoch led to depopulation and thus to the impoverishment of these once 
rich mining areas. Archaeological finds clearly testify about the degree of 
the crisis of the economy, about the challenges people faced, as well as the 
ways they bridged them. Despite the efforts, at the beginning of the 7th 
century the Roman army withdrew from the limes, leaving the Danubian 
border undefended.

Translated by Olga Špehar
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Перица Н. Шпехар*

СЕВЕРНИ ИЛИРИК У КАСНОЈ АНТИЦИ: 
АРХЕОЛОШКА СВЕДОЧАНСТВА 

ЕКОНОМИЈЕ У КРИЗИ

Апстракт: Низ продора Хуна у севрни Илирик средином 5. века резултирао 
је пустошењима која су довела до привременог престанка функционисања 
царске административне и војне управе, као и кризе у економији. Она је пре 
свега била проузрокована престанком оганизоване експлоатације руда, као и 
одумирањем великих пољопривредних добара. Поновно успостављање цен-
трализоване управе било је отежано депопулацијом услед ратова и болести, 
као и последицама различитих природних катастрофа. Услед тога долази до 
рурализација градова, слабљења одбране лимеса, као и вертикалне мигра-
ције, која је подразумевала напуштање плодних равница и оснивање утврђе-
них села у вишим и теже приступачним зонама. На основу археолошких 
сведочанстава објашњене су промене у начину привређивања, које су пре 
свега подразумевале нови начин обраде земље и јачање улоге сточарства. 
Престанак функционисања villa rustica условио је прелазак на екстензивну 
пољопривреду на мањим обрадивим површинама, уз изузетак Јустинијане 
Приме у чијој околини су се највероватније налазиле веће обрадиве површи-
не, док хореум откривен у Горњем граду указује на организовано чување и 
расподелу жита. Већа употреба крампова и будака сведочи да се услед осни-
вања утврђених села на већој надморској висини обрађивала не баш плодна 
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земља помешана са каменом. Иако само спорадично констатоване двозубе 
мотике указују и на постојање виноградарства. На изразито развијено сто-
чарство осим клепетуша и коса указује и алат коришћен за обраду вуне и 
коже, као и масовна обрада костију и рога. Најчешће гајене врсте домаћих 
животиња су биле овце, козе, свиње и говече, као и кокошке, док су као хра-
на коришћене и риба и дивљач, али у мањој мери.
Занатске активности биле су усмерене на обраду дрвета коже, вуне, костију 
и рога, док је обрада метала знатно мање заступљена и то првенствено у 
урбаним центрима. Опадање производње предмета од метала било је 
скопчано са потешкоћама у обезбеђивању сировина, због чега су поломљени 
гвоздених и бронзаних предмета претапани, као што је констатовано у 
Јустинијани Прими, која је по свему судећи била главни занатски центар 
овог дела Царства. О овоме сведочи и радионица за секундарну производњу 
стакла, из које се највероватније стакленим предметима снабдевао читав 
простор северног Илирика.
Будући да је Царство током касноантичког периода прошло веома тешке 
тренутке, становништво које се исељавало похрањивало своје драгоцености 
у нади да ће се вратити на своја огњишта. За сиромашније алат је предста-
вљао највеће благо, будући да је његова вредност у касноантичком пери-
оду била далеко већа него данас. Стога не чуди да су становници северног 
Илирика гвоздене алатке сакривали услед непосредне опасности, као своје 
највеће, често и једино богатство.

Кључне речи: касна антика, северни Илирик, рановизантијски период, 
економија, вертикална миграција, оставе алата 
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THE STORY OF A VANISHED CREATURE:
EXTINCTION DYNAMICS

OF THE AUROCHS FROM THE TERRITORY
OF PRESENTDAY SERBIA

Abstract: This paper analyzes archaeozoological data on globally extinct wild 
cattle (Bos primigenius Bojanus 1827) from the Holocene sites in Serbia through 
time, giving support to the research of its extinction dynamics. It is suggested 
that aurochsen were rare creatures in past landscapes of Serbia. At the onset of 
the Holocene, with climate changes, their habitats expanded, while they were 
hunted the most during the Neolithic. Since the Eneolithic, the number of their 
occurrences significantly declined, probably as a consequence of indirect anthro-
pogenic influence. The fragmentary populations survived at least until the early 
Medieval period in Serbia.

