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IN HARMONY WITH FASHION.
THE EARLIEST GRAVES IN THE KOMINI NECROPOLIS,
NORTH MONTENEGRO"

JELENA CVIJETIC, MARIJA LJUSTINA (BELGRADE — SERBIA)

Keywords: Northern Montenegro, Komini, necropolis, fibulae, La Téne period

Cuvinte cheie: Muntenegru de Nord, Komini, necropole, fibule, perioada La
Teéne

Abstract: The paper presents observations about the beginnings of burials in the
old necropolis of the settlement in Komini near Pljevlja, which is known in
scientific literature as Municipium S... It is broadly believed that the earliest
burials at Necropolis I were chronologically positioned in the 1% century AD or
as early as the 1% century BC. Still, with a more detailed insight into
archaeological material from graves discovered in 1973, which has not been
thoroughly analysed up to now, data were obtained indicating that the earliest
burials in Komini should be dated as early as the end of the 4™ and the beginning
of the 3™ century BC. These observations are even more significant because
until now there have not been any data about funerary practice and grave forms
for the period of the Late Iron Age in this area.

Rezumat: Articolul prezinta observatii despre inceputurile inmormantarilor in
vechea necropold a asezarii din Komini, de langa Pljevlja, care este cunoscuta in
literatura stiintifica sub numele de Municipium S... Se crede ca cele mai vechi
inmormantéri din Necropola I au fost plasate cronologic in secolul I p. Chr. sau
inca din secolul I a.Chr. Cu toate acestea, o analizd mai detaliata a materialului
arheologic din mormintele descoperite in 1973, care nu a fost analizat amanuntit

* Realization of this research is financially supported by the Ministry of Education,
Science and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia, within financing of
scientific work at the University of Belgrade, Faculty of Philosophy (no. 451-03-68/
2022-14/2000162).

We owe special gratitude to the colleagues from the Regional Museum of Pljevlja, who

allowed us access to the museum photo documentation.

ISTROS, XXVIII, 2022, Braila, p. 19-34



20 Jelena Cvijeti¢, Marija Ljustina

panad acum, a aratat date date care indica faptul ca cele mai vechi inmormantari
din Komini ar trebui datate inca de la sfarsitul secolului al IV-lea si inceputul al
secolului al IIl-lea a. Chr. Aceste observatii sunt cu atdt mai semnificative
deoarece pana in prezent nu au existat date despre practica funerard si formele
funerare pentru perioada Epocii Térzii a Fierului in aceasta zona.

Archaeological site Municipium S... is located in mountainous
areas at the far north of today’s Montenegro, in Komini near Pljevlja
(Fig. 4). It is in the vicinity of Cehotina, i.e. by the left bank of the Babi¢
Potok, after which it was often called by the first explorers and travel
writers who left records about old Pljevlja. The village of Komini/Komine
extends on the southern edge of Pljevlja basin, at an altitude of over
700 m and it is surrounded by hills higher than 1000 m on almost all
sides. Pre-Roman settlement and Municipium S... developed near the
river, in whose gorge, caves and notches traces of human habitation as far
back as the Palaeolithic were discovered, i.e. in the area which was
inhabited even in the prehistoric times, as shown in previous
archaeological research’.

At the time when the first amateur excavations were carried out in
Komini, at the end of the 19" century and early 20" century, the 1%, and
later the 9" Mountain Brigade of the Austro-Hungarian Army was
stationed in Pljevlja?, which built the military camp into which a
considerable number of ancient monuments from Komini was transferred.
Some of them were built into the pavilions of the military camp, and some
were handed over to the National Museum of Bosnia and Herzegovina in
Sarajevo. Judging by the records, these excavations were carried out in
the area of the so-called early city necropolis, where the first professional
excavations had started in Komini in 1964, after the accidental discovery
of a tomb during earthworks on a private estate. Excavations started at the
foot of Bijelo Brdo, approximately 300-350 m south-east from the
settlement, stretching from the area where the first and, at the same time,
the best-preserved above-ground tomb was found, in professional and

! For position of the prehistoric sites in the area of Pljevlja municipality, see: Cpejosuh
2009, p. 37-47.

