
Abstract: During the Vin~a 2006 excavations, in Feature 03/03 a unique pottery set of ritual char-

acter was discovered. It consisted of a conical drinking bowl decorated with eight modeled

protomes, a carinated jug, and three amphorae. Analysis of the vessel shows the functional correla-

tion among them. The bowl with protomes – a centerpiece of this set – is associated with a ritual

which involves the male-female relationship. As far as the stratigraphy is concerned, the pottery set

belonged to the late Vin~a culture, i.e. the Vin~a-Plo~nik phase. The only contents of Feature 03/03

is the named pottery assemblage, which also indicates a special function for this structure.

Key words: Vin~a, Late Neolithic, ritual pottery set, male-female union, protomes.

The passion of the general public for sensational discoveries has followed

archaeological work since its very beginnings. One could easily say that this

urge was the main impetus for the development of archaeology as an inde-

pendent scientific discipline. While archaeology has developed in its method-

ological and theoretical sophistication since the early days of treasure hunters

and the elegantly furnished drawing rooms of the 18th century, there is still an

overwhelming emphasis on unique objects and exceptional discoveries when

presenting the past to the public. It seems that not much has changed since

those early days of archaeology. Once directed by the requirements of a class

of rich and well educated people, today archaeological work is often influenced

by media requirements which seek interesting stories that will attract the atten-

tion of the general public. The Neolithic archaeology of the Balkans, which

predominantly consists of “unatractive” finds, is such that the craving of the

public for spectacular and sensational discoveries will seldom be fulfilled. It is

highly unlikely that we shall have enough of the gold finds or well preserved

sanctuaries that so often provoke sighs of admiration from the public. The dis-

tinction between a “cultural public” and occasional consumers of cultural heri-

tage should be their understanding of the process of scientific work, but also

their recognition of the importance of “ordinary” objects, which occasionally

have a tremendous impact on our understanding of the past. Thus, one of the
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important tasks for archaeologists is to adequately present their research in

ways that are accessible and understandable to the general public.

The Vin~a 2006 excavation campaign will be remembered for the excep-

tional Vin~a culture pottery assemblage that was uncovered on the floor of

Feature 03/03 (pl. I). Discovered in the horizons of the late Vin~a culture, (i.e.

the Vin~a-Plo~nik phase), the context of these finds is so-far unique and in-

comparable. Two later horizons with buildings of the Vin~a culture have been

previously excavated just above where this pottery group was recovered. The

pottery assemblage consisted of a conical bowl, a jug and three amphorae.

The most striking feature of this discovery is the impeccably preserved

conical bowl (pl. II; fig. 1) of very fine fabric whose reddish-brown color, as it

appears, does not originate from secondary burning. The base of the pot is flat,

and the rim is simple and unpronounced. What makes this bowl unique is eight

modeled protomes which resemble the heads of contemporaneous Vin~a cul-

ture figurines (the phase Vin~a-Plo~nik II a-b; cf. Gara{anin 1979). Two types

of these heads can be distinguished here: the ones with protrusions (horns)

and those without. The heads are organized in pairs and placed on the rim

symmetrically. The bowl dimensions are: height with plastic protrusions 7 cm,

height to the rim 5.5 cm, inner diameter at the rim 10.3 cm, diameter of the

base 3.8 cm, max. depth (nose tip to rear) of the protomes with protrusion is

2.3 cm, max. depth of protomes without protrusion is 2.2 cm. The bowl’s capac-

ity is 0.2 liters. On the interior it is decorated with burnished straight lines

which start from the rim and end in the base. Crescent-like lines which also

start from the rim form four groups of lines related to the pairs of plastic

heads. The decoration is not applied particularly carefully. On the exterior of

the bowl there are two small plastic lugs which are placed ergonomically. If the

bowl is lifted with both hands, the lugs will be placed between the index and

middle fingers, making the manipulation of the pot extremely safe and natural.
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Fig. 1. The bowl with protomes, height 7 cm.



