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Studies

ANCIENT HISTORY

VEGETAL RITUAL OFFERINGS
FROM A LATE BRONZE AGE PIT
FROM VLAHA-PAD SITE, CLUJ
COUNTY, ROMANIA

Abstract: An amazing and extremely rare archaeological context discovered
at the Vlaha-Pad site located in the Transylvania area (Cluj County, Romania)
may be related to offerings in the Late Bronze Age. Radiocarbon calibrated
data indicates that the context ranges from 1612 to 1433 cal. BC. The context
is particularly important regarding the unearthing of a wood barrel full
of sprouted barley that can be associated with a ritual offering to Gods. In
addition to the wood barrel, several special vessels that are usually related to
ritual practices have been uncovered. The archaeological materials recovered
from within belong to the Wietenberg IV culture dated to the Late Bronze
Age. Our study focuses on the context with ritual deposition and the possible
hypotheses related to it.

Keywords: charred macro-remains, germinated seeds, Hordeum vulgare, Late
Bronze Age, ritual.

INTRODUCTION

n incredible and very rare archaeological context discovered at the
A] laha-Pad site in the Transylvania area (Cluj County, Romania) may
e related to vegetal ritual offerings in the Late Bronze Age. A pit
with a special inventory was discovered in a settlement from the Vlaha-Pad
during the rescue excavations in 2005. The pit contains typical Wietenberg
IV and Cehalut- Hajdubagos/Piscolt-type ceramic sherds, as well as whole
pots deposited near the wooden barrel filled with charred grain seeds.
To understand the complexity of the phenomenon that led to the votive
deposition of cereals, as well as the usefulness of ritual vessels in the pit,
we hypothesized that the deposition was made in appreciation to the Gods
or to capture their goodwill. Going further with the idea and attempting to
determine the motivation for the choice of barley species in this context, as
well as analysing some details thatled to analogies with similar ritual contexts,
we concluded that our discovery may be correlated to an offering related to
beer in prehistory. Consequently, the topic of this study is the interpretation
of feature 0384, which represents an emergent example of this kind."

THE SITE

The Vlaha-Pad site was intensively explored between August 2004 and
September 2007 during archaeological research prior to the development of
the Bors - Bragov highway.?

* GOGALTAN et alii 2011, 163-164; GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012, 105-106; NEMETH 2015, 88-89.
2 GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012, 105; NEMETH 2015, 12.
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Fig. 1. Vlaha-Pad. The site location (apud Nemeth, 2015, fig. 1).

The rescue excavations led to the identification of
traces of a Bronze Age settlement with artefacts attributed
to the Wietenberg culture, the Hajdubagos/Piscolt — Cehalut
group, Noua culture, and some Suciu de Sus influences,
such as a dwelling from the first Iron Age. Based on ceramic
material and metal objects, the prehistoric site can be dated
to Reinecke Br.D and HaA1 Central Europe.?

Extensive excavations at Vlaha-Pad, which covered
almost the entire surface of a prehistoric settlement, made
possible the complete reconstruction of the various stages of
development of the Late Bronze Age settlement and provided
important information about its internal organization.
Traces of at least two
horizons were revealed
during  the
earlier, belonging to the
Wietenberg -  Cehalut
cultural horizon, followed
by traces of a sporadic
inhabitation of the Noua
The

settlement

settlement

culture. Bronze
Age
superimposed partly on the
settlement of the first Iron
Age, the necropolis of the 6™
century AD. Consequently,
some structures were
later disturbed, and the
situation was aggravated
by agricultural work in later
decades.

was

The prehistoric
settlement from Vlaha-
Pad is located on the

second relatively long and
flat terrace of the Finigel
brook (altitude of 471.5
m around the site itself),
which crosses the locality
Vlaha (com. Savidisla) in

® GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012, 112; NEMETH 2015, 24.
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the west-east direction (Fig. 1). Racos spring, as it is called
by the locals, is a stream of the Somegul Mic. The settlement
dominates the landscape through an altitude difference
of approximately 40 m. At the southwestern limit of the
terrace, towards the border of Finigel, the hills mark the
eastern frame of the Apuseni Mountains (Padurea Mica,
with an altitude between 400 and 500 m). The eastern edge
of the Vlaha-Pad place is located approximately 300 m west
of the point at which the Fenegu stream joins the Racos
spring, the latter flowing from the Valigoara village.*

It is noteworthy that the land experiences excess
moisture in the rainy season, with water flowing from the
adjacent hill. The micro zone, located at the northern edge
of the valley of the Hasdatele depression, is in the direction
of a relatively important connection between the upper
basin of the Somesul Mic and the lower segment of the
Ariegului Valley.