Keywords: aurochs, Bos primigenius, Holocene, Serbia

Introduction

Some of the modern world crises are strongly related to the disruptions 
in the balance between humans and nature, as evidenced by, for example, a 
huge biodiversity loss, or “Earth’s sixth mass extinction” event (Barnosky et 
al., 2011). Albeit the problem is a contemporary phenomenon, the aware-
ness of the significance of studying the long history of interactions between 
humans and their environment for understanding and managing biodiver-
sity problems is growing (Faith & Lyman, 2019). Archaeozoologists, who 
explore the history of human-animal relationships via the study of direct 
remains of animals from archaeological sites, provide baselines for wildlife 
conservation strategies. They also study the timing and causes of animal 
extinctions in the past, which is relevant for the comprehension of the gen-
eral dynamics of biodiversity loss.
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The aurochs (Bos primigenius Bojanus 1827), a wild progenitor of do-
mestic cattle, is one of the most intriguing globally extinct large mammal 
species. In the past, they occupied extensive forests, marshes as well as 
wet forests (Vuure, 2005, pp. 232–259). The fascination with the size and 
strength of this animal is evidenced by the multitude of archaeological 
and historical data, while several recent attempts on reviving the animal 
(e.g. Stokstad, 2015) point to the creature’s enduring appeal. Although it 
is well known the last auroch died in 1627 in Poland (Vuure, 2005, and 
the references therein), the timing of the extinction in many European re-
gions is quite vague. Recent extensive works on the paleoecology and his-
tory of aurochsen (Vuure, 2005; Wright, 2016), as well as particular stud-
ies on the Holocene mammal extinctions (Németh et al., 2017), dealt with 
the timing of aurochs extinction in different European regions. As for the 
lack of any synthesized dataset from the territory of modern-day Serbia, 
this region is not on the agenda of those contributions. Therefore, there is 
a necessity to synthesize and discuss the remains of aurochsen from this 
region from a diachronic perspective. By bringing together archaeozoo-
logical data on aurochs’ occurrences throughout the Holocene, this paper 
aims to explore the extinction dynamics of the species in the territory of 
present-day Serbia.

Materials and Methods

For this study, published data on faunal assemblages from the Holo-
cene archaeological sites in Serbia containing remains of wild cattle are 
assembled. The archaeological sites wherefrom aurochs remains are re-
ported are grouped according to their regional zones and chronology. Re-
gionally, the sites are grouped into two main geographical zones of Serbia, 
the Great Pannonian plain (GPP), which refers to Vojvodina, and Central 
Serbia (CS), which refers to the Central Balkan region, i.e. the part of the 
country located to the south of the rivers Sava and Danube. The chrono-
logical attribution of faunal assemblages is based on relative chronology, 
and the data are assigned to the following periods: Mesolithic1 (MES), 
Early Neolithic (EN), Late Neolithic (LN), Eneolithic (ENE), Bronze Age 
(BA), Early Iron Age (EIA), Late Iron Age (LIA), Roman (ROM), Ear-
ly Byzantine (EBY), and Early Medieval (EM). In order to trace the dy-
namics of the aurochs’ extinction, the ratios of their remains are mutu-
ally compared between periods and regions. The species frequencies at 

1 This timeframe corresponds to the faunal assambladges from the Mesolithic and 
“transitional” sequences of open air sites located in the Danube Gorges.
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archaeological sites are not directly related to their biological populations 
but are the product of human preferences. However, as there are not any 
data that might point to the extinction dynamic other than bones from 
the sites, the research is based on the hypothesis that the general trends of 
wild cattle frequencies (increase/decrease) throughout time partly reflect 
their trends in original populations.

Aurochs in the Diachronic Perspective in Serbia

Aurochs remains were reported in 64 faunal assemblages originating 
from 51 Holocene archaeological sites in Serbia. The aurochsen frequen-
cies for every site and assemblage are given in Table 1, while the regional 
and chronological comparisons are given in Table 2 and Figure 2.

Table 1. Summary on Holocene sites in Serbia with aurochs finds
(* – the presence of aurochs is noted without quantification; ** – NISP is uknown)

No Site/Citation Region Period
% 

aurochs
NISP

(aurochs)
NISP

(mammals)

1 Donja Branjevina 
(Blažić, 2005)

GPP EN 1.90% 36 1926

2 Golokut (Блажић, 1984; 
Živaljević, 2017)

GPP EN 4.90% 64 1306

3 Ludaš Budžak
(Bökönyi, 1974)

GPP EN 1.31% 32 2450

4 Magareći mlin
(Stojanovski et al., 2020)

GPP EN 0.33% 2 603

5 Nosa (Bökönyi, 1974, 
1984)

GPP EN 14.02% 136 970

6 Feudvar (Becker, 1991) GPP BA 0.57% 23 4051

Feudvar (Becker, 1991) GPP EIA 0.59% 28 4759

7 Đepfeld – Doroslovo 
(Bökönyi, 1981)

GPP EIA 4.65% 14 301

8 Čarnok (Blažić, 1992) GPP LIA 0.35% ** **

9 Starčevo grad (Clason, 
1980)

GPP EN 3.20% 47 1450

10 At (Russell, 1993) GPP LN 12.50% ? 447
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No Site/Citation Region Period
% 

aurochs
NISP

(aurochs)
NISP

(mammals)

11 Opovo (Greenfield, 1986; 
Russel, 1993)

GPP LN 1.37% 178 12964

12 Židovar (Radmanović
et al., 2013)

GPP LIA * ** **

13 Gradište – Iđoš
(Molloy et al., 2020)

GPP BA 1.44% 4 277

14

Gomolava (Clason, 1979; 
Orton, 2008)

GPP LN 2.01% 118 5884

Gomolava (Blažić, 1988) GPP EIA 0.31% 4 1306

Gomolava (Blažić, 1992) GPP LIA 0.09% ** **

15 Kudoš, Šašinci
(Blažić, 2005)

GPP ENE 0.86% ** **

16 Žirovac, Ruma
(Blažić, 1995)

GPP ENE 2.08% ** **

17

Gradina on Bosut 
(Bökönyi, 1981)

GPP EIA 2.77% 9 325

Gradina on Bosut 
(Blažić, 1992)

GPP LIA 0.25% ** **

18 Kalakača (Bökönyi, 
1988a)

GPP EIA 0.56% 15 2664

19 Dumbovo (Bökönyi, 
1976)

GPP ROM 0.64% 4 623

20 Boljevci (Lazić, 1988) GPP LN 1.14% 5 437

21

Hajdučka Vodenica 
(Greenfield, 2008)