Holding it in this manner, the pot is directed towards the one holding the pot

exactly to the point where the protrusions are positioned somewhat more

widely apart. Pairs of identical heads are positioned on the left and right side

related to the person holding the pot. The places for drinking are identical on

both sides, and have heads with horns on the left side and those without horns

on the right.

Plastic applications placed on the rims of vessels are not rare in the Vin~a

culture. They appear in different forms. Sometimes they are simple spheres,

while in other instances they appear as anthropomorphic or zoomorphic mod-

eled heads. However in most cases, finds of this kind are fragmented so we have

not been in the position to reconstruct and comprehend their disposition. The

most frequent reconstructions have been evenly or symmetrically distributed

protomes on the rim of pots. Based on the present example we can see that dif-

ferent strategies must have existed. The placement and characteristics of the

plastic heads on the rim of this bowl speaks in favor of the assumption that this

is not an ordinary pot intended for everyday use. The fact that it is only one of

a kind, without apparent analogies, supports this hypothesis.

Another exquisite vessel, discovered here (pl. III/1) is the jug of reddish

brown color, which is almost identical to the bowl with protomes in its fabric

and production. It is carinated in shape with a cylindrical neck and one handle

shaped in the form of a head standing up from the shoulder of the jug. The rim

is simple and unpronounced. The dimensions of the jug are: height 8 cm, rim

diameter 7.8 cm (on the outside and 7.2 cm inside), base diameter 4 cm, the

handle is 2.8 cm high and 1.7 cm wide. The capacity of the jug is 0.2 liters. The

jug was discovered next to the bowl on the floor of Feature 03/03. The ergo-

nomics of the jug are remarkable. If the handle is placed between the thumb

and index finger it fits perfectly in the palm of the hand. One can drink from it

or ladle with it. It is worth mentioning that the capacity of the jug corresponds

perfectly with the volume of the bowl.

Along with the bowl and jug, three amphorae were also discovered inside

Feature 03/03, one of which is almost intact (pl. III/2).1 The amphora was dis-

covered during the 2003 excavation campaign while excavating in the house

rubble that was thoroughly examined later on – in the 2006 campaign. It is

made of refined clay with a smooth outer surface. Unlike the previously men-

tioned pots, the reddish brown color of this amphora is the consequence of sec-

ondary burning. This amphora has a carinated body, cylindrical neck and a

slightly everted rim. The shoulder of this vessel is decorated with the typical

“Vin~a type” channeling. The amphora dimensions are: height 17.3 cm, rim di-

ameter 16.7 cm (outside, inside diameter 15.4 cm), base diameter 9 cm. Three

simple plastic lugs (height 3.2, width 3.2 cm) are placed on the lower portion of
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the shoulder of the pot. This wide opening of this vessel makes it closer to the

form and function of the crater than to classic amphora. Due to its wide mouth

one can easily scoop the contents of the amphora using the jug as a ladle. Frag-

ments of two more amphorae have been discovered in the Feature 03/03. One

of them is of larger dimensions and has a narrow cylindrical neck.

It seems that all the vessels discovered in Feature 03/03 correspond with

one another. They probably represent a set used for the storing, pouring and

drinking of a liquid of some kind. Although there can be no definite answers

until the results of the analysis of the contents of these vessels are finished, a

few general interpretations can be made.

First, the quality of the clay, as well as the treatment of the surface for the

bowl and jug is identical, which implies that they were locally produced.2 Sec-

ond, the ergonomics of the bowl and jug are highly pronounced and represent

the exceptional craftsmanship of the pottery of this phase. The lugs on the

bowl fit superbly in the hands and point unmistakably to the mouth. The lug on

the jar, as described above, is modeled and placed in such a way that when be-

ing used as a ladle, it can be held firmly. When the jar is taken out of the am-

phora (crater), excess liquid runs off, leaving the exact quantity needed to fill

the bowl entirely. The shape of the rim of the bowl and the disposition of the

protomes, suggests that it could be used as part of a ritual involving two peo-

ple. They would have been positioned facing each other drinking from the

same bowl. The ritual of alliance, amply described in the anthropological liter-

ature (e.g. Lévi-Strauss 1971: 479) is of course the most obvious. It is also im-

portant to mention that from the perspective of both persons involved in the

ritual, the bowl looks identical, which could simply be caused by the articulated

symmetry of the bowl or the fashion of the time, but also by some egalitarian

concept tied to the ritual itself.

