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The Early Iron Age in the 
southern Carpathian Basin
The crossroads of identity
Hrvoje Potrebica & Andrijana Pravidur

INTRODUCTION

As archaeology deals with human communities and their culture in principle, the first 
problem in any archaeological debate is how to define those communities. For historical 
periods, archaeologists tend to apply designations borrowed from the ancient sources (e.g. 
the Romans, Greeks, Vikings, Huns). Historical entities are even distinguished in smaller 
subgroups with specific identities (e.g. Goths and Vandals are Germans, and Russians 
and Croats are Slavs). Nevertheless, we do not possess similar information for prehistoric 
communities; they can be defined at several levels (e.g. Germans – Goths, Slavs – Croats). 
What creates most problems is the definition of prehistoric communities at all levels. In the 
absence of historical names, we assign them constructs that we claim to be objective because 
they are based on material culture and/or other aspects of the life of these communities that 
we can identify with archaeological methods. Although we use terms such as archaeological 
cultures, often the concept behind it is very little different from that used for historical 
communities. In the history of archaeology (and in many cases even today) the identity 
of prehistoric archaeological communities has often, consciously or unconsciously, been 
equated with ethnicity.

THE PROBLEM OF ETHNICITY IN PREHISTORIC ARCHAEOLOGY

Just equating the concept of identity of prehistoric communities with the concept of 
ethnicity is questionable, especially in light of the fact that both concepts have been the 
subject of much debate and controversy in recent decades. Generally, in archaeology, 
ethnicity is very often understood as a concept that is self-explanatory, although in most 
papers that refer to ethnicity it seems that the authors do not have a clear idea of what 
they mean by that term. The term itself is derived from the Greek word ethnos, which in 
the broadest sense describes a community of people of the same origin. Although there 
are many different definitions of ethnicity in the general sense, we can say that it is the 
identity of a group based on the specific cultural elements shared by that group; these may 
include some clearly identifiable elements such as material culture, architecture, art and 
style, funeral customs and religion or language and script. Some of the elements that define 
ethnicity are more rare or archaeologically less visible, such as costume, customs and daily 
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life in the community, social institutions and family relationships, music, names, or food. In 
any case, it is a unique set of cultural characteristics that are considered universally present 
in the social life of a particular human community and which clearly set it apart from other 
communities. In short, ethnicity is a criterion for a conceptual shift from a ‘population’ 
that is perceived more as a quantitative category in a given space, to an ethnic community 
that is a unique cultural entity independent of quantitative criteria. Ethnic identity usually 
means shared historical experiences and memories, myths of common descent, a common 
culture and a link with a historic territory or a homeland, which the group may or may 
not currently inhabit (Fernández-Götz 2019: 88–91; Reher & Fernández-Götz 2015: 401–2; 
Smith 1986: 32; 1991: 14). The ethnic group thus defined will have a strong sense of unique 
and shared identity, as well as a very strong interconnectedness and self-awareness, which 
is often reflected in the name by which such a group is called. For ethnic groups, material 
and visible expressions of identity are extraordinarily important because they give them 
a sense of unity, while clearly separating them from other groups that do not share those 
characteristics. However, one should not forget the less tangible elements, such as different 
beliefs and social values that strongly associate and differentiate the group members from 
those who do not share those values. 

In archaeology, ethnicity began to be explored at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries 
in Germany, when archaeologists turned to the search for their German ancestry and 
ancestors in times of social unrest. The central name of that period was Gustaf Kossinna 
(1911), who developed a cultural theory known as ‘Settlement Archaeology’. The basic idea 
was that a material culture organised by style and space in which it is located can serve to 
identify past cultures, races and ethnicities, or to distinguish them from other groups of 
people, both in space and time. This approach implied that the mapping of such defined 
sets of material culture could also trace the movements of ethnic groups throughout history 
to this day. In this way, ‘Settlement Archaeology’ also sought to establish a link between 
present and past ethnic groups. Nazi ideology soon made full use of this theoretical concept 
arguing that current groups have the right to claim the space occupied by their supposed 
ancestors. In addition to spatial claims, supposed links with archaeological ethnic groups, 
served as the basis for the development of the concept of an Aryan superior race whose past 
traces should, among other things, establish the historical importance of modern Germans. 
However, it would be wrong to view Kossinna’s work as purely ideological propaganda 
because he used a very modern approach to archaeological science followed by many 
scholars of the time. Among others icons of prehistoric archaeology, Vere Gordon Childe 
advocated a theory of Culture History that accepted Kossinna’s view of the connection 
between spatially defined sets of material culture and archaeological ‘cultures’, that 
is, ethnic communities. Childe himself considered culture to be a social heritage that is 
appropriate to a community that shares common traditions, institutions, and lifestyles: 
“[i]t is, then, a people to which the culture of an archaeologist must correspond. If ethnic 
be the adjective for people, we may say that prehistoric archaeology has a good hope of 
establishing an ethnic history of Europe…” (Childe 1933: 199). Using these general 
principles, archaeologists formerly defined past human communities as ethnic entities. 
One thing that has changed in the scientific discourse is that ethnic communities have 
been replaced by the concept of ‘culture carriers’, which was especially present in the 
study of earlier prehistoric periods. In a simplified way, it equates ceramic technologies 
and styles of decoration with human communities in all their complexity. However, the 
categorisation of material culture is the product of modern archaeological taxonomy, which 
has nothing in common with the worldview of the ancient communities we describe. This 
underlines the fact that archaeologists have often given ethnic names to material culture or 
funerary customs rather than to real human communities. Can material culture be linked 
to ethnicity at all, or is it the way archaeologists project their own perceptions of ethnicity 
onto prehistoric communities? Or are they simply trying to attach historical legitimacy 
to scientific taxonomy, which is by definition a modern construct in both quantitative and 
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interpretative terms? By analysing the conditions needed to equate material culture with 
archaeological culture, Shennan (1989: 5–6) came to the conclusion that archaeological 
cultures are exactly what their name says – constructions made by archaeologists based 
on their individual paradigms. This leads to the conclusion that these cultures and peoples 
actually exist only in the minds of archaeologists and cannot be considered as real historical 
actors if they are not described in historical sources. Fernández-Götz (2014: 21; see also 
Reher & Fernández-Götz 2015: 402–3) takes a less radical approach, stating that material 
culture is not a marker of ethnic identity but it can, in certain aspects, be linked to it. In any 
case, the link between material culture and ethnicity is not linear but multifaceted. In the 
Later Iron Age we also have to consider the relation between material culture and political 
identity when we discuss ethnicity (Fernández-Götz 2016: 22–3).

Modern archaeology significantly changed this perspective. The Processual view 
somehow circumvented issues of ethnicity by concentrating more on functionality as the 
basic paradigm of material culture. Consistent with the view that the functional elements 
of material culture cannot reflect cultural or ethnic identities, non-functional stylistic 
characteristics are considered potential determinants of ethnicity or culture (Jones 1997: 
27) and this idea is largely present in today’s discussions of ethnicity. Postprocessual 
theorists have described ethnicity as a social function and part of the social process of 
the human community. Ethnicity was seen as an active part of the social identity of a 
community that had to maintain cultural boundaries to differentiate itself from others. 
In this way, ethnicity and culture, together with economics, religion or politics, become 
part of the social life of the community, so the focus of studying ethnicity in archaeology 
is transferred to the attempt to understand the role of ethnicity in political and economic 
processes (Jones 1997: 28). All of this has led to an even greater individuality of approach 
by archaeologists and anthropologists in the definition of ethnicity. Definitions have varied 
from the very general, such as that of Barth (1969: 13) who claims that ethnicity is created 
through a combination of self-prescription and ascription by others to that of Jones (1997: 
xiii), who defines ethnicity as “[a]ll those social and psychological phenomena associated 
with a culturally constructed group identity…”. 