CS MES 2.44% 1 41

Hajdučka Vodenica 
(Greenfield, 2008)

CS EN 1.08% 2 185

22

Lepenski vir (Bökönyi 
1969, 1970; Dimitrijević 
2000, 2008; Borić & 
Dimitrijević, 2005)

CS MES 4.31% 27 627

Lepenski vir (Bökönyi, 
1969, 1970)

CS EN 8.91% 174 1953

23
Padina (Clason, 1980) CS MES 2.46% 28 1138

Padina (Clason, 1980) CS EN 1.25% 8 639



Th e Story of a Vanished Creature | 225

No Site/Citation Region Period
% 

aurochs
NISP

(aurochs)
NISP

(mammals)

24 Velesnica (Mikić, 1999) CS MES * ** **

25 Vlasac (Bökönyi, 1978) CS MES 0.60% 54 9275

26 Mihajlovac – Knjepište  
(Bökönyi, 1992)

CS EN 3.25% 83 2554

27 Pontes (Bartosiewicz, 
1996)

CS EM 1.67% 41 2462

28

Vinča-Belo Brdo (Bula-
tović, 2018; Dimitrijević, 
2006; Greenfield, 2014)

CS LN 1.21% 85 7019

Vinča-Belo Brdo 
(Greenfield, 2014)

CS BA 2.44% 34 1394

29 Žarkovo (Schwartz, 
1992)

CS LN 0.40% 1 249

30

Grabovac – Đurića 
vinogradi (Bulatović & 
Spasić, 2019)

CS EN 4.35% 3 69

Grabovac – Đurića 
vi nogradi (Bulatović & 
Spasić, 2019)

CS LN 1.85% 2 108

31

Petnica (Greenfield, 
1986; Orton, 2008)

CS LN 0.45% 19 4228

Petnica (Greenfield, 
1986)

CS ENE 0.40% 1 250

Petnica (Greenfield, 
1986)

CS BA 0.50% 1 200

32 Crkvine-Mali Borak 
(Blažić & Radmanović, 
2011)

CS LN 0.88% 14 1595

33 Bukovačka česma 
(Greenfield, 1994)

CS EN 1.50% 4 270

34 Drenovac (Dimitrijević, 
2021)

CS LN 0.08% 4 5149

35 Motel Slatina – Paraćin 
(Cvetković, 2004)

CS LN 1.20% 3 249

36 Blagotin (Greenfield & 
Greenfield, 2014)

CS EN 0.50% 44 8602
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No Site/Citation Region Period
% 

aurochs
NISP

(aurochs)
NISP

(mammals)

37

Divostin I (Bokonyi, 
1988b)

CS EN 4.00% 100 2401

Divostin II (Bokonyi, 
1988b)

CS LN 6.00% 627 10785

38 Stragari-Šljivik (Green-
field, 2017; Radovanović 
2020)

CS LN 2.70% 88 3259

39 Ljuljaci (Greenfield, 
1986)

CS BA 1.55% 27 1743

40 Belovode (Dimitrijević & 
Orton, forthcomming)

CS LN 0.34% 6 1780

41 Stubline (Bulatović, 
2018)

CS LN 0.64% 5 779

42 Livade (Greenfield, 
1986)

CS BA 0.20% 2 1033

43 Nad Klepečkom (Vuko-
vić & Marković, 2019)

CS BA 0.40% 1 287

44 Bubanj (Bökönyi, 1991) CS BA 0.38% 1 263

Bubanj (Bökönyi, 1991; 
Bulatović 2020)

CS ENE 0.84% 34 4031

45 Pločnik (Bulatović, 
2018)

CS LN 0.25% 9 3636

46 Pavlovac (Dimitrijević, 
2021)

CS LN 0.18% 15 8458

47 Vitkovačko polje 
(Bulatović, 2011)

CS LN 0.46% 2 439

48 Kale Krševica (Blažić, 
2005)

CS LIA 0.07% 3 4023

49 Niševac - Timacum 
Maius (Stojanović, 2013)

CS ROM 1.10% 2 181

50 Jerinin grad – Brangović 
(Kukić & Mladenović, 
2013)

CS EBY 0.21% 2 949

51 Caričin grad (Marković, 
2018)

CS EBY 0.04% 7 16350
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Unlike the finds of a large number of aurochs bones at some of the 
European sites since the Middle Pleistocene (Wright, 2016, and the refer-
ences therein), the finds of aurochs remains are extremely rare in Pleisto-
cene alluvial and cave deposits in Serbia (Dimitrijević, 1997, Dimitrijević 
personal comment). The global warming and humidity elevation at 
the onset of the Holocene brought about the expansion of the aurochs 
throughout the continent, and their bones in the Mesolithic deposits have 
been recovered in a wider area, but not in big numbers (Wright, 2016, p. 
3). Aurochsen are reported at almost every Mesolithic open-air settlement 

Figure 1. Holocene sites in Serbia with aurochs finds,
colored by chronological groupings. Numbers match Table 1.
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of fisher-hunter-gatherers located in the Danube Gorges, but their share is 
not large (0.6–4.31%). The highest incidence of aurochsen is reported at 
the site of Lepenski Vir (Bökönyi, 1969, 1970; Borić & Dimitrijević, 2005; 
Dimitrijević, 2000, 2008a). Among all the Mesolithic assemblages, red 
deer is by far the most common wildlife, while the relative proportions 
of wild cattle are usually even smaller than proportions of other common 
wild animals (wild boars, roe deer, brown bear, etc.).