The context of this find also seems to be interesting. Feature 03/03, where

the pottery set was discovered, is rectangular, almost square in shape and

rather small in size (3 x 2.8 m) without inner divisions (pl. I). The orientation

of Feature 03/03 is similar to other houses at the Vin~a site, which are gener-

ally pointed to the north-east, with the longer wall exposed to the south-east.

The entrance to Feature 03/03 was, according to the present state of research,

in the south-western wall. It was made in the wattle and daub technique. The

postholes are rather thin (average diameter is 10 cm), so the walls are not

more than 15 cm thick. At some points, the walls are preserved up to 35 cm in

height. The thin walls suggest that this was a non-permanent structure which

could have been erected by a few members from within the community. On the

other hand, the presence of a well-prepared and plastered floor, probably with
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University of California, Berkeley. His preliminary analysis of the chemical composition of this pot-

tery set, confirmed our assumption that bowl and jug were locally produced.



a foundation of wooden beams (a question to be resolved in the next round of

excavations), demonstrates the attention and care which the ancient builders

expended on this structure, and is consistent with its supposed ritualistic func-

tion. Another significant fact is that there is no kiln, fireplace or other kind of

fire installation inside. Mobile heating installations, discovered in earlier

phases of Vin~a by Vasi} (Vasi} 1932: 12, sl. 9), might have been used, but

have not been detected in the horizon that this structure belongs to. So far it

seems that Feature 03/03 could not have been used as a dwelling during the

winter. Apart from the absence of fire installations, the lack of evidence for ev-

eryday activities is also striking – the almost complete absence of flint, bone,

stone artifacts and macro botanical remains. The only contents of Feature

03/03 are the mentioned pottery assemblage, which would also indicate a spe-

cial function for this structure.

Feature 03/03, represents an exception from other discoveries made at

Vin~a, and therefore we could hypothesize that this special building was made

for a special occasion, probably ritualistic in character. If this is correct, then

the rite could have been performed in the structure itself or in front of it. If we

accept the first possibility, due to the dimensions of the structure (less than

9 m²), not more than ten people could have participated in or directly wit-

nessed the ritual at one time. However, the volume of the amphorae, which to-

tals 10 liters, would allow for an even larger number of participants, so it is

possible that Feature 03/03 may have been used for the preparation, storage,

or serving of ritualistic beverages. Another possibility for the nature of this rit-

ual involves a number of couples drinking from the bowl by passing it to one

another. It is also possible that there was one person who distributed the bowl

with its contents among the participants. However, bearing in mind that the ca-

pacity of both the bowl and jar are only 0.2 liters each, we can suppose that the

ritual either involved only two people at a time or that the consumption of the

beverage was purely symbolic. The amphora with the wide rim suggests the re-

filling of the service set, which further points to the possibility of more partici-

pants being involved in the rite and the probable location of the ritual in the

open. Two additional amphorae for storage have also been found in this con-

text, but it is still not clear whether they contained the same beverages or not.