In a micro-regional framework, the archaeological
site Vlaha-Pad is part of the Savadisla Depression, contiguous
to the southwest of the Big Mountain and West Mountains
Gilau. The two massifs extend to the left of the Somes Rece
and to the Arieg valley, with smooth surfaces and a maximum
altitude of 1,826 m at the top of Muntele Mare.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT

The pit that is the object of our investigation was
discovered in the Late Bronze Age settlement from the
Vlaha Pad during the rescue excavations in 2005. It contains
typical Wietenberg IV and Cehilut-Hajdubagos/Piscolt-

Fig. 2. Archaeological complex 0384. The pit with vessels from inside (Photo F. Gogaltan).

4 GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012; NEMETH 2015.
5> GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012, 106; NEMETH 2015, 7.



Complex Cx 0384 was
outlined in surface I, square
no. 53 next to the T356
stake at a depth of -2 cm in
the form of a circular spot
of relatively large brown-
grey colour, containing an
accumulation of coal, adobe,
and few ceramic fragments.®

After unearthing, the
pit was found to have initially
been bell-shaped or vaulted,
characterised by a circular
opening with a diameter of
approximately 150 cm and
walls that widened towards
the right bottom, dug in the
sterile yellow soil to a depth
of -80 cm (Fig. 2). During
the works, accumulations
of archaeological materials
at different depths/levels
were identified, separated
somewhat by a thin layer of
Fig. 3. Archaeological complex 0384 during the sampling process (Photo F. Gogaltan). earth pigmented with coal
and charred grains, with
much less archaeological
material’ (Fig. 3).

The first level of
material accumulation was
identified at approximately
20-30 cm, indicated by
smaller pieces of burnt clay,
coal, and large fragments
of decorated vessels in

a somewhat horizontal
position, which appeared
to have been intentionally
deposited.

At depths of
approximately -20 cm and
-30 am, two miniature
chairs were discovered with
backrests and four legs,
which had been modelled
from clay. At a depth of -35
cm, many fragments of solder
appeared in the filling, which
were decorative elements
on a large construction
or arrangement that were

fl:ﬁo?o ?ré}cl)ageaﬁgrgl;cal complex 0384. The layer of charred seeds from the bottom of the wood barrel strongly burned. The number

of charred grains increased

type ceramic sherds, as well as whole pots deposited near
a wooden recipient full of carbonised grain seeds. The
presence of foreign cultural elements in the Wietenberg
environment and its connections with the surrounding

5 GOGALTAN et alii 2011, 163-164; GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012, 105-106;
. i NEMETH 2015, 88-89.
communities determine aspects of the Late Bronze Age 7 GOGALTAN et alii 2011, 168-169; GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012, 109-110;
cultural background in Transylvania. NEMETH 2015, 88-89.
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At a depth of
approximately -50 cm to
-60 cm, the accumulation
of a large quantity of
charred grains was found in
the centre of the complex
(Fig. 4). At its north-
eastern limit, carbonised
traces were identified in
a semicircle of a braid
of an organic material,
which later turned out to
be the wall of the wooden
container discovered at
a depth of -60 cm. Large
amounts of charred seeds
were found both in this
“basket/barrel” and under
it® (Fig. 5).

The  observations
made during the
excavations indicated that
the wall of this container
was most likely made of
Fig. 5. Archaeological complex 0384. View on the bottom and lateral part of the wood barrel (Photo F. wickerwork, the bottom
Gogaltan). of which had a diameter of
approximately 60 cm at the
base and an initial height
of approximately 30-40
cm (Fig. 6). Four vessels
were placed at a depth of
approximately 70-80 cm
near the bottom of the
barrel. A large bowl and a
vessel, the foot of which
was upside down, lined the
container. An upside-down
cup was discovered in the
bowl. Next, a small vessel
of coarse workmanship, a
cup, a flint blade, and a clay
spindle were found.*

This pit was
initially dug and arranged
for storage, and after
abandonment it was
reused for the deposition
of the special inventory
mentioned above.'