In a methodological sense, there is a fundamental dualism in the approach to the study 
of ethnicity. An objective view takes an etic perspective, that is, from the perspective of 
the researcher, while a subjective view sees ethnicity from an emic perspective, trying to 
emulate the point of view of the past community (Jones 1997: 57). In addition, not only do 
definitions of ethnicity differ, but views on the process of the emergence of ethnicity and 
the mechanism of change in ethnic identity also differ significantly. The simplest and very 
common view is the primordialist approach, according to which ethnicity is the consequence 
of biological heritage, that is, blood kinship and/or long-lasting cultural specificity related to 
language, religion, territory and traditional culture that sets one group apart from others. 
According to this approach, ethnicity is a fixed and invariable characteristic of communities 
and individuals. However, this approach does not explain the emergence of ethnic identity 
itself, which can be the result of relatively short-lived association, or inherent from long-
lived historical communities that have a distinct biological background. There is also no 
explanation for changes in ethnic identity that are sometimes visible in the archaeological 
record. The most obvious examples are probably changes of material culture, subsistence 
strategies, and settlement patterns followed by changes of social structure at the end of the 
Early Iron Age. Later Romanisation, besides all mentioned parameters, also documents 
changes in name formulas. Of, course, this largely depends on how you define the ethnic 
identity of prehistoric groups and what are the indicators of that identity. If we consider that 
the only true ethnic identity is self-defined by the community in question – then there is no 
archaeological method to determine ethnic identity or at least changes in it. If we take as 
relevant the perception of the group in question by others, then we have to determine what 
elements of their external appearance are significant markers of ethnic identity. On the 
other hand, the instrumentalist approach views ethnicity as a tool used by individuals and 
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groups to unite and organise themselves into larger communities that can achieve greater 
goals. Consequently, ethnicity in this case would be the choice of the individual, largely 
independent of cultural or biological background, which would practically reduce ethnicity 
to the level of political determination. The third approach, known as social constructivism 
criticises the above approach and considers that ethnicity arises through social relations 
between individuals and groups within the community. Thus, it is rooted in the society 
and outside the sphere of personal choice. However, it can change, if social circumstances 
change. In this approach, ethnicity is not fixed, but is not a completely open category.

THE SOUTHERN CARPATHIAN BASIN

In this paper, we will focus on the communities geographically located in the south of the 
Carpathian Basin between the southeastern Alps to the west, the Balkan mountains to the 
south, and the Danube to the north and east. In the traditional cultural perception, this area 
would include some of the communities of the Eastern Hallstatt Circle, the Japodi Group 
and the Iron Age culture of northern Bosnia, which is described in the literature as the Donja 
Dolina - Sanski Most Group. In the prehistoric archaeology of southeast Europe in general, 
material culture was identified with certain communities, which were then associated 
with ethnic groups from historical sources and even with contemporary ethnicities. It 
also includes the southern part of the Carpathian Basin, which will be discussed here in 
more detail. In research in this area, the old cultural-historical approach remained in use, 
especially for the Iron Age. Archaeological ethnic groups were defined through material 
culture distribution patterns in specific areas. Although the names of ‘cultural groups’ have 
nominally sought to move away from ethnic groups and define these communities solely 
based on ‘objective criteria’ of material culture and/or funerary customs, it is clear that 
little has changed even at the level of taxonomy. Some cultural groups have been given the 
names of ethnic communities mentioned by later historical sources because of their spatial 
distribution, whilst others have been defined after type sites for the group, or have names 
derived from modern geographical places or provincial names (Fig. 1). It is the names of 
these groups that largely reflect the cultural and interpretative concepts behind them.

The Japodi

The Japodi Group is the only group in the area under consideration that bears a ‘historical’ 
name. The Japodi ethnic group was first mentioned in the 2nd century BC in the context 
of military operations and conflict with Rome, although it has been suggested that 
Hecateus of Miletus referred to the Japodi as early as the 6th century BC (according to the 
information provided by Stephanus of Byzantium in his work Ethnica from the 6th century 
AD). Olujić (2007: 14), in his work on the history of the Japodi, pays much attention to the 
ethnic determination of this “nation” as he defines them. This is due to the fact that the 
Japodi have been the subject of a lengthy and still open debate on Illyrian ethnicity in the 
Balkans. At this point, it would be pointless to discuss the hundreds of papers that have been 
devoted to this topic throughout the 20th century and the first decades of the 21st century. 
However, it is certainly worth highlighting the two symposia held in Sarajevo in 1964 and 
1967 (Benac 1964; 1967) which highlighted a very early argumentative critique and final 
abandonment of pan-Illyrian theories. Another milestone is also the chapter by Benac 
(1987) in The Prehistory of Yugoslav Lands V. The most recent and significant contribution to 
the understanding of Illyrian ethnicity has been published by Džino (2014). In an extensive 
chapter on the ethnogenesis of the Japodi, Olujić (2007) deals mainly with the archaeology 
of this area, attempting to argue for the long-term continuity of the community residing 
in the historical area of the Japodi. In addition to material culture, he observes spatial 
diachronic population dynamics, and considers population growth as a cohesive factor in 
ethnogenesis (Olujić 2007: 41–51). It is interesting to note that Strabo (6.6.10) describes 
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the Japodi as a mixture of Illyrians and Celts, although he does not provide an argument for 
this claim. Thanks to many years of archaeological research in the area, we know that the 
material culture of the Japodi (Fig. 2) is quite different from the material culture of areas 
that will be defined as Illyrian; some similarities are recorded with the Liburnians. Even the 
Romans consider the Japodi to be something different from the Illyrians especially in terms 
of language, customs and social structure. In later chronological phases when La Tène 
influence affects this area we can see that the Japodi are using new features of material 
culture as functional elements in their specific and recognisable style. Therefore, we can 
completely reject the idea of the Japodi as a mixture of two well-defined ethnic identities. 

Material culture tells us of a distinct developmental continuity in terms of the costume 
and style of the community living in the area, which has been documented in the undisrupted 
continuity of necropolises (e.g. Kompolje: Drechsler-Bižić, 1961; 1966) from the Late Bronze 
Age to the end of the Iron Age. This continuity, combined with the presence of biritual 
burials, was used by Drechsler-Bižić to claim that the Japodi formed in the Late Bronze Age 
as a mixture of a strong domestic ethnic substratum (characterised by inhumation burials 
in a prone position on the back) and an ethnic element coming from the Pannonian region, 