Table 2. Number of published faunal reports (based on Bulatović & Stojanović, 
2013; Bulatović & Filopović, in press; Mladenović & Mladenović, 2020;

Radišić, 2020; Vuković, 2020) and sites with aurochs finds, and 
the relative proportions of aurochs by periods and geographical zone

The Great Pannonian Plain Central Serbia
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MES 0 0 / / / 6 5 0.6 4.3 2.45

EN 6 6 0.33 14.2 4.3 9 8 0.5 8.91 3.11

LN 4 4 1.14 12.5 4.26 15 14 0.08 6 1.19

ENE 5 2 0.86 2.08 1.47 10 2 0.4 0.84 0.62

BA 6 2 0.57 1.44 1.01 12 6 0.2 2.44 0.91

EIA 8 5 0.31 4.65 1.78 4 0 / / /

LIA 14 4 0.09 0.35 0.23 1 1 0.07 0.07 0.07

ROM 12 1 0.64 0.64 0.64 6 1 1.1 1.1 1.1

EBY 1 0 / / / 2 2 0.04 0.21 0.13

EM 6 0 / / / 1 1 1.67 1.67 1.67

The average ratios of aurochs in archaeological deposits increased 
after the Mesolithic, with the settling of farming societies in c. 6200 cal 
BC (Porčić et al., 2020). Aurochsen are reported at almost every Early 
Neolithic and Late Neolithic faunal assemblage in the region. In both re-
gions the aurochsen ratios reached their maximum in the Early Neolithic, 
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whereas in both periods, the frequencies were bigger in the Great Pan-
nonian Plain, probably as a consequence of different landscape settings. 
Their relative proportions in the majority of the Early Neolithic assem-
blages are less than 2%, and for several sites, they vary between 3% and 
5%. Nonetheless, two assemblages stand out with a pretty high percent-
age of aurochs remains, namely the site of Lepenski Vir (8.91%) (Bökönyi, 
1969, 1970) in the Danube Gorges, as well as the site of Nosa (14.02%) 
(Bökönyi, 1974; Bökönyi, 1984) in the Great Pannonian Plain. As both 
assemblages show the prevalence of wild mammals in relation to domes-
ticates, a higher share of the aurochsen is not surprising. Still, wild cattle 
are not the most common wildlife at those sites, and they come after the 
red deer and wild boar at the site of Lepenski Vir, and after the European 
wild ass (Equus hydruntinus) at the site of Nosa. The share of aurochsen in 
the Late Neolithic period ranges between 0.1 and 2.7% within the majority 
of the assemblages, while the share of 6% at the site of Divostin (Bökönyi, 
1988b) in Central Serbia and 12.5% at the site of At (Russell, 1993) in 
the Great Pannonian Plain seems to be exceptional. Interestingly enough, 
wild cattle are the most common wild species at the site of Divostin, 
while at the site of At their share is significantly smaller than the share of 
red deer. Both assemblages are dominated by domesticates, particularly 
domestic cattle. On the other hand, within the Late Neolithic sites that 
show the dominance of wildlife, such as Stragari – Šljivik (Greenfield, 
2017; Radovanović, 2020), Petnica (Greenfield, 1986; Orton, 2008), and 
Opovo (Greenfield, 1986; Russell, 1993), the red deer is a dominant spe-

Figure 2. Changes in relative proportions of aurochs (% of NISP)
throughout Holocene, by periods and geographical zone
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cies, whereas the small percentage of wild cattle is observed. The small 
relative proportion of aurochsen within wildlife-dominated sites, together 
with a strong correlation between wild and domestic cattle, observed by 
the analysis of the frequencies of different species in the Late Neolithic, 
led D. Orton (in press) to suggest the possibility that larger domestic cat-
tle might have been misidentified as aurochsen. However, as many faunal 
assemblages with larger frequencies of wild cattle have been analyzed by 
S. Bökönyi, who was very experienced in working with remains of au-
rochsen (e.g. Bökönyi, 1962, 1972), the possibility that other analysts, who 
probably distinguished bones of wild/domestic cattle mostly according 
to size without employing more sophisticated methods that S. Bökönyi 
might have used (Bökönyi, 1962; Bökönyi, 1974, pp. 107–109), missed 
some aurochsen, seems to be reasonable too. One plausible explanation 
for the more common occurrence of aurochsen within cattle-dominated 
assemblages is that cattle herders might have met aurochs more often, as 
aurochs used to use the same feeding grounds as domesticated cows (Vu-
ure, 2005). Undertaking the large-scale examination of biometrics of those 
animals from different sites and periods might help to resolve the problem 
of possible wild/domestic cattle (mis)identifications.