Fig. 6. Archaeological complex 0384. The bottom of the wood barrel (view from above) (Photo E. Gogaltan).

considerably at this level, accumulating on the western and
southern sides of the pit.®

9 GOGALTAN et alii 2011, 168-169; GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012, 109-110;
NEMETH 2015, 88-89.
1 GOGALTAN et alii 2011, 168-169; GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012, 109-110;
NEMETH 2015, 88-89.
' GOGALTAN et qalii 2011, 168-169; GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012, 109-110;
NEMETH 2015, 88-89.

8 GOGALTAN et alii 2011, 168-169; GOGALTAN/NAGY 2012, 109-110;
NEMETH 2015, 88-89.
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MATERIAL AND METHOD OxCal v4.2.4 Bronk Ramsey (2013); r:5; IntCal13 atmospheric curve (Reimer et al 2013)
C14 data i Vlaha-Pad R_Date(3236,41)
The inventory of the studied feature - 95.4% probability
belongs to the Wietenberg-Hajdubagos/ 3400F 1612 (95.4%) 1433calBC

Pigcolt-Cehalut culture discoveries. The
results of radiocarbon dating on a few seeds
from feature 0384 (AMS Lab Code: DeA- L
5152) suggested an age of approximately 3200
3236 + 41 BP (in 20 ranges: 1612-1433 L
cal BC with 95.4% probability) (Fig. 7) in
Reinecke’s Central European BrD.™ i

Two plastic bags filled with charred 3000¢
macro remains were entirely recovered i
from Cx 0384 and sampled. After a sorting
operation was conducted, the weight of the
sample containing the pure carbonised
macro-residues was 1,418 g (approximately
4,726 caryopsis). Numerical analysis was
based on the number of plants remains
derived from the number of entire remains
added to half of the fragments.

2800 ' '

| | | | | |
1800 1700 1600 1500 1400 1300
Calibrated date (calBC)

Fig. 7. Calibrated radiocarbon date from Vlaha-Pad, Feature 0384 (apud Gogaltan and
The charred macroremains were Nemeth).

sorted under a magnifying lamp and

identified using a binocular microscope,

both by comparison with a modern

reference collection and with the aid of

relevant identification literature.’® We also

used the Digital Atlas of Economic Plants in

Archaeology. The nomenclature used in this

article is based on Zohary and Hopf (1988)

and Flora Roméaniei (Romanian Flora I-XII).

AN N NY
- 000600 F

Morphological analysis of cereal
caryopsis revealed that they belong to the
species Hordeum vulgare' (Fig. 8. a front
view, b. back view).

Upon closer examination, we
found that most of the charred seeds had
germinated traces, and some were still
wrapped in straw (Fig. 8, c. amorphous
charred seeds). Evidence of germination
was found based on morphological
characteristics: it was visible through
the development of beetles (germ) in the
embryo and through grooves on the dorsal
side of the seed. Some grains still had straw.
Germinated seed deposits are quite rare
in archaeological contexts, which makes
this discovery from Vlaha-Pad of great
interest to both the archaeological and the
archaeobotanical communities. Of course,
the question arises regarding whether the
seed germination was accidental. This is 1 2 2 4 5cm
a possibility when germinated seeds are FEREEEREER RN R R
discovered in humid conditions (wet soil,
crops from rainy summers, dried in ovens, Fig. 8. Seeds of Hordeum vulgare (Photo B. Ciuta).

2. GOGALTAN 2014, 35-38.

3 ZOHARY/HOPF 1988.
1 ROS et alii 2014, 568-569.

etc.), but in this case, the evidence is obvious (the context is
relevant through ritual deposition).
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DISCUSSION

A similar feature was discovered and investigated by
Bejinariu Ioan and Ciuta Beatrice in the settlement Simleul
Silvaniei- Observator attributed to the Hajdubagos / Pigcolt
- Cehalut group.” Inside the archaeological complex Gr
G27 / 2010, the pit, which was cylindrical in shape with a
diameter of 130 cm and a depth of -90 cm, exposed a rich
inventory. The seeds were deposited at the bottom of the pit
in a thick 10 cm layer, and fragments of pots were thrown
over it, many of which had previously been broken. Similar to
the situation faced in the case of complex 0384, the ceramic
inventory of the pit was composed mainly of integrable
vessels (cups, bowls, and pots) that were made of a high-
quality paste, were well-burned, had polished surfaces, and
were richly decorated.'®

Rich archaeological material was discovered in both
complexes from Vlaha and Simleul Silvaniei. The special/
ritual character of these complexes was confirmed by their
unusual inventory. Wood barrel 0384 filled with grain
together with the vessels deposited around it was purified by
fire, resulting in the burning of the organic material. The pit
was then filled with “sacred waste” made from ritual vessels.
We may assume that the inventory of this pit is related to
fertility cults.' Therefore, the question arises: Is the discovery
of germinated barley from Vlaha-Pad correlated with beer
consumption?