Fig, 1 Map of cultural groups of the Eastern Hallstatt Circle and Bosnia and Herzegovina
illustration by M. Bešlagić
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related to the Urnfield 
culture (with characteristic 
cremation burials). It is 
interesting that despite 
Olujić defining the Japodi 
as a nation, the chapter 
in which he describes 
their material culture 
from the Bronze Age to 
the establishment of the 
Roman rule is titled Japodi 
Iron Age Cultural Group. 
The spatial distribution 
of Japodian communities 
gives a somewhat different 
picture. The geographically 
very diverse area of high 
mountains and karst poljes 
is certainly the cause of 
territorial differences in 
material culture. However, 
there is still a number of 
open questions about the 
cultural and/or ethnic 
identity of the communities 
located on the edges of 
the Japodian area. The 
question of Japodian the 
access to the sea and 
their relationship with the 
Liburnians is particularly 
interesting because it boils 

down to the determination of the cultural affiliation of certain coastal settlements. Scholars 
are trying to affiliate these sites to one or the other group, using ethnic names for cultural 
groups without a clear understanding of the fundamental difference between the two 
concepts of affiliation – ethnic and cultural. For the Una valley, some authors, such as Čović 
(1976: 139) and Vasić (1973: 62–70, plate 8), believe that this area did not fully integrate 
into the Japodi Group until the 5th century BC, while others believe that this process began 
as early as the 8th century BC (Raunig 1992: 36). A special case is the cemetery at Vinica, 
which in the Late Iron Age shows strong La Tène elements as well as connection to the 
Japodian area in terms of material culture. Božič (1999: 201–2; 2001: 181–98) considers this 
area to belong to a separate Colapiani Group (see discussion below). His opinion is mostly 
based on specific features of material culture, such as shepherd staff pins. However, these 
features belong only to the Late Iron Age period and there are no such distinctive features 
in this area in the Early Iron Age, and this specific set of types has no match so far in the 
lower river Kupa. We believe that it would be too early to define the whole Kupa valley as 
the area of the Colapiani even in the Late Iron Age. Therefore, we would still be more 
inclined to see this area as Japodian under growing influence of the neighbouring La Tène 
Mokronog Group as was already suggested by several authors (Dular 1985: 48; Drechsler-
Bižić 1987; Gabrovec 1975; Guštin 1993). Specific features of material culture in different 
Japodian ‘regions’ are not rare (especially in the Una valley) but we still do not have the 
intention to separate them as specific ethnic identities. The funeral rituals of the Japodi at 
first glance seem to be diverse throughout their territory, but it seems that it is precisely 

Fig. 2 Japodian ornaments from the necropolises of Jezerine and Ribić 
          near Bihać (4th century BC)                

 photograph by A. Šahbaz
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the biritual burial practice (regardless of the different proportions of inhumation and 
cremation graves in individual areas) that distinguishes the Japodi from the surrounding 
cultural groups. The Japodi mostly used flat cemeteries, but they also have burials under 
tumuli, as well as the very interesting practice of inhumation burials in caves. On the other 
hand, the absence of weapons in graves is a custom that they shared with the Histri and 
Liburni; thus it should not be described as a specific characteristic of the Japodi. Whatever 
the case, the Japodi Group will be the subject of archaeological discussion for a long time, 
especially those related to issues of identity and ethnicity.

The Colapiani

The Colapiani are located on the eastern edge of the Japodi Group area and have been 
defined as a separate Early Iron Age Group in the recent literature (Čučković 2004: 174–86; 
2009: 48–62). This Group also bears a ‘historical’ name because Pliny the Elder (3.147–
8) in his 1st century AD Naturalis Historia mentions an ethnic group with this name in the 
list of the Pannonian ethnic groups. However, these Iron Age communities certainly date 
back to the 8th/6th centuries BC, which is over 800 years earlier than the first historical 
trace of this name in Pliny’s work. The argument of continuity of population and material 
culture in this area is by no means proven in archaeological terms, so this seems a drastic 
example of how such an equation, even at the taxonomic level, is extremely dangerous 
and brings unnecessary confusion. If we try to separate the identity of the said group on 
the basis of material culture, we again face the problem that most of the material culture 
of the Colapiani communities is very similar to that of the neighbouring Japodi. The 
scarce data we have in terms of funerary customs suggest a similar situation. The only 
thing that is truly characteristic of this area (at least in two sites) is the presence of huge 
quantities of small clay figurines depicting humans and animals, from riders on horses to 
cattle (Čučković 2009: 36–44). These figurines have no close parallels and are a unique 
phenomenon in this area. A large majority of these finds were discovered at the settlement 
of Turska Kosa where figurines were found mostly outside the settlement in specific 
deposits that have been interpreted as cult sites (Čučković 2009: 26–36). The question 
remains whether this site is a ‘type-site’ for the Colapiani Group or, quite the opposite, if 
it is a special site that is culturally anomalous compared to ‘usual’ community settlements 
or communities inhabiting the Kupa/Kolpa valley. When we summarise the data available 
so far, geography is the only feature that separates this area from the immediate cultural 
environment; a specific way of life and the location on an important communication axis 
can explain the differences in material culture. An exceptional cult practice does not 
necessarily mean another cultural affiliation, or even less potential ethnicity. 

On the other hand, some authors define the Vinica Group as the cultural manifestation 
of Colapiani ethnicity (Božič 1999: 201–2; 2001: 181–98). Since the definition of Colapiani 
basically dates them in the Late Iron Age we could discuss the hypothesis that the 
communities of the Kupa valley developed a more distinctive identity and became a separate 
ethnic group known as Colapiani (later recognised by the Romans) at the transition from 
the Early to the Late Iron Age. However, we still have no corresponding La Tène material 
from the lower Kupa valley to support such a hypothesis and we also do not see distinctive 
elements of material culture in the Early Iron Age in the whole Kupa valley at least not on 
a scale which would support an early formation of such an identity. 

THE HALLSTATT CULTURAL COMPLEX

The concept, or rather, the term ‘Hallstatt culture’, originated in the late 19th century and 
initially meant the culture of the Early Iron Age in the area from eastern France to western 
Hungary. The unity of this culture in material terms was based on the similarity of finds in 
this area with objects discovered in a large necropolis near Hallstatt, Austria. However, it 
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was clear from the beginning that a cultural phenomenon covering such a large area and 
involving very different communities would necessarily be very heterogeneous and difficult 
to define. Therefore, at the very outset, this ‘culture’ was divided into two Circles – Eastern 
and Western – with a border somewhere around the eponymous site in Hallstatt. This division 
has undergone numerous changes over the last hundred years and has been given different 
meanings, leading to some degree to confusing definitions and to a different understanding 
of the spatial and cultural meaning of these terms. Many authors have contributed to this 
and since the 1920s they have been trying to introduce a number of criteria for defining both 
the Hallstatt culture as a whole and its western and eastern circles, but without success. 
Particular confusion was introduced when the Eastern and Western Circles were equated 
with specific archaeological cultures. Since different dynamics of cultural development can 
in fact be observed at the most general level in both the East and West of Central Europe 
during the Iron Age, ethnic groups were introduced as links between these ‘cultures’. Some 
authors identified the Celts as the population in the West Hallstatt Circle and the Illyrians 
in the East Hallstatt Circle. All of this was, of course, very poorly supported archaeologically. 
Today, in both areas, we find a number of more or less homogeneous cultural groups. The 
terms East and West Hallstatt Circles are used more as technical terms for two basic 
tendencies of cultural development within the Hallstatt Cultural Complex, especially in 
the Later Hallstatt period. A large number of different works have been dedicated to the 
very concept of the Hallstatt culture or Hallstatt Cultural Complex but their discussion 
goes far beyond the scope of this paper. We would point out only the seminal work by Collis 
(1986), Adieu Hallstatt, Adieu La Tène, where he criticises the arbitrary definitions of these 
two archaeological concepts. Geographically, the East Hallstatt Circle is the area of the 
Eastern Alps and the Pannonian Plain that opens into the Carpathian Basin and is bounded 
to the east by the river Danube. It includes Lower Austria, Burgenland, Styria, Carinthia, 
part of Slovakia, western Hungary (Transdanubia), Slovenia and northern Croatia. In 
cultural terms, it is characterised by a whole range of heterogeneous cultural groups largely 
affected by eastern influences, which more or less come from the Pontic-Caucasian region 
across the eastern part of the Carpathian Basin. Lately, many authors have tried to give 
these groups a more concrete spatial and cultural framework (Egg & Kramer 2005; Jerem 
1996). However, this has never been fully successful. The reason for this lies in the criteria 
by which we distinguish certain cultural groups within the Hallstatt Cultural Complex. 
Namely, if we take burial customs or other similar phenomena as a criterion for division, we 
get a result that is significantly different from the division based on material culture, which 
is a common criterion in archaeological science. The situation is even more complicated 
because different categories within material culture such as ceramics and metal objects also 
give a significantly different picture. Obviously, we can objectively observe only individual 
communities in their natural and social environment. However, we do not know enough 
about the social structures that acted as a cohesion factor within individual communities. 
The relations between settlements belonging to these communities are also not fully clear, 
so we do not know how these communities controlled their space. All of that indicates that 
we would not gain anything by reducing the level of scientific research to these ‘building 
blocks’. Therefore, in a way, we compromise, and for the purposes of scientific research and 
mutual comparison of results, we determine individual cultural groups that are defined by 
common (but not always the same) cultural determinants. 