The stage, as it appears, has been preserved in its entirety, but the actors

are absent – as one of our archaeology professors used to say. For that reason

we may never be in a position to grasp the details and liveliness of this and

other rituals that must have been performed in this society, with its rich and

long-lasting traditions. We can imagine and propose hypotheses which will be

more or less plausible depending on the degree to which they acknowledge the

archaeological material and its context. One possible reconstruction of the

meaning of the ritual which involves the archaeological materials and objects

described above is based on the difference of the plastic heads at the rim of the

bowl. The difference between the two types of protomes involves the presence
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or absence of small protuberances which resemble horns. Horns are frequently

presented in Neolithic cultures and have special meanings. Although there are

some other interpretations (e.g. Gimbutas 1991: 400), horns are almost exclu-

sively associated with male individuals. Examples come from vast regions,

reaching from Anatolia to the Pannonian plain. Bucrania, or bulls’ heads, were

discovered as part of Neolithic architecture during Vasi}’s excavations at

Vin~a (Vasi} 1936: 50–51). But one other example seems more adequate for

this comparison. According to the shape of the horns and the fact that it had

the similar function to that of a decanter, we cannot help but recall the famous

Hyde vase (pl. III/3) discovered in 1930 during Vasi}’s excavations at a relative

depth of 7.5 meters. The recipient is formed in the shape of a bird, but on its

long neck there is a pentagonal face with protrusions similar to those from our

ritual bowl. It is important to note there is a lack of female attributes and that

this head can be regarded as male. Another example comes from Par�a (Laza-

rovici 1979; Lazarovici, Dra�ovean and Maxim 2001: 226–227, 391, figs. 184,

186), the Late Neolithic sanctuary where, according to the reconstruction, a di-

vine couple is represented (pl. III/4). The male figure/principle is represented

with horned bull’s head. Based on analogies we can suppose that the bowl with

protomes from Feature 03/03 actually depicts a male-female union, and that

the ritual described above may be some sort of a wedding ceremony. Unfortu-

nately, apart from the dimensions of the dwellings, there are no sources for the

reconstruction of family organization and kinship. It is also true that the dis-

cussion of marital customs and rituals in the very distant past is fraught with

difficulty, but in spite of that, the pottery assemblage and its archaeological

context gives us possible insights into social organization. In any case, however

compelling we find the hypothesis offered here that this pottery set was used

during a marriage ritual, or some other ceremony such as worship, rites of pas-

sage, or oaths of allegiance, the fact remains that we have a unique and valu-

able piece of information before us, which, to a degree, illuminates and ani-

mates the “silent” archaeological record.
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NENAD N. TASI]

RITUALNI KERAMI^KI SET IZ VIN^E

Rezime

Arheolo{ka iskopavawa u Vin~i 2006. bi}e upam}ena po kerami~kim

nalazima do sada jedinstvenim u vin~anskoj kulturi, kao i po kontekstu u

kojem su otkriveni. Horizont kojima nalazi pripadaju vezuje se za fazu Vin-

~a-Plo~nik II. Kerami~ki set otkriven je na podu objekta 03/03 (t. I/1–2),

koji je gotovo kvadratnog dispozitiva, dimenzija 3 x 2,8 m, bez unutra{we

podele, a u wega se, prema rasporedu rupa od stubova, ulazilo sa severo-

zapadne strane. Izgra|en je u tehnici pletera i lepa, tankih zidova, ali sa

kvalitetno ra|enim podom. U objektu nisu otkriveni ni pe} ni vatri{te, a

upadqiv je i nedostatak tragova radnih aktivnosti, kremenog i ko{tanog

materijala ili makro-botani~kih ostataka, {to sugeri{e prostoriju po-

sebne namene. Set se sastoji od zdele sa protomima (t. II; sl. 1), vr~a

(t. III/1) i tri amfore, od kojih je jedna sa~uvana gotovo cela, a dve su

fragmentovane. Ono {to izdvaja prona|enu zdelu jeste osam plasti~no

modelovanih protoma koji izgledaju kao glave vin~anskih figurina, ti-

pi~nih za najmla|e faze ove kulture. Na posudi se razlikuju dve vrste

protoma – glave sa stilizovanim ro{~i}ima i glave bez ikakvih detaqa sa

„pti~jim licem” – koji su naspramno postavqeni. Na stranama posude

nalaze se dve jezi~aste dr{ke. Vr~, otkriven neposredno pored zdele, ta-

ko|e je u celosti sa~uvan. Re~ je o bikoni~noj posudi, sme|ecrvene boje,

vertikalnog cilindri~nog vrata i neprofilisanog oboda. Krasi je dr{ka

postavqena na prelazu trbuha u rame suda, koja predstavqa stilizovanu

glavu sa ro{~i}ima, ne tako razli~itu od one sa zdele koju smo opisali. Po

zapremini od 0,2 l, zdela i vr~ u potpunosti odgovaraju jedno drugom.

