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LANDSCAPE AND HUMAN INTERACTION THROUGHOUT 
MILLENNIA – A CASE STUDY OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES 
IN THE NAŠICE REGION, CROATIA

Katarina Botić
Institute of Archaeology, Zagreb

ABSTRACT
In the Našice region, situated on one of the main routes connecting central Carpathian basin with the northern Balkan 
region, over 200 archaeological sites from prehistoric and historic times were identified by field survey and archaeological 
excavations. Supported by the Croatian Science Foundation project “Strategic use of landscape” (IP-11-2013-3700) 
analysis of site locations for different periods was made. Information thus obtained was combined with information about 
natural resources (such as water springs, woods, arable land, pedological and geological base etc.) in the observed 
region and, when possible, with wider regional cultural impact. This provided insight into the role of landscape in the 
settlement strategies, use of natural resources and communication routs and their change over time. The results show 
change of position of strategic points over time but they also show that the pattern of their distribution in certain periods 
was a constant. The information collected by this project can be used in modern time strategies of settlement, agriculture, 
industry, water management etc.

Keywords
Northern Croatia, Našice region, archaeology, landscape, settlement patterns, communication routes

1. INTRODUCTION

In 2014 Institute of Archaeology (Zagreb) started a project “Strategic use of landscape” founded by 
Croatian Science Foundation (IP-11-2013-3700).(1) The goal of this project is the recognition of strategic 
points of settlement in prehistory and later periods and reconstruction of ways of communication in Našice 
region situated between Požega valley and Drava river (Fig.1). Special interests of this project are two 
ways of communication in north-south direction from the southern part of central Carpathian basin to its 
southern outskirts. The first way of communication observed is from the Hungarian part of Drava region to 
Požega valley. The second way of communication observed is to Sava region through Đakovo plain. The 
project concerns itself with the area of municipalities Našice, Podgorač, Drenje and Koška. This area is 
recognized as a potential crossroad of ways of communication of our interest. 

The first year of project already yielded substantial results that will be shortly presented in this paper. 
Although over 200 sites from all periods are documented in this region, we processed around 120 of them 
so far. Nevertheless, the results show great potential.

1.1. Methodology 

Systematic field surveys, conducted since 2007 in cooperation with Našice Local History Museum, showed 
great potential in discovering new archaeological sites from all periods (Marković, Jurković and Podunavac 
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2014: 164-168. Marković and Paušak 2012: 108-110; Marković, Podunavac and Jurković 2012: 111-114; 
Marković and Jurković 2011: 102-107; Marković and Paušak 2011: 98-101; Minichreiter and Marković 
2011b: 108-111; Minichreiter, and Marković 2010: 94-98; Marković and Jurković 2009: 139-147). This was 
used as a base for the project currently under way as a main source of information about Našice region 
together with the large museum collection and documentation. In 2014 the first project survey was made 
(Marković et al. 2015: 98-103) in Koška municipality, area never surveyed before. The second survey took 
place in Spring of 2015. So far, around 20 new sites were discovered, mostly from the Middle Ages.

It is presumed that strategic points changed their position over time but that the pattern of their 
distribution in certain periods was a constant. Data collected by field surveys and from museum 
documentation is used for making a model of ways of communication and strategic use of landscape. 
Spatial distribution of sites on naturally formed communication routs will help in better understanding 
of communication routs where similar distribution of sites appears but no apparent naturally formed 
passages are visible. Applying spatial distribution of sites from various time segments will show the areas 
of larger importance throughout the history. The project includes the study of use of landscape in modern 
times as well as data concerning natural resources such as water, woods, arable land, pedological and 
geological base, satellite images etc.

However, data available for each site is not uniform and many sites are known only from old field 
surveys. Thus, for some sites it is even hard to determine their precise time sequence; for example, there 
are 20 sites that could be only determined as prehistoric but it was impossible to determine if they belong 
to the Neolithic, Eneolithic or Bronze Age periods (Fig. 2). Although the data is not sufficient for precise 
determination of these sites, their position is consistent with site positions of known time determination. 

After analysis, for each relevant time period (early Neolithic, late Neolithic, Eneolithic, Bronze Age, Iron 
Age, Roman period, early and late Middle Ages, Ottoman period and Modern period) maps were created 
(Fig.2 and 3). Then, spatial analysis was made and main communication routes could be distinguished. 
Site positions from historic periods were compared with archive data and historic maps (Fig.4). At the end, 
all the main communication routes were marked (Fig.5).