Pannonian Iron Age Groups

This is precisely where the fundamental inconsistency lies in defining cultural groups as 
the basic determinants of common cultural characteristics. This is especially evident in the 
descriptions of cultural phenomena in Transdanubia, where two groups are distinguished 
in the literature, the Southwestern Pannonian Group and the Northeastern Pannonian 
Group (Egg & Kramer 2005: plate 2). However, these are purely geographical entities: the 
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area around the river Raba north of lake Balaton with a northern and eastern border on 
the river Danube, and the area between the river Drava and lake Balaton, centred around 
the river Kapos valley. If we exclude the area around the Neusiedlersee, which is part of 
the Kalenderberg culture, we are actually only dealing with individual sites in the rest of 
Transdanubia.

The Northeastern Pannonian Group

There are a number of important Hallstatt centres in the northeastern part of Transdanubia. 
These are usually marked by tumuli cemeteries, although there are flat cremation 
cemeteries as well, such as that at Halimba. The monumentality of mortuary structures and 
the richness of the finds are particularly emphasised by the tumuli cemeteries at Csönge, 
Sághegy-Kismezö and Somlovasarhely. Their common feature is the presence of tumuli, 
which often include complex timber and stone central burial chambers. In some cases, these 
constructions have a drystone-walled dromos (ritual access tunnel) added on one side, and roof 
structures, which make them similar to houses. The leading social stratum in this area is 
apparently also made up of warriors, whose status is shown in the graves by sets of weapons, 
horse equipment, and sometimes carts. Under the tumulus at Vaskeresztes, recorded grave 
goods suggest that two women were probably buried together with the ‘mighty’ warrior; he 
also had a large chamber accessed through a structure that rested on two rows of columns 
(Fekete 1982: 137 and figs 6–8; 1985: 41 and figs 4, 12, 15). Such a picture could also point to 
a connection of this area with the east via the Rába valley. On the other hand it could simply 
illustrate the complex connections between different communities that lived in the area 
from the eastern and southeastern Alpine regions to Transdanubia and the northwestern 
Balkans, sharing similar ideas about the role of prominent individuals or groups within the 
community and how status was displayed through the burial ritual. Another problematic 
spatial group of sites is located in the Danube Bend. The largest site is certainly a cemetery 
with over 100 tumuli in Százhalombatta, whilst the most famous is the tumulus at Süttö, 
which covered a monumental timber and stone tomb chamber with a dromos. The grave 
included rich grave goods such as horse equipment – related to several horses –, weapons, 
and many ceramic vessels. Under the collapsed roof of the chamber there were three sets of 
iron bits, the skeleton of a child, the skeleton of a dog and pieces of cattle skulls and bones. In 
the chamber, there were two piles of ash and cremated bones consisting equally of remains 
of several people as well as cremated animal bones (mostly dogs and horses). Between them 
there was a calf skull and along the southwestern wall there were 23 pots with a pig skeleton. 
One pile of ash contained bones of a young woman while the other contained remains of an 
elderly man as well as some other, so far undetermined, anthropological remains. The bones 
of another man of the same age were discovered in the corridor together with the remains of 
other people for which anthropological determinations are still unpublished (Vadasz 1983). 
These have been interpreted as sacrifices held as part of the burial ritual for the local ruler. 
This custom is not unknown in other groups in eastern and southeastern Alpine regions to 
Transdanubia and the northwestern Balkans. This grave certainly provides elements for 
incorporating this area into the same cultural group as that of the sites around the river 
Rába. The flat cremation cemetery at Labatlan from this area also finds parallels in similar 
sites around the river Rába such as the cemetery at Halimba (Teržan 1990: 165). 

The Southwestern Pannonian Group

Nagyberki-Szalacska and Pécs-Jakabhegy are the most important sites in the other large 
geographical area of Transdanubia. Pécs-Jakabhegy is the most famous and certainly the 
most important Early Iron Age centre in this area. The material found in the elite graves 
under the tumuli date from the very beginning of the Early Iron Age; it echoes eastern 
influences through imported objects (e.g. horse equipment and bimetallic daggers) and 
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ideology (e.g. the presence of weapons and horse equipment in tumulus burials). However, 
the same graves demonstrate a strong local character (recording exclusively local types 
of pottery) and connection with the preceding Urnfield culture (through certain types 
of weapons) (Metzner-Nebelsick 1997: 9–26; Teržan 1990: 152–6). The typology of the 
prestigious goods discovered in these graves suggests that this area was crucial for the 
transfer of eastern cultural influences to the Alpine Hallstatt centres with which it is 
certainly linked, and less attractive grave goods such as pottery indicate the local roots of 
this community. On the other hand, all the tumuli in the Nagyberki-Szalacska cemetery 
are later than the graves known so far from the cemetery at Pécs-Jagkabhegy. The tumuli 
structures, fibula types, ceramic forms and even markers of status (e.g. spits and cart parts) 
fully correspond to the contemporary groups of the East Hallstatt Circle in the adjacent 
Rába valley, across Styria to the Kaptol Group, with which it shares many similarities. 
During the mature Hallstatt phase, this area seems to belong to a cultural entity covering a 
large area of the Pannonian and eastern Alpine zone belonging to the East Hallstatt Circle, 
from Styria and northeast Transdanubia to Kaptol. Given the current state of research, the 
division of this area into smaller cultural units is very difficult.

The Kalenderberg Group

The northernmost part of the Eastern Circle of the Hallstatt Cultural Complex was 
dominated by the communities of the Kalenderberg Group, which extends over Lower 
Austria, Burgenland, northwestern Hungary (the area around the Fertö/Neusiedlersee) and 
southwestern Slovakia (Lesser Carpathians). Fortified settlements with tumuli cemeteries 
are generally characteristic of this group. However, while tumuli dominate the southern 
part of this area, flat cremation cemeteries are more common in the northern part. Flat 
cremation graves appear to be earlier and belong to the very beginning of the Early Iron 
Age with strong connections to the preceding Urnfield culture; tumuli, on the other hand, 
sometimes even documented in the same cemeteries together with flat cremations, occur a 
little later. A small number of inhumation graves in the same flat cemeteries (about 10%) 
(Rebay 2007: 136–8) should be mentioned and will be discussed later. Given that metal in 
general and weapons, in particular, are extremely rare in the graves of the Kalenderberg 
Group, the basic characteristic and defining factor of this cultural group is pottery, especially 
that decorated with characteristic rustication. The grave goods in this group clearly show 
that pottery vessels more directly reflect the status of the deceased than the metal finds (Egg 
1996: 58–6). Thus, elite graves are distinguished by a large number of vessels, among which 
particularly significant is the presence of the so-called Kalenderberg triad, a distinctive 
set of vessels. The triad consists of a footed bowl, a double bowl, and the so-called mondidol 
(Nebelsick 1996: 326). The symbolic meaning could be one of the elements that connects 
the area of the Kalenderberg Group, which is quite heterogeneous in certain aspects of 
the funeral ritual. Thus in Lower Austria we find large flat cemeteries with inhumation 
burials (e.g. Statzendorf: Rebay 2006), but there are also groups of large tumuli such as the 
three tumuli at Gemainlebarn. In neighbouring Burgenland, in addition to flat cemeteries, 
there are also a number of tumuli cemeteries like the one in Bad Fischau (14 tumuli), 
but settlements are poorly known. The Kalenderberg Group also includes the Hallstatt 
tumuli cemeteries in Western Slovakia (i.e. Janíky, Chorvátsky Grob, Reca, Kvetoslavovo). 
The group of several monumental tumuli at Nova Košariska is the most prominent site 
in this area. However, the complex of sites located around Sopron on the east side of the 
Neusiedlersee is certainly the best known centre of the Kalenderberg Group. The central 
site of this complex is the Sopron-Burgstall hillfort with a necropolis of about 200 tumuli 
extending along the road leading to the fortified settlement. Although the tumuli belong 
almost exclusively to the Ha C phase, the settlement was also occupied in the Late La 
Tène period. Generally speaking, it is possible to trace continuity from the Late Bronze Age 
to the Late La Tène in the Sopron area, taking into account several sites near Burgstall. 
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However, there are distinct spatial shifts, unlike at the site of Kapiteljska njiva which will 
be discussed later.