Kvalitet gline i obrada spoqne povr{ine zdele i vr~a ukazuju na to da su

posude lokalne provenijencije. Nagla{ena je ergonomija posuda, odnosno

prilago|enost qudskoj ruci. Jezi~aste dr{ke na zdeli nepogre{ivo je u

{akama postavqaju u polo`aj za ispijawe. U slu~aju vr~a, dr{ka u obliku

protoma postavqena je tako da se puna posuda prilikom izvla~ewa iz

amfore sigurno dr`i, sadr`aj se prelije i iscuri ta~no do nivoa kada
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ostaje zapremina koja sasvim napuni zdelu sa protomima. Amfora, tipi~no

vin~anska, iz objekta 03/03, koja je, kao {to smo rekli, sa~uvana gotovo cela

(t. III/2), izra|ena je od fino pre~i{}ene gline, ugla~ane spoqne po-

vr{ine. Crvenosme|e je boje, koja je, za razliku od zdele i vr~a, najvero-

vatnije posledica sekundarnog pe~ewa. Amfora je bikoni~nog recipijenta

sa cilindri~nim vratom i blago razgrnutim obodom i odlikuje je {irok

obod kroz koji lako prolazi ruka koja dr`i vr~. Po ramenu je ukra{ena

plitkim ukoso postavqenim vin~anskim kanelurama. Na amfori su tri

jednostavne, funkcionalne dr{ke. Od dve fragmentovane amfore, jedna je

ne{to ve}ih dimenzija i ima znatno u`i cilindri~ni vrat.

U neolitskim kulturama nije redak slu~aj da se mu{karac asocira sa

bikom ili nekom drugom `ivotiwom sa rogovima. Bukraniona ima od

Anadolije do Panonske ravnice, a ima ih nekoliko i na Vin~i. Prema

obliku ro{~i}a i ~iwenici da je i ona bila kori{}ena za izlivawe

te~nosti, uputno je prisetiti se Hajd vaze (t. III/3), gde je na pti~jem telu

prikazano petougaono lice sa stilizovanim rogovima. Va`no je notirati

da u ovom slu~aju na grudima definitivno izostaju `enski atributi, te se

glava sa Hajd vaze mo`e smatrati mu{kom. Paralele nalazimo i u sve-

tili{tu iz Parce, gde je mu{ki princip predstavqen sa rogovima, a

`enski bez wih (t. III/4). Pretpostavqamo da se i u slu~aju zdele sa

protomima radi o simboli~nom prikazu mu{ko-`enskog spoja. Budu}i da je

kompletan kerami~ki materijal iz ina~e nesvakida{weg objekta 03/03,

namewen ~uvawu, sipawu i ispijawu te~nosti, a kako se na zdeli za is-

pijawe nagla{ava mu{ko-`enski princip, ne}emo puno pogre{iti ako ovu

kerami~ku grupu ve`emo za neki ritual posve}en sjediwavawu mu{karca i

`ene. Osim dimenzija ku}a i unutra{we podele prostora, nema nikakvih

podataka o organizaciji porodice u vin~ansko doba, ali bez obzira na to da

li je kerami~ki set bio kori{}en prilikom stupawa u brak, gozbe, dobro-

do{lice ili neke inicijacije, ostaje ~iwenica da se radi o vrednim i

retkim nalazima, koji svojim kontekstom omogu}avaju i jedan nov ugao

gledawa.

Received: 27 April 2007
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