Within the Eneolithic, which started in the region c. 4500 cal. BC 
(Bulatović & Vander Linden, 2017), the relative proportion of sites with 
wild cattle remains significantly declines, while the ratio of their bones 
decreases in both regions, as their share within almost every assemblage 
is less than 1%, including the wildlife-dominated assemblage from the 
site of Petnica (Greenfield, 1986). The biggest share of wild cattle (2.08%) 
in the Eneolithic comes from the site of Žirovac, Ruma (Blažić, 1995)2. 
The decline of occurrences of wild cattle during the 5th millennium BC is 
also observable within some multilayered sites, such as the site of Petnica 
(Greenfield, 1986, p. 215) where a decline of the relative proportion of 
aurochs occurs throughout the Late Neolithic, while at the site of Bubanj 
(Bulatović, 2020, Tab. 4) a decline is observable after the Early Eneolithic. 
If this decline reflects the decrease in biological populations of this ani-
mal, this gives rise to the question what brought to the decline of their 
population during the 5th millennium BC. It is suggested that overhunt-
ing and ousting the aurochs from their feeding grounds by introducing 
domestic cattle brought to their decline and final extinction (Vuure, 2005, 
pp. 72–78). As no Neolithic/Eneolithic site revealed a considerable num-
ber of wild cattle bones, as in nearby Hungary, where specialized aurochs 
hunting in the Late Neolithic occurred (Bökönyi, 1974, p. 50), the sug-

2 It is worth mentioning that for this site NISP is not reported, but only ratios of 
identified animals in percents.
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gestion that the animals were overhunted is plausible only if really small 
populations of these animals occupied this region. Indirect anthropogenic 
factors, such as proposed ousting, as well as landscape changes, seem pos-
sible too. The human impact on Neolithic and Eneolithic landscapes, such 
as forest clearance, is well documented in the Balkans and the Great Pan-
nonian Plain (Chapman, 2018). However, more regional environmental 
data is needed to support the link between landscape changes and the de-
crease of the wild cattle bones at archaeological sites.

During the Bronze Age, similarly as in the Eneolithic, the number 
of sites with wild cattle bones is small, compared to the number of pub-
lished archaeozoological data. The frequencies of wild cattle continue to 
decrease, as they amount to mostly less than or around 0.5%, whereas they 
reach somewhat higher ratios at several sites. The highest ratio is observed 
at the site of Vinča – Belo brdo (Greenfield 2014). From the Early Iron 
Age faunal collections, the aurochs are reported only at sites in the Great 
Pannonian Plain. Their proportions stay modest (around 0.5%) at most 
of the sites, whereas they are unexpectedly high at the sites of Đepfeld at 
Doroslovo (4.65%) and Gradina on Bosut (2.77%) (Bökönyi, 1981). The 
observed increase of the average relative proportion of aurochs for this 
period is probably biased by the small sizes of faunal collections, and by 
inadequate bone collecting (Bökönyi, 1981, p. 106).

Although remains of domestic animals, especially cattle, mostly pre-
vail at the Late Iron Age sites, the frequencies of wild mammals within 
some of the sites, especially of red deer, testify that hunting was a signifi-
cant activity (Radišić, 2020). However, aurochs remains are reported from 
just a small number of published Late Iron Age assemblages, and their 
shares continue to decrease, as they vary between 0.07 and 0.35%. The 
number of Roman period sites with remains of aurochs is very small. Al-
though the average value for the proportions of aurochs is somewhat high-
er than in the Late Iron Age, this “increase” is probably biased by a small 
sample size from the site of Niševac (Stojanović, 2013). A modest number 
of the Late Iron Age and Roman period sites with wild cattle bones, to-
gether with the low proportion of their bones, is possibly related to their 
rare occurrences in the regional habitats. It is logical to suggest that the 
spreading of arable lands and deforestation during the periods in question 
brought to the further retreat and decline of aurochsen populations. Since 
the Early Byzantine period, wild cattle have been lacking from the Great 
Pannonian Plain, and they have been discovered within the fortification 
at the site of Jerinin Grad, Brangović (Kukić & Mladenović, 2013) (5th–6th 
c. AD), as well as within the settlement (dated between 578 and 615 AD) 
excavated at the site of Caričin Grad (Marković, 2018). Although the rela-
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tive proportion of the Early Byzantine sites with aurochs remains is high, 
it should be noted that the number of analyzed faunal collections is scarce.

Finally, the last aurochs remains from the region come from the 
Early Medieval settlement excavated at the site of Pontes in the Danube 
Gorges, which date back between the 9th and 12th century AD (Bartosie-
wicz, 1996). Considering the particularities of the landscape of the Dan-
ube Gorges hinterlands, even extant biodiversity hotspot, that consists 
of wet forests, a favorable habitat of wild cattle  (Vuure, 2005), and the 
last aurochs finds from this region, it is possible that some of the last 
populations of the animal survived in the forests of Eastern Serbia. The 
faunal analysis from other contemporaneous and later medieval sites 
(Mladenović & Mladenović, 2020) showed that mostly red deer, wild 
boars, and hares were hunted, with no more evidence of wild cattle exist-
ence written in bones. On the other hand, there are historic records from 
medieval Serbia that might be related to this animal. The Hagiography of 
St. Simeon, written by Stefan Nemanjić, which dates back to 1216 AD, 
mentions wild cows and bulls, which the Serbian Grand Prince Stefan 
Nemanja (St. Simeon) received as a present from the Hungarian king An-
drew II (Milisavac, 1970, p. 114). Later historic records from the 13th/14th 
century have mentions of toponyms that are generally considered to de-
rive from the Slavic name for this animal (tur), while current toponyms 
from Serbia, such as Turija, Turjane, Turica (Mladenović, in preparation, 
and the references  therein) if related to aurochsen, show that this van-
ished creature was remembered for a long time.