The Dolenjska (Lower Carniola) Group

On the other hand, if we distinguish the funeral ritual as a characteristic of cultural identity, 
individual cremation burial under a tumulus seems to be characteristic of almost the entire 
area belonging to the Eastern Hallstatt Circle. However, the Dolenjska Group clearly 
stands out as the only eastern Hallstatt group with an inhumation burial rite. Although 
burials under a tumulus – male graves with weapons and horse equipment and female 
graves with rich costumes – fit perfectly into the general cultural characteristics of the 
Eastern Circle of the Hallstatt Cultural Complex, several features of the Dolenjska Group 
make it exceptional. The tumuli of the Dolenjska Group almost always contain multiple 
burials. Little mounds contain just a few burials; bigger mounds contain dozens, sometimes 
even hundreds of graves placed radially around a centre where there may or may not be a 
central tomb. However, due to the extremely high acidity of the soil in the Dolnenjska area, 
skeletal remains are almost completely absent and in the few cases where bones survive 
they are in very poor condition. Therefore, we have to bear in mind that estimates of gender 
representation in the burial record are based on the gender attribution of specific artefact 
sets. We also do not know what was the inclusion criterion for tumulus burials. It is almost 
certain that some groups of the same community are not present under tumuli (e.g. there 
are very few indications of child burials). At this point, it is hard to say whether those people 
were buried elsewhere or their bodies were treated differently. The other problem is that 
the upper strata of mounds are in some cases ploughed out (e.g. Kapiteljska njiva), so we do 
not have the full number of burials for each individual mound. It all indicates that the exact 
proportion of population buried under tumuli is so far unknown. Having said that, the sheer 
number of graves gives us the best opportunity to have at least limited insights into the social 
structure and identity of those communities. Given that the inclusive criterion for burial in 
any tumulus is neither status nor gender, and graves in different tumuli belong to the same 
chronological horizon, these seem to be some form of clan tumuli. In this case, individual 
tumuli might belong to specific groups within the social structure of the community, defined 
by kinship or some other currently undefined criteria. One of the widely known phenomena 
of the southeastern Hallstatt culture in general, largely concentrated in the regions of 
Dolenjska and Bela krajina in southeastern Slovenia, is certainly that of Situla Art, which 
flourished in this area during the later part of the Early Iron Age (Turk 2005) (Fig. 3). 

Fig. 3 Situla from Vače, drawing (early 5th century BC) 
Laharnar & Turk 2018: 99, fig. 110
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The figural art that occurs on bronze vessels (situlae) and other objects (belt plates, 
vessel lids, bronze helmets) remained unmatched throughout the Early Iron Age of Central 
Europe, but it also gives us a very important insight into the social and religious identity 
of the Early Iron Age communities. Depictions and sometimes even the recovery of objects 
such as fans or musical instruments indicate that the Central European aristocracy 
imitated the appearance and customs of the upper social classes of classical civilisations. 
This means that the contacts between Central Europe and the Mediterranean went beyond 
purely commercial ties and certainly had their cultural and political dimensions. The 
question of the continuity of the Dolenjska Group is extremely important for the concept 
of Iron Age identity on a much larger scale. The Dolenjska Group seems to have its roots 
in the Ljubljana Group of the Urnfield culture. However, the transition from one level to 
another, in terms of material and spiritual culture, and consequently of social organisation, 
was different for each community. In some parts of the Dolenjska region we observe the 
abandonment of the Late Bronze Age settlements and (sometimes planned) construction 
of Hallstatt fortified centres. On the other hand, in some cemeteries, such as at Kapiteljska 
njiva, it is possible to simultaneously document the transition from one culture to another. 
Another proof of the continuity of the same community at individual settlements is the 
long term use of the same necropolis, and the presence of chronologically and typologically 
identical forms of material culture in different forms of burials and funerary customs. At 
this point, a very similar situation can be observed at the end of the Early Iron Age, when 
flat cremation graves of the La Tène culture appear in the same necropolis. This cannot be 
taken as a rule, but generally speaking, the Dolenjska Group develops from the Urnfield 
culture, undergoing a major transformation at the beginning of the Iron Age, which in 
material and cultural terms makes it an integral part of the East Hallstatt Circle (Fig. 4). 

The transition to the La Tène culture was traditionally associated with the emergence 
of the Middle La Tène Mokronog Group (after 350 BC), which was seen as an intrusive 
population. The burial rite changes from multiple inhumations under tumuli to flat 

cremation cemeteries with individual 
graves. The weaponry and ornaments 
change to almost standard La Tène 
sets. However, even in those graves, 
there is some continuity in ceramic 
forms, and iron axes are occasionally 
added to the standard La Tène set. 
Furthermore, although there is no La 
Tène A cultural horizon in this area, 
the Early La Tène material present 
in the Negova phase tumuli burials 
suggests that these people were already 
exposed to La Tène influences before 
we can document a distinct change in 
the burial ritual. We can also argue that 
a similar change in the burial ritual (in 
a way the reverse – from individual flat 
cremations to multiple skeletal tumuli 
burials) happened at the transition 
from the Late Bronze Age to the Early 
Iron Age and it did not necessarily mean 
a change of population. The Late La 
Tène cemetery in Novo Mesto (Beletov 
Vrt) is not located on Kapiteljska njiva 
but at the foot of the Marof hill, just 
a couple of hundred metres away. The 