The process of data collection and analysis is still under way and it is quite possible that the large 
number of sites will remain undiscovered. It is, however, a great opportunity to process data collected over 
several decades by the Našice Local History Museum presenting the results to the public, scientific as well 
as local communities. 

Fig.1. Map showing geographical position of Croatia regarding Carpathian basin. Našice region is marked by circle. 
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2. CONTENTS

Site distribution maps (Fig.2 and 3) combined with other sources of information, such as information about 
geological, pedological, hydrological etc. conditions (Jamičić 2001; Kovač 2001), prehistoric cultures 
(Marković 2002; Marković 2010; Marković 2011; Marković 2012; Podunavac 2012) including recent 
archaeological excavations (Marković and Botić 2014) or historical sources (Bösendorfer 1994; Gračanin 
2010; Jančula 1996; Sršan 2000; Sršan 2001) with conservation work published (Valenčić and Papić 
1992), give new understanding of landscape, how it was used over time.

Early Neolithic period preferred lower hills near streams or rivers while late Neolithic sites looked 
for somewhat higher ground but also near the larger water. Considering the fact that Papuk and Krndija 
mountains were possible sources of stone used for lithic production in Neolithic cultures and the fact that 
the plain between Našice, Koška and all the way to Donji Miholjac on Drava was probably marshy (Kovač 
2001), it is not surprising that the Neolithic settlements have southeast-northwest distribution with very few 
sites outside this obvious communication way. Sites situated in Londža valley or the one situated in Seona 

Fig.2. Maps showing site distributions over prehistoric times. Last map contains positions of sites which couldn’t have 

been specifically attributed to any of the prehistoric periods.
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region were probably situated on smaller routes connecting Našice and Podravina region with Požega 
valley and Posavina region further south. The late Neolithic site near Koška is placed on a small elevation 
in otherwise very low terrain but that position may have been chosen because of wood supply and acorn. 
Sessile oak (Quercus petraea) grew on the higher mountain range while the vast plain was populated by 
penduculate oak (Quercus robur) (Kovač 2001) which acorns were used in historic times for animal feed 
and it is possible that the same method was used in prehistoric times. During the end of Neolithic and in 
Eneolithic climate changed sufficiently to allow population of lower ground (Fig.2). The same occurred in 
Osijek region (Marković 2009; Minichreiter and Marković 2011a; Minichreiter and Marković 2013). The 
number of sites increased in other regions at this period and it is possible that the population increase was 
the reason for that. During the Bronze Age the site distribution is somewhat vague but there was a great 
difference in cultural appearance and distribution between Early, Middle and Late Bronze Age (Marković 
2002: 15-18). As was stated above, many prehistoric sites couldn’t have been specifically dated which 
makes spatial analysis for this prehistoric period more difficult. The same can be said for the Iron Age 
sites although it is possible to determine that two new communication routes appeared during the Bronze 

Fig.3. Maps showing site distributions during the Iron Age, Roman Period, Middle Ages, Ottoman Period 

and Modern Age. 
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Fig.4. Habsburg Military Survey maps showing region in question in three periods (1763-1787, 1806-1869 

and 1869-1887). Mapire, Historical maps of the Habsburg Empire. 
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and Iron Ages – one connecting Podgorač (east of Našice) with Koška to the northeast and the other 
through Feričanci and Bokšić further northwest. This second rout is a natural communication with Donji 
Miholjac situated some 30 km to the north on Drava river where a natural river passage was in use through 
all prehistoric and historic times.(2) Roman period sites further confirm these two new communications 
adding a third connecting Našice and Koška via Jelisavac and Breznica Našička. Historians debate about 
a Roman road built somewhere in the Našice area connecting Gradac Našički with Koška via Jelisavac 
and Breznica Našička (Gračanin 2010) but the field survey in Autumn 2014 revealed traces of gravel, 
possibly from road substructure, south of Koška indicating the possible way via Podgorač (Marković and 
Botić 2014). As near and in the Podgorač village traces of Roman architecture were found, it is possible 
that the road in question passed here but more information is needed to confirm that. During Roman 
time the landscape could have been changed by man in order to produce more arable land, the fact 
corroborated by the site positions – half of the known sites are in the lower regions (Fig.3).  