2 Amateur excavations carried out in 1899 and 1906 were supervised by Captain Franjo
Ivanovi¢, First Liuetenant Vilim Faltin and General Rudolph Langer, and then Captain
Rukavina, see: ITau 1909, p. 105, 106, 120.
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scientific literature known as tomb I°. Systematic excavations on the
plateau, slopes and in the foothills of Bijelo Brdo were carried out in the
period from 1965 to 1967 and from 1971 to 1976, when the necropolises
of the pre-Roman settlement and the Roman town formed most likely in
the 2" century on the eastern periphery of the province of Dalmatia were
examined to a considerable extent. The works supervised by the
Professors Aleksandrina Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢ and Dragoslav
Srejovié, as well as dr Cedomir Markovi¢, were conducted in cooperation
with the Regional Museum in Pljevlja, Faculty of Philosophy in Belgrade
and the Institute for Protection of Cultural Monuments of Montenegro,
and almost 700 graves were investigated®.

During these excavation campaigns, it was established that
initially the plateau and the south slope of Bijelo Brdo were used for
burials, and later, from the mid-2" to the 4% century, the foothill of the
same-name hill towards river Vezisnica. Due to differences in grave
forms and chronology, the researchers marked the area on the plateau and
the south slope as Necropolis I, and the one at the foothill as Necropolis 11°.

*

Necropolis I comprised 392 excavated grave units. They were all,
without exception, with cremations. Human remains were laid in grave
pits. A high density of burials is observed, with pits that were very close
to one another. The field documentation does not mention tombstones,
except in several cases in the western part of the Necropolis I, where parts
of stelae were discovered during excavations in 1972, which might be

3 The mentioned tomb discovered at the estate of Ljuban Popovi¢ and investigated
during June of 1964 presents the above-ground quadrangular structure and it belongs to
the type of area maceria cincta or the so-called Aquileian family tombs.

4 For results of archaeological excavations at necropolises in Komini in the period from
1964 to 1976, see Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢ et alii 1964, p. 105; Cermanovié-
Kuzmanovi¢, Srejovi¢ 1965, p. 144, 145; Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢ et alii 1968a, p. 115,
116; Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢ et alii 1968b, p. 113-115; Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovic,
Srejovi¢ 1967, p. 21-28; Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢ 1967, p. 77-84; 1968, p. 201-206;
1969a, 101-109; 1969b, 116-123; 1970a, 25-28; 1970b, 75-81; 1971, 287-302;
Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢, Srejovi¢ 1972, p. 91-92; Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢ 1972,
p. 92-93; 1973, p. 3-9; Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢ et alii 1973, p. 71-72; Cermanovi¢-
Kuzmanovi¢ 1974, p. 34-37; Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢ et alii 1974, p. 89, 90; 1975,
p. 104-105; Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢ 1998; Cermanovié¢-Kuzmanovi¢ 2009.

5> Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovi¢, Srejovi¢ 1965, p. 144, 145. See also ref. 4.
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connected to some graves where remains of cremated deceased were
placed in stone boxes. As to how the rest of the graves were marked, it
can only be speculated. Whether those were wooden or stone markings,
small stone or earth mounds or something else, it could not be
determined. It is certain, however, that they were marked and noticeable.
This is confirmed by the fact that there is no overlapping among such
densely buried graves and negation of older burials in the longer period of
time. Judging by grave inventories and the method of cremated deceased
burial, inhabitants of the pre-Roman settlement in Komini were buried in
Necropolis I, and the settlement was most likely not located on the
plateau where Municipium S... was later formed, as new archaeological
investigations show. By all accounts, it should be sought on one of the
plateaus or slopes surrounding the plain where Necropolis I was located®.
During the second half of the 2™ century and the first half of the 3™
century, in the heyday of Municipium S..., burials on the necropolis seem
to have continued, primarily in its western part, but at the same time they
also started in the Necropolis II, which belong to the newly established
Municipium.

In the ritual after cremation, two basic methods of treating remains
of the deceased are observed. The first meant placing all remains from the
pyre (char from the burnt wood, cremated bones) directly into the
prepared grave pit, mostly quite shallow (depth 0.20 — 0.30 m). In the
second case, cremated bones were carefully collected, cleaned and
disposed of in the special receptacle (ceramic urn or stone urn, i.e. stone
box), which was laid in the prepared grave pit and often filled in with the
remains from the pyre.