Fig. 4 Novo Mesto, necropolis Kandija, cuirass 
     (7th century BC)    

photograph by National Museum of Slovenia
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Middle La Tène graves on Kapiteljska njiva could be respecting barrows just because they 
were visible, but the revision of some old finds suggests that some of those burials could 
have been placed in the upper layers of the mounds themselves. That, and the very choice 
of location of the cemetery, could point to an intentional inclusion in the ancestral burial 
landscape of Kapiteljska njiva. This model of gradual change where the local population 
could have had a much larger role than previously thought should at least be considered, 
especially since we have no anthropological proof of intrusive characters linked to Middle 
La Tène populations. Moreover, a rapid change in material culture does not always mean 
a change of population and it definitely does not prove their presumed central European 
origin. This clearly distinguishes the communities in this area from the rest of the East 
Hallstatt Circle, which in the mid 6th century BC was affected by significant cultural 
change reflected in the disappearance of the so-called ‘Pannonian tumulus culture’ and 
the appearance of flat inhumation graves. On the other hand, in the area of the Dolenjska 
Group the La Tène culture follows the Late Hallstatt culture as one of the phases of 
cultural change while the Late Hallstatt period of the other groups east of the Alps is clearly 
different from earlier chronological stages. This is why the La Tène culture in the East 
Hallstatt Circle develops as a dominant cultural form at the end of the 4th century BC on 
the substrate of the Late Hallstatt culture which already for over two centuries developed a 
cultural identity significantly different from the ‘classical’ Hallstatt culture of the late 8th/7th 
and first half of the 6th century BC. The most recent contribution to our understanding 
of the Dolenjska group, in particular of specific forms of burial ritual is derived from the 
systematic investigation of the ploughed-out barrow cemetery at Kapiteljska njiva over the 
last 30 years (Križ 2019). This cemetery, with over 2200 graves from all periods of the last 
millennium BC, is extremely important for discussing the continuity of cultural identity in 
relation to the funeral ritual, because at least until the Middle La Tène period it is linked to 
the fortified settlement of Marof, located in the immediate vicinity, on the same hill. It seems 
that in this case, the population of the Urnfield culture underwent cultural transformation, 
which affected the funerary custom without changing the location of the cemetery. There 
are cases where the same material culture was discovered in the latest cremation and in 
the earliest inhumation graves, and there are even situations where an inhumation grave is 
cut by a cremation grave. It all proves at least some continuity in the social identity of the 
community that used that cemetery. A similar process seems to take place at the end of the 
Hallstatt period, when in some inhumation graves there are also Early La Tène elements 
(as late as the LT B1 phase), while exclusively flat cremation burials appear in the same 
place in the LT B2 phase, partly overlapping with the existing grave mounds. The La Tène 
burials at Kapiteljska njiva last until the beginning of the LT D phase, exactly at the point 
when the first burials emerge in the Beletov vrt necropolis at the foot of the settlement at 
the Marof hill. There are indications that some of the La Tène burials of the later phases 
were also placed in tumuli. Furthermore, La Tène graves contain many local pottery types 
and some metal finds, such as socketed iron battle-axes, which deviate from the standard 
La Tène inventory. All that clearly indicate the continuity of the local Hallstatt population 
in a new, La Tène, cultural environment.

The Budinjak Group

The Budinjak Group was defined quite recently, almost exclusively on the basis of years of 
systematic research into the tumuli necropolis at the eponymous site. The geographical 
distribution of this group is for the moment confined to the area of the Žumberak/Gorjanci 
Hills, since there are almost no other Hallstatt finds from the area north of the rivers Kupa 
and Sava and east of the river Sutla/Sotla (Škoberne 2004: 132). The basic characteristic 
of this group is the variety of funerary rituals. The necropolis started very early with flat 
cremation graves of the Urnfield culture. They are gradually replaced by cremation graves 
under tumuli. Inhumation burials start to appear together with cremation burials under 
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tumuli, and over time becomes the dominant form of burial. Multiple inhumation burials 
under tumuli certainly resemble those of the Dolenjska Group, but at Budinjak there are 
single and multiple burials under the same tumulus which sometimes are both inhumation 
and cremation graves. On the other hand, material culture, i.e. ceramic production, is 
inseparable from the Dolenjska Group, and metal grave goods clearly include this community 
in the large cultural framework of the East Hallstatt Circle. Although the large site of 
Budinjak has been systematically investigated for many years, the amount of published data 
is still insufficient to show clearly how this group is related to the Dolenjska region. In other 
words, it is still not clear whether it is actually a local variant of the Dolenjska Group due 
to its slightly different and specific geographical environment, or the difference between 
this area and the Dolenjska group is much more significant. The available data from the 
Budinjak cemetery appear to make the proposed Budinjak Group very similar to a local 
variant of the Dolenjska Group characteristic of Bela Krajina (sites of Podzemelj, Črnomelj 
and Metlika), at least in the early phases of the Iron Age. Since we almost completely lack 
comparative material from this area that would be contemporary to the Vinica cemetery 
it is impossible to say what happened in the Late Iron Age and what the relationship was 
between these two areas in the La Tène period. We are inclined to suggest that the area 
of the proposed Budinjak Group actually belongs to a province of the Dolenjska Group 
which includes the sites south of the Žumberak/Gorjanci Hills. Nevertheless, without the 
publication or extensive insight into the excavated material from Budinjak we have no solid 
proof for such a claim. The answer to this will certainly be provided by further research 
on Budinjak, but also by comparison with other sites more recently discovered in the area 
such as Sv. Križ Brdovečki. This site is known for the warrior grave which in addition to the 
skeletal remains of the deceased and horses, also contained exceptional warrior equipment 
including a unique helmet – similar to that of the Csönge tumulus – and horse equipment 
(Scythian-type horse bits), which indicate a Late Hallstatt horizon different from that 
documented in the Dolenjska Group (Škoberne 2004: 162–71). In 2020, new research has 
been carried out at the settlement of Sv. Križ Brdovečki; it will try to establish the identity 
of the community through the dynamics of the settlement pattern, which is a rare and 
extremely valuable piece of information in this area.

The Sulmtal Group

The groups in Transdanubia bear geographical names, but there is no cohesion factor 
behind their regional identity. On the other hand, the Dolenjska Group hides a strong and 
compact identity content behind its regional name. In the archaeological record it is more 
reflected in the characteristic burial ritual than in the material culture. Therefore, the 
cultural characteristic of this group is the continuous presence of the same communities in 
particular areas, and not a style that is linked to a material culture which extends to a far 
larger area. Continuity in this sense does not mean cultural conservativism and/or economic 
stagnation. In this case, new technologies such as iron production and cultural features 
such as Situla Art were basically appropriated into the existing cultural framework, fuelling 
its development instead of breaking cultural traditions. The Kalenderberg Group bears the 
name of an eponymous site that is by no means the most significant for this group. This is 
precisely the opposite of the classic ‘type-site’ concept, which is inextricably linked to the 
cultural-historical theoretical approach. In addition to finding traces of material culture on 
most type-sites that should not belong to a presumed ethnic group, such a concept assumes 
that there is only one way to express ethnicity in material or other aspects of culture. Often 
such sites have been used as eponymous sites for particular cultural groups such as Budinjak 
or Kleinklein. Although recent literature refers to the former Kleinklein Group with the 
new label of Sulmtal Group, nothing has really changed. The type site of this group is still 
Kleinklein, the largest known barrow cemetery of the Eastern Hallstatt Cultural Complex 
which surrounds the settlement located on the Burgstallkogel. It once numbered over 2000 
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barrows before being damaged extensively by agricultural activity; only circa 700 barrows 
survive today. These are divided into more or less 14 different groups, numbering from 6 
to 160 tumuli each. The Sulmtal Group seems to derive from a strong Urnfield culture 
tradition reflected in individual cremation burials under tumuli, a constant throughout the 
duration of this Group. Unlike the Kalenderberg Group, in addition to pottery, many metal 
artefacts were found in the graves of the Sulmtal Group. Of particular importance are 
the graves of the elite group, which stand out not only in terms of extremely rich military 
equipment and bronze vessels, but also in terms of the monumental architecture of drystone 
burial chambers and long drystone dromoi. It should be mentioned that these ‘kingly’ tumuli 
formed a separate spatial group from the rest of the cemetery. The four tumuli of this 
group that have been subject to modern excavation do not overlap chronologically, which 
might suggest a form of dynasty. Bronze cuirasses (or at least their remains) were found in 
all the graves belonging to this funerary group, so it is possible to speculate on a particular 
emblematic function of this artefact type in relation to the basic elements of the ruling 
elite identity. It is even more important because these cuirasses were probably produced in 
a short(?) period of time, but used as the most prestigious grave good over a long period of 
time by the individual rulers of this community. Other sites are attributed to this group on 
the grounds of their geographical location, rather than their distinctive cultural features.