In search of explanations regarding the intention of
the depositions from the archaeological context Cx 0384,
we considered that the theory of a ritual offering seems the
most plausible. Following this idea, we gathered analogies
that support our hypothesis. We hypothesised that the ritual
offering of germinated seeds of Hordeum sp. has a ritual
purpose. Similar contexts in the Bronze Age were found
to have a ritual destination. The wood barrel filled with
barley grains together with special vessels suggests a god/
ritual offering.'® The archaeobotany specialist Hans P. Stika
highlighted® the perishability of wooden containers from
the prehistory of Europe, which makes their discovery very
rare. In the present case, the deliberate burning of the barrel
led to its preservation as well as that of its contents.

CONCLUSION

We found several similar discoveries in archaeological
contexts from the Bronze Age of Romania and Europe. There
is a similar discovery in the tumulus from Susani (Timis
County).? The discoveries from the tumulus at Susani (Timis
County), especially the so-called “group 6” and “group 7” raised
interesting discussions concerning this kind of findings. The
group marked by the authors with the number 6 consisted
of a big bowl containing burnt grains and surrounded by 66
small cups. They were grouped in 6 different units, placed
one inside the other, upside down or sideways. To the west

5 CIUTA/BEJINARIU 2012, 155-167.
16 CIUTA/BEJINARIU, 2012, 156.

7 CIUTA/BEJINARIU, 2012,157.

8 GOGALTAN 2014, 41.

1 STIKKA 2011, 57.

2 GOGALTAN 2014, 42.

920

another 13 bowls and a small cup were found. The grains
were burned in a very strong fire that turned the soil reddish
and blackish at a depth of up to 10 cm. Both the big plate and
the cups had traces of secondary burning. Most of the vessels
were complete. The group 7 was discovered in 1965 by Ioan
Stratan during the first excavation campaign from Susani. It
contains four big biconical vessels oriented east-west. These
vessels contained another 22 fragmentary cups, out of which
only three could be restored. The first interpretation of these
pottery offerings was related to a funerary banquet.?*

There are many analogies related to the production
and consumption of beer in prehistory, so the present
discovery can be associated with this hypothesis. We list a
few below.

- Lazuri Satu Mare (north of Romania)? Bronze Age,
located in the same area as the Simleul Silvaniei and Vlaha
sites.

- Archondiko (Valamoti, 2018) (north of Greece);
Argissa® (eastern part of Greece), Bronze Age.

- Ada Tepe, Turkey.*
- Emar, Syria.®

- Hochdorf (Germany), early Iron Age (Celtic
settlement): of germinated
discovered.?

Thousands seeds were

- Uppakra (Sweden), Iron Age (ovens for drying
germinated seeds/germinated seeds).”’

- Osterbglle (Denmark), Iron Age.

It is very plausible that the artefacts and germinated
barley of Cx 0384 are closely related to a ritual offering
to the gods that was associated with the production and
consumption of beer at that time.?® Also, the vessels
discovered together with the barrel full of germinated seeds
areincluded in the category of vessels with ritual destination.
In addition to the vessels, there is also the ritual deposition
of the 2 chairs with backrests, but also of the spindle, which
we find most often in such depositions in the Late Bronze
Age, but also in later contexts.

Considering the barrel in which the germinated grain
offering was intentionally placed and the ritual vessels, which
were all deposited into a pit that was later set on fire, the
purpose is obvious. The pit might have a ritual destination,
and the deposition has a votive character. All this may have
been done to thank the gods worshipped by the community
that lived in the Vigha area in the Late Bronze Age. As
mentioned previously, germinated seed deposits are quite
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rare in archaeological contexts, which makes this discovery
from Vlaha-Pad of great interest to both the archaeological
and archaeobotanical communities. The bottom of the barrel
was preserved due to the deliberate burning of the pit. Such
cases are extremely rare in the prehistory of Europe.
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