Graves at the Necropolis I are classified in three basic types within
which several forms can be distinguished:

I — grave pit of circular or elliptical base, in which remains from
the pyre were directly laid, without removing the bones of the deceased (a
pit without structure; a pit with remains from the pyre covered with stone
slab or less often with a fragment of ceramic receptacle);

® This was indicated by the results of the latest archaeological investigations in Komini
supervised by dr Mira Ruzi¢, conducted in the period from 2007 to 2009 in cooperation
with the Regional Museum in Pljevlja and Faculty of Philosophy in Belgrade. Project
manager of the “Archaeological investigations on the site Grad” was Radoman Risto
Manojlovié, Director of the Museum in Pljevlja.
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I — grave pit of circular base, in which urn with remains of
cremated deceased was laid (a pit with urn that can be covered with earth
or remains from the pyre; an urn protected by stone wreath, sometimes on
the stone platform and covered with stone slab or a fragment of ceramic
receptacle; an urn laid inside a cist of vertically placed stone slabs);

III — grave pit of circular, elliptical or quadrangular base, in which
stone box with the remains of cremated deceased was laid’.

The predominant type of burial is the one where the cremated
bones are separated from other remains from the pyre, placed in urns and
then laid into prepared grave pit.

sk

As a large number of graves was investigated, it is somewhat
surprising that the material found in them is relatively scanty. At
Necropolis I, ceramic vessels were most often present, mainly handmade,
and then metal objects such as parts of the costumes, but the emergence of
long crooked knives is also significant, which were mostly driven into the
ground with the tip beside the urn in the north-west part of the grave pit,
according to available data from documentation and literature
(Llepmanouh-Ky3smanosuh 1977, Pyxwuh 2009). Glass vessels,
predominantly balsamaria, are rare; ceramic oil-lamps are completely
missing, and a very small number of coins was recorded, which were
often exposed to fire together with the remains of the deceased, judging
by the damages.

As previously indicated, ceramic vessels were primarily
handmade. Among them urns or vessels of various shapes dominate, used
for storing cremated remains of the deceased. They are mostly rough in
texture and unevenly fired. It is assumed that this is predominantly local
production. According to observations of the necropolis research
executives in Komini, the closest parallels are seen in the one on the
“lapodian territory from the period between 35 BC and 110 AD, as well
as the pottery from the Cetina River Spring* (ILlepmanosuh-Ky3manosuh
1977, p. 44)%. Among metal finds, there are predominantly fibulae with

7 Typology was established by the Professor Aleksandrina Cermanovié-Kuzmanovié,
and supplemented by dr Mira Ruzi¢ (Cermanovi¢-Kuzmanovié, 1977; 1979; 1998).
8 About ceramic vessels, see Llepmanosuh-Kysmanosuh 1975; Cermanovié-Kuzmanovié
1976; Llepmanosuh-Ky3manosuh 1980; Ljustina, Cvijeti¢ 2021; Vujovic¢ et al. 2021.
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dozens of specimens, mostly bronze. On this occasion, we will draw
attention to two finds discovered at the beginning of the campaign in 1973
in the graves that were marked in the field documentation with numbers 3
and 4.