The Kaptol Group

With new insights and comparisons, the cultural boundaries in the area between Transdanubia 
and the Požega valley have become unclear. The definition of the Kaptol Group that covers 
the largest part of the area between the rivers Sava, Drava and Danube is, in fact, the story 
of a hypertrophy of the type-site concept. As one significant site after another began to be 
explored, the name of the site would be added to the name of the culture group, and some 
older ones would be lost. The area covered by this Group was also expanded following the 
same logic. The largest investigated, but unfortunately unpublished, cemetery of this group 
is located in Goričan, where more than 20 tumuli have been excavated over a long period of 
time. They all contained single cremation burials, but no internal timber or stone structures 
were observed. The majority of the finds are pottery vessels of various forms, although grave 
goods also include weapons and dress elements. Gomila, near the village of Jalžabet, is the 
largest tumulus in Croatia, and one of the largest burial mounds in Central Europe. The 
excavation of a smaller tumulus in its immediate vicinity revealed a monumental, drystone 
walled, structure probably with a wooden central chamber and a long dromos built in the same 
manner. This type of grave construction is very similar to the structures found in Kleinklein 
and Süttö, however the finds are significantly different. The finds from the chamber included 
pottery, bone and iron arrowheads, fragments of scale armour, and horse equipment and 
ornaments dated to the Ha D1 phase (i.e. the beginning of the 6th century BC). Analysis of 
the cremated bone indicated that there were no human remains, but only a horse, which has 
opened up the possibility of different interpretations (Šimek 1998: 493–510). The results of 
the excavation of the monumental Gomila barrow, which began in 2017, may shed new light 
on this pattern. Between the sites of the Kaptol Group, around the rivers Mura and Drava, 
and Kaptol itself, there is a large gap. This empty space on distribution maps is solely the 
result of the state of the research, but nevertheless prevents us from making any assumptions 
about the identity of these communities. The site complex north of the village of Kaptol 
consists of a fortified settlement and two cemeteries. 14 tumuli were excavated in Čemernica 
(the southern cemetery), including two princely tumuli (i.e. tumuli IV – Fig. 5, and X). 
The extremely rich inventories in these two tumuli also included the northernmost finds of 
helmets manufactured in Greece (Potrebica & Rakvin 2019). 

Tumulus III with a large central chamber and a dromos was also part of this cemetery 
(Fig. 6). In appearance, it corresponds to a number of similar monuments already 
mentioned, but the contents speak of a ritual practice specific to the community in Kaptol. 
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Fig. 5 Selection of finds from princely grave Kaptol – Čemernica, tumulus IV (late 7th century BC) 
after Potrebica 2013: 108

Fig. 6 Kaptol – Čemernica, tumulus III, central 
  chamber with dromos (ritual corridor) (7th century BC)     

photograph by H. Potrebica

The richest princely tomb in Croatia 
was discovered under tumulus 6 on 
the Gradca necropolis (the northern 
necropolis, next to the Kaptol hillfort). 
The monumental chamber contained 
over 30 pottery vessels, which were 
among other things decorated with 
burnished graphite slip and paint and 
metal sheets. Metal finds include, 
among other things, a bronze situla, 
cart parts, two rich sets of offensive 
weapons (i.e. two swords, spears and 
axes), the remains of some form of 
scale armour, and probably two bowl 
helmets. The richest female grave in 
Kaptol (Tumulus 12) is also located in 
this cemetery. The woman cremated 
and buried in this grave probably had an 
incredibly rich costume that included 
an ivory-bowed fibula depicting a 
miniature rider on horseback, probably 
of Italian origin. The indicator of 
female identity in both cemeteries 
(or gender denominator) is given by 
the presence of one or more spindle 
whorls. However, in addition to spindle 
whorls,this individual was also equipped 
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with 16 loom weights indicating her extremely high status in the Kaptol community. It also 
indicates that female identity and status in this community were expressed in the funerary 
ritual through a symbolic reference to textile production. The cemetery at Gradca has 
around 25 tumuli, 17 of which have been excavated so far. The settlement at Gradca covers 
an area of more than 7ha and is adjacent to a cemetery with the same name. Geophysical 
research established a highly structured, almost urban settlement that preliminary research 
dates to the Late Hallstatt/Early La Téne period. The sudden and general abandonment of 
tumuli cemeteries around the middle of the 6th century BC in the Eastern Hallstatt Circle 
was for long considered to be a reflection of a social collapse at the widest possible level, 
caused by a number of factors. However, it was precisely in this time that a new, highly 
organised settlement was constructed in Kaptol; it was occupied for almost two centuries 
after the cessation of burial in the tumuli cemeteries. Whether this phenomenon reflects 
a change in the ethnic structure or cultural identity is difficult to say at this point because 
the tumuli belong to the previous period, and the funerary area/s related to the latter 
settlement have not yet been discovered. Also, several objects discovered in the settlement 
(e.g. spindle whorl, fibula, stone pendant), which are more matters of personal choice than 
of general use, only have clear parallels in northern Bosnia. The prestigious objects from 
the extremely rich graves suggest that the Kaptol elite played an important role in the long 
distance communication network connecting Central Europe and the Mediterranean. 

This is indicated by the fact that many elements of material culture are reaching their 
furthest point of distribution at Kaptol. The impression that at Kaptol there lived an 
extremely powerful community is supported by the existence of a complex, highly organised 
and long-lived settlement that was founded during a period of crisis in the Eastern Hallstatt 
Circle. The question is how much this exposure to a very high level of cultural transfer 
influenced the change in community identity. In any case, according to these finds, Kaptol 
must have been a large and unique centre at least at the level of the Požega valley. However, 
new research at Kagovac, a fortified settlement with two cemeteries located a mere 6km 
east of Kaptol, suggests otherwise. In any case, the previous assumption about Kaptol as a 
prominent community centre that exercised dominance and had impact at a regional level, 
is obviously not completely correct. It is difficult to say before further research whether this 
was a polycentric system and what relationship existed between these two communities 
(Potrebica 2019: 501). 

The Donja Dolina – Sanski Most Group

Northern Bosnia and Herzegovina has always shown intense connections with the southern 
area of the Carpathian Basin, especially in later prehistoric periods. During the Early 
Iron Age, northern Bosnia was dominated by the Donja Dolina - Sanski Most Group. The 
definition of this Group highlights all the disadvantages of the type-site approach. Although 
this is discussed as a ‘Group’, these are actually two remarkable sites located at a quite 
considerable geographical distance. However, these communities differ significantly in 
terms of burial ritual and do not completely overlap in terms of chronology, although they 
are connected by certain elements of material culture. 

Donja Dolina has a better excavation record, a larger number of graves, and a longer 
chronological span; we will focus our discussion on this site. The establishment of the Donja 
Dolina cemetery may date to the Late Bronze Age, but the site continued to be used for 
burials until the end of the La Tène period. Around one quarter of the graves recorded 
in the cemetery contain cremation burials, mostly belonging to earlier periods, while the 
majority of graves are flat inhumation graves (Fig. 7). 

It seems that at the beginning of the Early Iron Age the local population abandoned the 
earlier settlement at Gradina, located in the immediate vicinity of the river Sava, and built 
a pile-dwelling settlement on the bank of the same river (Fig. 8). The finds discovered in the 
cemetery display similarities with the neighbouring Iron Age groups settled in the Balkan 
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hinterlands, such as the Glasinac Cultural Complex, but there are 
also important parallels linking it to the Hallstatt groups in the 
north. 