Conclusions

The compilation and analysis of aurochs’ occurrences in the Holo-
cene faunal assemblages from the territory of Serbia enabled the under-
standing of the aurochs’ presence and prevalence in the region. As for 
the generally small relative proportion of the aurochs compared to other 
wild mammals, it is concluded that the animal was rarely hunted in the 
region throughout its existence, and consequently, it might be suggested 
that small populations of aurochsen occupied the region of Serbia in the 
Holocene past. However, the observed differences in their relative pro-
portions throughout time and regions point to the specificities of their 
extinction dynamics. At the beginning of the Holocene, as a consequence 
of climate changes, and the prevalence of wet forests, a favorable habitat 
of the aurochsen, the species expanded in the region. They were most 
hunted during the Neolithic, albeit in smaller numbers than other wild-
life. Based on their common occurrence in the Mesolithic and Neolithic 
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assemblages, the suggestion is that the aurochs’ populations were more 
numerous during the Early and Middle Holocene in the region. Their 
more common and more intense presence in the Great Pannonian Plain 
than in Central Serbia during the Neolithic is probably related to land-
scape features. A significant decline in their population might be sug-
gested since the Eneolithic, i.e. the mid-5th millennium BC, while further 
decline is observed in the forthcoming periods. Finally, fragmentary pop-
ulations of the species survived at least until the Early Medieval period, 
which corresponds to the proposed extinction dates in nearby Hungary 
and Romania (Németh et al., 2017, and the references therein). The sug-
gestion is that the populations of aurochsen declined until their final ex-
tinction due to indirect anthropogenic pressure (ousting, deforestation, 
spreading of arable lands), while the data on overhunting of this animal 
is absent.

Albeit the study answered the questions related to the extinction 
dynamics of aurochs, it opened other important questions, relevant for 
the understanding of the paleoecology of the species. Therefore, the sug-
gestion for future research is to analyze the temporal changes in size and 
morphology of aurochsen, to better understand its ecology, as well as to 
contribute to wild/domestic cattle size groupings. A joint discussion of the 
observed extinction dynamics and other paleoenvironmental data, related 
to particular landscape features, might provide a better understanding of 
the extinction causes. Isotopic analysis of aurochsen remains would also 
be useful in understanding the intensity of the anthropogenic pressure on 
this animal.
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Апстракт: Рад се бави проучавањем динамике изумирања дивљег говечета 
(Bos primigenius Bojanus 1827) на територији Србије на основу анализе 
археозоолошких података  из периода холоцена. Претпостављено је да је 
дивље говече представљало ретку врсту, која је насељавала пејзаже Србије 
у прошлости. Почетком холоцена, када је дошло до климатских промена, 
хабитати ове врсте су проширени. Дивље говече највише је ловљено током 
неолита, док у енеолиту њихов број значајно опада, највероватније услед 
посредних утицаја човека. Мање популације ових животиња преживеле су у 
Србији најмање до раног средњег века.
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Staša Babić*

ARCHAEOLOGY IN TIMES OF CRISIS

I complete my tasks, one by one
I remove my masks, when I am done

One Fine Day, David Byrne & Brian Eno1

While writing the texts collected in this volume, the authors have 
been living through an extraordinary experience, coping with everyday 
tasks made more complex by the crisis we have been facing, and creating 
new habits necessary to navigate the new environment. Our movements 
through public spaces have been subject to constantly changing regula-
tions, announced in daily news. More often than not, we venture into these 
outings equipped by a new accessory – a face mask, constantly reminding 
us that our health is in danger. This protective gear comes in many forms, 
expressing our individual proclivities and tastes, and profoundly changing 
our perception of our own body, its surroundings, the social interactions 
we engage in, and the space we move through. This small piece of fabric 
has become a potent indicator of our present situation – the crisis caused 
by the pandemic (Schofield et al., 2021).

Although exceptional from our point of view, our present experience 
is far from unique, and the human history is replete with turbulent periods 
of crisis, profoundly disrupting the habitual order. These dramatic events, 
inevitably leaving material traces, have always commanded the special at-
tention of archaeologists, and were often marked as turning points and 
demarcations between distinct periods of relative stability (Chapter 6, 
Gošić). Along with other fields of inquiry dealing with the past, a frame-
work has been created and presented to the public, narrating the history 
of mankind as a continual path, interspersed with temporary setbacks – 
crises overcome by various means and strategies. From school textbooks 

* Full Professor, sbabic@f.bg.ac.rs
1 https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/05/14/one-fine-day-david-byrne-brooklyn-

youth-chorus-national-sawdust/
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to mass media, this catalogue of past crises constitutes a set of cautionary 
tales, alerting to the dangers that may befall us again. At the same time, 
past achievements act as a repository of templates, successful solutions 
that may inspire subsequent solutions. The plague that killed Pericles, the 
Black Death of the 14th century, the Spanish flu – most of these past events 
have been vaguely familiar to us before the winter of 2019/2020, but since 
we have been witnessing the current spread of the virus around the globe, 
these episodes have become much more relevant to our own modern ex-
perience. The aim of this collection is therefore to investigate some of the 
situations of crisis in the past from the archaeological perspective, in a 
search for insights that may help us to better understand and cope with 
the present one. At the same time, the papers demonstrate some of the 
vast possibilities of archaeological investigation to contribute to our un-
derstanding of the world we live in, as well as of the past societies whose 
material traces we study. This final chapter therefore aims to highlight the 
versatility of approaches and the resulting potential of archaeology to con-
tribute not only to an understanding of the past, but also of the present we 
live in, and the possibilities for future trajectories.