In grave 4/1973, a pit of circular base, with diameter of 0.60 m
and depth of 0.22 m, an urn with the remains from the pyre was found, in
which bronze fibula and one smaller fragmented bronze bell were placed
(Fig. 1). In the pit close to the urn there was a fragmented wheel-thrown
vessel with handles, made from medium baked earth and light-brown
firing colour (Terrain Inventory = TI 294/1973). The urn of smaller
dimension (Ro = 11 cm; h = 20 cm; Rd = 9.5 c¢m), with recessed rim,
dumpy, globular receptacle and non-profiled flat bottom with two
horseshoe handles on the shoulder, was made by hand from rough baked
earth and grey-brown firing colour (Fig. 2, TI 295/1973). Bronze fibula,
48mm in length, is characterized by a slightly curved leaf-like arch and
reversed foot ending with a smaller button-shaped thickening (Fig. 3, 3a,
TI 296/1973). This type of Early La Téne fibulae is defined as the
Karaburma 63 type based on the find from the grave no. 63 from the
necropolis of Karaburma in Belgrade. The grave belongs to an inhumed
deceased, lying on the back with arms stretched next to the body. Lower
parts of the stretched legs were damaged. The head is slightly turned
leftwards. The skeleton is well preserved. Its orientation is W-E, the head
being on the west and the legs on the east (Todorovi¢ 1972, p. 26). The
skeleton was attributed to a female deceased, on the basis of the grave
inventory. No detailed anthropological analysis has been performed so
far. Two silver earrings made of twisted wire were on the left and right
side of the head. There were 7 multi-coloured glass beads on the neck of
the deceased. A bronze fibula of Duchcov/Dux type, 4.8 cm in length,
with decorated arch and two pairs of chain pendants was on the right
shoulder. Its foot is bent and spherically ended. Its widened arch has
elliptical ornamentation. The spring is bilateral, with six coils. The four
chain pendants, their lengths varying from 6 to 17cm, hang from the pivot
bar. It was dated at the end of the 4™ and the beginning of the 3™ century
BC (Todorovi¢ 1972, p. 62). A large wheel-thrown clay bowl was placed
some 40cm from the left side of the head. Next to the right side of the
head there was a fragment of biconical iron object (Todorovi¢ 1972,
p. 26-27; Ljustina, Spasi¢ 2012, p. 368-369).
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The Karaburma 63 type of fibulae was defined by D. Bozi¢
(Bozi¢ 1981, p. 317, note 52, 325, T. 3), being characteristic of the
Belgrade 1 phase, that is of phase Lt B2 in the territory of Croatian and
Serbian Danube region, although they have been found in the whole of
the Western Balkans. These are fibulae of the Early La Téne scheme
made of copper alloy, which generally speaking represent a local variant
of the Duchcov type, with an eight-coil or, more rarely (as in the case of
the specimen from the grave 4/1973 in Komini), six-coil spring and an
external chord, a massive bow of square outline and lenticular or elliptical
cross-section, and a back-bent foot with a large globular thickening in the
middle, and a smaller button-shaped thickening at the bow end. The upper
side of the bow can be decorated with various motifs rendered in relief,
though finds with a smooth bow are the most numerous (Drni¢ 2015,
p. 76).

In search of the nearest analogies for the fibula from Komini, the
importance of the sites from the Glasinac region in eastern Bosnia
(Rusanovi¢i, Podilijak, Breza on Fig. 4) was recognized. Overview of the
sites from Bosnia and Herzegovina with the analogous material
discovered by the mid-20™ century and kept in the National Museum of
Bosnia and Herzegovina was provided by R. Bizi¢ (Bizi¢ 1951), while
recently the fibulae from the Early La Téne period was in research focus
of A. Mari¢. She gave the lecture under the title “Tvarna stopnja Lt B2 v
Bosni in Hercegovini” at the conference “Latenizacija na prostoru od
jugovzhodnih Alp do hrvasko-srbskega Podonavja” held in Kobarid,
Slovenia, between 23 and 25 November 2012 (Drni¢ 2015, p. 76, note
446) and further extended her work in the subsequent years (Mari¢ 2015;
Mari¢ 2019). Fibulae of Karaburma 63 type are leading elements of the
material culture of the LT B2 phase in Serbian-Croatian part of the
Danube basin. A. Mari¢ (Mari¢ 2015, p. 152) recognised six main
variants with sub-variants, depending on the way of bow and foot
decoration. They are spread in the zone settled by the Scordisci, as well to
the south from the Sava, in a few sites in present-day Bosnia and
Herzegovina (Mari¢ 2015, sl. 4), where they were dominant type of
fibulae during the phase Lt B2. They are attributed to the Lt B2 phase
based on the grave units no. 60 and 63 from the eponymous site of
Karaburma in Belgrade, and considered to have been part of female attire
(Mari¢ 2015, p. 152). Dealing with the origin of Late Iron Age fibulae
found in Bosnia and Herzegovina, A. Mari¢ (Mari¢ 2019, p. 23) reached
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the conclusion that some of them were imported, but the majority of them
were probably made locally under different influences. She used
typological similarities and differences, quantity and distribution area as
the basic tool for pointing out cultural connections and interactions during
the Late Iron Age.