Then a new era started. Following after the turmoil of Migration period, the early Middle Ages sites, 
by their distribution and number, show great change. It seems the population was reduced and kept by 
the main road. In 13th century situation was better and new buildings, such as churches (St. Peter and 
Paul church in Koška and Templar church in Martin) (Marković 2002: 23; Valenčić and Papić 1992) and 
fortifications, such as Orahovica, Bedemgrad, Podgorač, Subotički Lug, are built (Marković 2002: 23). Late 
Middle Ages show great expansion – half of the analysed sites belong to that period. There is evidence of 
great pottery production in Našice. The lower ground must have been cleared for agriculture and all the 
communication routes observed in previous times were in use now. That great expansion was cut by the 
war with Ottoman Empire in the 16th century. After the battle of Mohach in 1526 the Našice region fell to 
Ottoman hands (Sršan 2001). For almost 160 years Ottomans governed here during which time Našice 
had 21 Christian houses and 7 Muslim houses with a large military post while Podgorač had 19 Christian 
houses and 54 Muslim houses with smaller military post. Koška at the same time had 25 houses (Sršan 
2001). The map here (Fig.3) doesn’t show the real situation at that time but this is the state of current 
research. The population must have fled or was killed in the war although new population from the south 
came with Ottoman army and settled some areas. The devastation of this region happened at the end 
of the 17th century when Ottomans were forced to leave this region. The devastation was so brutal that 
the list of settlements composed in 1688 shows only 70 settlements out of 452 in regions around Osijek, 

Fig.5. Communications recognized in Našice region over time.
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Požega and Virovitica (Sršan 2000: 10) while in 1696 only 8 settled and 313 deserted ones were recorded 
in Osijek region and 131 settled and 181 deserted in Požega region (Sršan 2000:10). It is estimated that 
only 20% of population remained in Slavonia (about 40000 people) after the Vienna war in 1683 while 
the population was doubled by 1698 (Sršan 2000:10). How difficult the period after the Ottoman wars 
was can be observed on historical maps (Fig.4). The First Military Survey (1763-1787) map shows area 
between Našice and Koška almost completely forested. Many of the settlements known from historical 
records disappeared and most of the surviving settlements are on a higher ground. The Second Military 
Survey (1806-1869) map already shows greater activity – the wood exploitation in Koška region was on 
its way and parts of the woods closer to Podgorač have been cleared to give way to agriculture. The 
Third Military Survey (1869-1887) map shows more arable land. At the end of the 19th century a large 
regulation of underground waters was done in Slavonia region which, combined with extensive wood 
exploitation, could have led to deforestation. Modern period map corresponds to the 19th century situation 
on the historical maps. 

During the 2015 field survey the remains of a village were found between Jelisavac and Breznica 
Našička, south of today’s road. The material collected there was dated between 13th and 15th century. 
After the search in historical records, it was concluded that the village in question is Bodugazunfalua/
Wostiarouch/Voštarevce. Bösendorfer (1994: 108) mentions the village Bodugazunfalua (Pusta Maria or 
Budigošće) from 1378 and Wostiarouch from 1407 (Bösendorfer 1994: 119) while Voštarevce is mentioned 
in Požega defter from 1579 (Sršan 2001: 195) as a village of 10 houses with exploitation of woods around. 
Pusta Maria is mentioned on the Third Military Survey (1869-1887) map while Voštari on the 19th century 
Cadastral map. It is also possible that there were two villages, one in the 13th century and one in the 15th 
(Budigošće and Voštarevce), maybe close by or one after the other. 

3. CONCLUSIONS

Very rarely there is an opportunity to work on such complex subject such as landscape dynamics 
over prehistoric and historic times. The results of the project, so far, confirmed our initial supposition 
about specific communication routes used over time (Fig.5), although the specific significance of these 
communications through time was a new discovery. The site positions correspond also to specific time 
in question although it is fair to suppose some strategically positioned sites on the main communication 
routes. The settlements in historic times, however, only roughly correspond to the historic records, possibly 
due to the state of research. Našice region consists of good arable land in the lower regions although it 
sometimes suffers from flooding, mountainous region of sediment and metamorphic rocks, good clay 
deposits and dense forests. Today almost the same communication routes are used. The north-south 
route, connecting Podravina region with Posavina region to the south, also connects central Carpathian 
region with northern Balkan. East-west communication along Drava river was specifically important over 
time as it is today. The evolution of agriculture can also be observed over time as the exploitation of wood. 

The work is not finished yet and the concluding results will be possible only after it is done. We hereby 
thank the Našice Local History Museum for making this project possible by putting to our disposal all of 
its contents.

NOTES
[1]  Leader of the project is Dr Zorko Marković; project members are Dr Hrvoje Kalafatić, Dr Kornelija Minichreiter,  

Katarina Botić and Danimirka Podunavac.

[2]  The excavations carried out by the Institute of Archaeology in Spring 2015 on southern by-pass road near Donji 

Miholjac confirmed that.
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