Identifying in the material record of the past a change induced by a 
drastic event of crisis may seem as a straightforward task. However, dis-
cerning archaeologically the manifestations and causes of a crisis, their 
interconnectedness, the scope of the change it induced, or the efficiency 
of the responding reactions, may require disentangling multiple strands 
of evidence, requiring diverse approaches. When balancing these diverse 
requirements, archaeologists often face the challenge of “working between 
the horns of a dilemma” (Chapman & Wylie, 2016, p. 15), generated by 
diverse properties of the material we work with. The very basic premise 
of our discipline is that some meaningful knowledge of the past can be 
produced by studying tangible evidence – objects produced and used by 
humans, or their impact on the environment. These material traces of the 
past are equally prone to observations founded in theories and methods 
of social and natural sciences, as well as humanities (Babić, 2015, 2018; 
Chapman & Wylie, 2016; Lucas, 2012).

For almost two centuries, archaeologists have been debating and re-
fining their epistemic tools in order to strike the balance between these 
research strategies, occasionally embarking on bitter disputes (Babić, 
2015). At least twice over the course of the history of the discipline, mas-
sive shifts in its basic premises have been announced, but to the present 
day an absolute consensus has not been reached across the archaeologi-
cal community about one single unified method that should be observed. 
Rather, archaeologists have remained “methodological omnivores”
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(Currie, 2018, pp. 25, 50, passim), adopting and adapting for their par-
ticular needs a diverse set of procedures, research strategies, as well as 
theoretical premises from various fields of inquiry, ranging from hard 
sciences to humanities. Consequently, material culture is observed in all 
its complexity, from its physical properties to its role in social and sym-
bolic domains of human lives. However, this diversity of archaeological 
approaches does not imply that the field is not regulated by epistemic 
norms necessary to achieve relevant knowledge (Babić, 2015, 2018). 
Quite the contrary, in order to generate valid results and meet the re-
sponsibility we have as specialists, we are obliged to scrupulously lay out 
our theoretical and methodological premises, as well as the reasons guid-
ing our particular choices. Disregarding this responsibility may lead to 
dangerous malpractice, blurring the line between academic research and 
pseudoscience, and ultimately undermining the trust of the general pub-
lic in archaeologists’ accounts of the past. This “crisis of confidence” in 
the discipline (Chapter 1, Palavestra) creates a public space  where severe 
abuses might occur: even a cursory survey of the history of archaeology 
(cf. Dí az Andreu, 2007) demonstrates that ideologically laden narratives 
of the past have been readily appropriated by radical political movements 
and harnessed to buttress concrete actions with grave consequences, as 
famously illustrated by the case of Gustaf Kossinna (Bandović, 2012).

From the last decades of the 20th century, archaeologists around the 
world have worked hard to address this disciplinary baggage and to re-
consider their role in the modern world. The recent surveys of the state 
of the field (Dawdy, 2009; Holtorf, 2009; Sabloff, 2009; Rosenzweig, 2020) 
emphasize the need to engage in contemporary problems and crises, and 
to make explicit the usefulness of relevant and responsible academic in-
quiry of the past for the present. Most illustrative is the example of climate 
change and human impact on the environment, encapsulated in the con-
cept of Anthropocene, already attracting the attention of the archaeologi-
cal community (e.g. Pétursdóttir, 2017; Solli et al., 2011). The complexity 
of the debate – whether a new geological term should be introduced to 
denote the period of the Earth history when humans have decisively influ-
enced its state and, if so, when it started – brings forth the issues archae-
ologists have always been dealing with: the interconnectedness between 
our species’ actions and the environment these actions are taking place 
in. Although the scientific estimates of the present imminent dangers are 
indeed alarming and unprecedented, humans have endured severe chal-
lenges of climate change on numerous occasions in the past. From the 
earliest Palaeolithic period, massive natural events, such as volcanic erup-
tions, influenced the climate and ecosystem over vast areas, compelling 
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human populations to change their subsistence strategies and settlement 
patterns (Chapter 2 – Dragosavac, Plavšić & Radović). Furthermore, even 
much less dramatic events, such as everyday activities of obtaining food 
and shelter and devising the most appropriate tool for the task (Chapter 
3, Petrović), or local and/or seasonal environmental variations, observ-
able during the Neolithic period (Chapter 5, Đuričić), required particular 
responses from human groups in order to overcome the resulting crisis. 
Social mechanisms, such as diversification, storage, and exchange, can be 
traced in the material record from the period, as well as the “hybridiza-
tion” of technologies among different groups, indicating porous social 
boundaries between them (Chapter 4, Vuković). It is worth emphasizing 
that, from the onset of human history, times of crisis were overcome by 
various practices of cooperation and mutual aid among individuals and 
groups.