Clustering of the finds of only three subtypes and variants of
Karaburma 63 type of fibulae (Fig. 4) has proven to be very instructive
for our find from Komini. Already at this stage of research it is obvious
that the nearest analogies can be found among the sites in the Glasinac
region of eastern Bosnia, while the high concentration of the finds in
Serbian-Croatian part of the Danube basin indicates the zone of original
centres from which these highly appreciated elements of fashion reached
the Central Balkan communities.

In the second grave pit, 3/1973, of circular base and dimension:
R =0.55 m; d = 0.30 m, which was filled with char, there was an urn with
the remains from the pyre, covered with the stone slab (Fig. 5). In the urn
there was a bronze fibula and a fragmented, handmade bowl of rough
baked earth and dark red firing colour next to the urn (Fig. 6, TI
292/1973). The urn, also fragmented, of non-profile recessed rim, ovoid
receptacle and slightly profiled flat bottom, was made of rough baked
earth and dark red firing colour (TT 289/1973). Bronze fibula with the leg
bent backwards and attached to the arch with one plastic ring of 48mm in
length (Fig. 7, TI 290/1973) was found together with the fragment of
“hinged fibula” according to one source, but no further information is
available. This type, otherwise characteristic of the Middle La Téne
period, is also present in a large number of sites in the surrounding area,
primarily in numerous necropolises in the region of the neighbouring
Bosnia and Herzegovina (the sites of Vir near Posusje, Donja Dolina,
Zlatiste and Debelo Brdo near Sarajevo), in graves with cremated
deceased. Territorially the closest to our find are the specimens from the
site Mahrevi¢i (Mareviéi) near Cajni¢a (Truhelka 1909, fig. 16-20; Bizi¢
1951, p. 292, 293, T. 111, 32; Tonc 2015, p. 140-141, fig. 15), which was
partly investigated in early 20" century, and which is about 30 km away
from Komini or Pljevlja by air. The fibulae from Mahrevi¢i match the
specimen from Komini by the size, too, their lengths varying between 4.7
and 5.5 cm. This type of fibulae is also much appreciated by the Late Iron
Age communities of the western part of the Balkan peninsula — namely by
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the Liburni, Iapodes, Colapians — during the phase Lt C (cf. Tonc 2015,
p. 140-142, map 10). Interestingly, not many of them were found in the
inventory of the Middle La Téne female graves at the territory of the
Scordisci (cf. Dizdar 2020, p. 333-364), from where we expect cultural
impetus revealed through the elements of costume to have come.

kook sk

It is important to note that graves 3 and 4 were located at the most
prominent point in Necropolis I at an altitude of 760m, so that according
to the finds — the fibulae in the first instance — they could most likely be
assigned to the earliest burials in Komini.

The community continued to bury their deceased in the following
centuries. The earlies burial units revealed that the community was
incorporated in already established communication networks which
provided the people from the vicinity of Komini with desirable goods, in
harmony with the fashion common for both the Central and Western
Balkan and south Pannonian areas. Another question in tracing identities
of the populations within specific areas. In this sense differences shown in
material culture, particularly in dress elements and their combinations as
well as specificities in burial customs, can be very instructive, as testified
in the zone of the Western Balkans (cf. Tonc 2015; Tonc 2017).
Unfortunately, the region of north Montenegro is still insufficiently
explored and our knowledge is restricted to very few sites. However,
thorough publication of these sites — Komini being the one with the great
potential — will undoubtedly shed light on numerous aspects of life of the
local communities at the dawn of the new era.
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Fig. 3. Fibula from the grave No. 4/1973.

Fig. 3a. Fibula from the grave No. 4/1973.
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Fig 4. Map of subtypes and variants a, c3, e of "Karaburma 63
type of fibulae (modified after Mari¢ 2015, sl. 4),
with the position of the Komini necropolis.

Fig. 5. Grave pit No. 3/1973.
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Fig. 6. Little ceramic vessel from the grave No. 3/1973.

Fig. 7. Fibula from the grave No. 3/1973.
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