The link between Donja Dolina and the Carpathian Basin 
is particularly important during the later part of the Early Iron 
Age and the earlier part of the Late Iron Age, when there are 
some parallels in the material culture, which indicate that the 
communities occupying these regions shared a very similar 
cultural identity. This is especially visible in female ornaments and 
functional dress elements. 

However, the discussion of the identity of the Iron Age 
communities in this area has been based almost exclusively on 
equating them with groups recounted in the classical sources rather 
than using the large corpus of archaeological data available since 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

This is the result of the cultural-historical discourse that has 
dominated, and, at times, still seems to dominate, the interpretation 
of archaeological data in the Balkans. The terminology perhaps 
gives the best description of the difference in the understanding 
of the communities that have lived in present-day northern Bosnia 
during the last millennium BC. The Iron Age is not seen here as 
the last of a series of stages of prehistoric development, but rather 
as related to ‘pre-Roman communities’ (Moore 2011). These 
are always considered to be compact ethnic communities whose 
continuity extends from their definition in the Roman period back 
through the centuries into the past (Fig. 9). 

Fig, 8 Donja Dolina, early excavations 
photograph by National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina archives

Fig, 7 Donja Dolina, 
Šokića bašča, grave 1, 

(6th century BC)  
photograph by M. Vuković
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In this approach, archaeological data are not used in defining identities, but only in the 
argumentation and description of concepts already defined. Decades of discussions about 
Illyrian identity have left their mark in this area as well, so that the identity of the Iron Age 
communities has largely been defined through its relation to Illyrian identity. Since Roman 
sources refer to the Pannonian population on the eastern border of the Japodi (Strabo 7.5) 
as early as the 1st century BC, the inhabitants of Posavina are considered to belong to a 
broad ethnic framework of Pannonians, not Illyrians. It also defines the northern boundary 
of the Illyrian area. The second argument rests on the assumption that in the political 
division of the Empire, the Romans took into account the wider ethnic communities, so 
the fact that this area was included in the Province of Pannonia should suggest that the 
inhabitants of the area were considered to be Pannonians (Marić 1964: 71). Writing about 
the prehistoric community of Donja Dolina, Marić (1964: 73) goes one step further, taking 
over the spatial distribution of the Pannonian tribes from the Roman period (Mócsy 1959: 
26, 75) and thus identifying the inhabitants of Donja Dolina as the Osseriates. The strength 
and persistence of this approach is illustrated by the fact that over twenty years later, 
Čović (1987: 281–6) accepted Marić’s hypothesis as fact. He extended the chronology a 
step further, interpreting the changes in the material culture in Donja Dolina at the end 
of the Early Iron Age as Celtic influence, leaving open the question of whether the Celts 
also occupied this area militarily. However, the archaeological record does not in any way 
suggest that the Iron Age inhabitants of Donja Dolina considered themselves to be part of 
any larger ethnic community such as the Illyrians or the Pannonians. It is also impossible 
to know whether the communities of Donja Dolina and Sanski Most considered themselves 

Fig. 9 Map of the ethnic communities in the Balkans and Southern Pannonia according to
                  ancient sources

                   after Šašel 1984: map 1
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as part of the same tribal/ethnic community, even though they have been assigned to the 
same cultural group on the basis of similar material culture. Archaeological data indicate 
that Early La Tène influences were not the result of military conquest or a significant influx 
of a new ethnic group, but part of the transformations that engulfed the wider area of the 
southern Carpathian Basin as early as the 6th century BC. This led to the creation of a new 
hybrid identity that would continue in most of that area until the end of the 4th century BC 
when the La Tène culture becomes predominant, at least in terms of material culture.

CONCLUSION

Little has actually changed in the last few decades in the perception of the Iron Age cultures 
of the southern part of the Carpathian Basin and the Balkans. On the one hand this is due 
to the fact that the cultural-historical approach was deeply rooted in the way of thinking and 
in archaeological discourse until twenty years ago. On the other hand this part of Europe is 
often described in many ancient sources as the place of different ethnic groups. Therefore, 
the study of the Iron Age in this area must also take into account this information in the 
scientific evaluation of the results. Despite all that, no consistent critical apparatus has 
been developed to facilitate this process so far. The advent of the aDNA analysis and the 
particular way this method is being used – without a clearly defined methodological system – 
has become fashionable also in this area. Paradoxically, in some ways it has strengthened the 
position of cultural and historical approaches to identity, because it is used as an argument 
for identifying or redefining previously defined ethnic or cultural groups (Marijanović et al. 
2019: 205–9). Although we are aware at all times that cultural groups defined in this way 
are exclusively part of the scientific taxonomy, the question arises as to whether at this 
point the pursuit of cultural identity at this level is relevant at all (Potrebica 2019: 488). 
This is also indicated by many examples that we have discussed in this paper. For example, 
the diversity in the burial ritual and landscapes among the individual communities of the 
Kalenderberg Group excellently demonstrates the flaw of the ‘type-site’ approach, which 
leaves no space for expressing the same ethnic identity in different ways, in terms of burial 
ritual. Likewise, the changing burial ritual over the duration of the necropolis at Kapiteljska 
njiva would be difficult to explain through a primordialist approach. It is especially true if 
we take into consideration the presence of identical material culture in different types of 
burials. It does not only show the unity of material culture, but also suggest chronological 
overlapping of two different types of burials in the same community with no spatial 
detachment that would indicate social conflict or the emergence of a new ethnicity. Perhaps 
the change in identity that coincides with the reorganisation of the Kaptol settlement can 
be explained within the framework of social constructivism. Accordingly, the change in 
the social circumstances reflected by the reorganisation of the settlement, could also have 
caused a change in  cultural identity

The diachronic dimension of identity change is also very important. The classical 
approach to the study of this period distinguished between three phases of identity 
change during the Iron Age: the Urnfield culture – the Hallstatt culture – the La Tène 
culture. In addition, the identity of individual communities has been based largely on the 
typology of material culture, and identity change has been perceived as a direct reflection 
of physical change in the population. Although the burial ritual is used as a basic source 
of information on the identity of the Iron Age communities, we should wherever possible 
apply the contextual approach. This means that the material culture should not be viewed 
merely as a typological category, but rather it should be linked to the context of the grave 
inventory and the burial ritual. Following this methodology, we have been able to establish 
not three but four major phases of identity change in the Iron Age of this region. If we 
keep the usual discourse present in the wider archaeological literature, that encompasses 
but is definitely not limited to this area, it would be: the Urnfield culture – the Hallstatt 
culture – the Late Hallstatt/Early La Tène horizon – the La Tène culture. However, recent 
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developments in the archaeology of the Iron Age, recorded especially in a few scientific 
colloquia that are still not published (e.g. Potrebica et al. 2018), repeatedly point out the 
obvious inability of large archaeological constructs such as the Hallstatt or the La Tène to 
describe the complexity and cultural dynamics of European Iron Age communities (Collis 
1986). The tendency is to switch to a more chronological and less cultural terminology. 
Regardless of the terminology we use, it is evident that identity changes between these 
four phases were not related to drastic population movements. It seems that mobility was 
far greater and more intense at the level of individuals and small groups, who could also 
have had a profound impact on the identity perception of whole communities, and at the 
same time remain almost invisible in archaeological terms. The very perception of identity 
change should also be taken into account. The disappearance of one and the emergence of 
another identity would be a traumatic experience that would have a profound effect on the 
social life of the community. However, how was this change perceived by members of the 
community themselves? The fact is that changing identity in certain phases of the Early 
Iron Age is probably not only related to population, but is a far more complex process. 
Perhaps to understand these processes and create new models of cultural identity we should 
go back to the basic level of individual communities, and before trying to answer who were 
they, we should ask again: who do we think we are?
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