Making inferences about the social norms guiding the behavior of the 
past, especially when approaching human groups that did not leave any 
narrative account of their own affairs, has always been one of the theo-
retical and methodological challenges faced by archaeologists. The need 
to work on the base of information gathered solely from material traces 
emphasizes the importance of hard-science methods, but the rapid devel-
opments in branches of archaeology informed by natural sciences, such as 
archaeozoology (Chapter 14, Vuković), are obviously beneficent regard-
less of the timeline. The “methodological omnivory” advocated by Adrian 
Currie (2018) indeed enables archaeologists to build upon the results of 
various specialized analyses and broaden the knowledge of the past, by 
working in “trading zones” (Galison, 2010) and engaging in interdisci-
plinary dialogue. These exchanges may create tensions between diverse 
disciplinary claims (Babić, 2018, 116 f.), since harmonizing the epistem-
ic norms of disparate research fields is indeed a difficult task, burdened 
with possibilities of misunderstandings and the mechanical adoption of 
simplified conclusions. However, the careful and attentive approach, not 
only to final results, but also to procedures and the particular logic of the 
disciplines involved in the interaction has resulted in many substantive 
advances (Chapman & Wylie 2016, 143 f.)

Archaeology’s rapport with the study of the past based upon written 
evidence has been one such complex interdisciplinary relation, often trou-
bled with the notion that historical evidence must take precedence over 
insight based upon material traces of past events, considered to be far less 
accurate. However, the theoretical advances in the discipline of history 
have brought about reconsiderations of the narratives recorded in and of 
the past, and opened up the possibility to think about the mutal reinforce-
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ment of archaeological and written evidence in a more dynamic way (cf. 
Babić, 2018, 63 f., 93 f.). Rather than to search for an absolutely unified re-
construction of the past, in which written sources are neatly supported by 
the archaeological record, it has been suggested that these two sets of data 
may relate to different segments of past realities. The archaeological record 
can convey information that habitually does not reach grand historical 
narratives, preserved in many texts, often linked to decisive turning points 
and crises that caused radical changes in the existing order. However, the 
ancient authors concentrated mainly upon exceptional events and indi-
viduals, while everyday activities of ordinary people in times of turmoil 
remained largely out of the scope of their accounts. Therefore, the Roman 
conquest (Chapter 8, Ljuština & Radišić), the introduction of Christianity 
into the Central Balkan lands (Chapter 11, Janković), or the collapse of 
the state economic and social order due to massive migrations during the 
Early Middle Ages (Chapter 13, Špehar), viewed through the lens of the 
materialization of these events, from simple ornaments or tools, to funer-
ary practices, bring us closer to understanding the lived experiences and 
strategies to overcome crises. The points of disagreement between the in-
terpretations based upon written and material evidence no longer need to 
be points of discontent, but rather opportunities for mutual reinforcement 
(Chapter 10, Vujović). The realities of human lives in times of crisis are 
never uniform for all. Diverse groups of a society perceive threats in vari-
ous ways, face different obstacles, devise different strategies to overcome 
them, constrained and/or enabled by their particular position, and leave 
different records of their experiences in dire times. Some produce offi-
cial narratives of the causes, effects, and outcomes of a crisis, some others 
are left to their own devices. All are potentially present in materialities of 
the moment, but their particular imprint may greatly vary (Kiddey, 2017). 
The insight into a particular situation based upon material evidence may 
thus diverge from testimonies framed in written record, not because one 
of them is more or less accurate than the other, but because they reflect 
different lived experiences, all equally valid for our understanding of the 
past (Babić, 2018, p. 93). Moreover, it may safely be claimed that intense 
crises of social and ideological order were occurring among the groups 
who never recorded their worldview in writing, but the changes they were 
experiencing must have been equally profound. In spite of the occasionally 
pessimistic assessments of the limits of archaeological inference, especially 
in the domain of ideas governing the social lives of humans (Chapman 
& Wylie 2016, p. 15), the discipline has made significant advances in this 
respect, more often than not entering yet another “trading zone” and ex-
changing knowledge with social anthropology (Chapter 7, Kuzmanović). 
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Furthermore, disciplines that do not habitually cooperate, such as classical 
studies and physical anthropology (Chapter 9, Krečković & Andrijašević), 
may find common grounds in the wider framework of archaeological in-
quiry, producing relevant results.

To conclude: by very virtue of its object of study, archaeology has 
been an interdisciplinary field of study from its very inception. Although 
it has been the source of tensions, both inside the discipline itself, and 
towards other areas of research, this plurality of possible tracks is increas-
ingly understood as a source of epistemic optimism (Currie, 2018; see also 
Chapman & Wylie, 2016; Lucas, 2012). The potential of archaeology to 
bridge the divide between natural and social sciences, as well as humani-
ties, makes it relevant not only in terms of the knowledge gener ated by 
its practitioners, but also in regard to wider epistemic debates (cf. Currie, 
2018).

Finally, the huge diachronic scope covered by the discipline makes it 
possible to monitor different pasts and their dynamic interplays (Chap-
ter 12, Milosavljević). While observing and disentangling the dense fabric 
of material traces of many past human actions, it may become tangible 
that our own experience is but one in the long series of overlapping and 
mutually shaping planes of past, present, and future (cf. Harrison, 2011). 
Crises have been a constant feature of human existence, ranging from the 
ones affecting huge numbers of people at the same time, to small-scale 
events, but nonetheless stressful for the individuals enduring them. The 
world that emerges after the turmoil is shaped by the choices people make 
while facing it. So, when we reach the point in which we have completed 
all the tasks put before us by the present crisis and take off our masks, the 
world we shall enter will be the one we have created by our responses to 
the global threat. The choices we make will be more prudent if informed 
by previous successes and failures. Archaeology can offer rich and varied 
insights both into the past and the present, enabling us to productively 
think of better futures.
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