RITUAL POTTERY SET FROM VINCA
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Abstract: During the Vinca 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 Vinca culture, i.e. the Vinca-Plocnik phase. The only contents of Feature 03/03
is the named pottery assemblage, which also indicates a special function for this structure.

Key words: Vinca, 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 18 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 Vinéa 2006 excavation campaign will be remembered for the excep-
tional Vinca culture pottery assemblage that was uncovered on the floor of
Feature 03/03 (pl. I). Discovered in the horizons of the late Vinca culture, (i.e.
the Vinca-Plo¢nik phase), the context of these finds is so-far unique and in-
comparable. Two later horizons with buildings of the Vinca 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 Vinca cul-
ture figurines (the phase Vinca-Plo¢nik II a-b; ¢f. GaraSanin 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.

Fig. 1. The bowl with protomes, height 7 cm.
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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 Vinca
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. I1I/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. I1I/2).! 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
“Vinca 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

1 This form is frequently found in the inventory of the Vin¢a culture.
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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.? 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 Vinca 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

2 T owe many thanks for these preliminary results to J. M. Matsunaga, Graduate student of the
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.
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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 Vinca by Vasi¢ (Bacuh 1932: 12, cn. 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
Vinca, 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 m?), 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
Vinca (Bacuh 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. I11/3) 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 Parta (Laza-
rovici 1979; Lazarovici, Drasovean and Maxim 2001: 226227, 391, figs. 184,
186), the Late Neolithic sanctuary where, according to the reconstruction, a di-
vine couple is represented (pl. I1I/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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HEHAD H. TACUR

PUTYAJIH KEPAMWYKU CET U3 BUHYE

Pesume

Apxeonomika uckonapamwa y Bunum 2006. 6uhe ynamheHa mo kepaMUyKuM
Haja3uMa Jo cajia jefUHCTBEHUM y BUHYAHCKOj KYJITYpH, KaO M MO KOHTEKCTY Y
KOjeM Cy OTKpUBEHH. XOpHU30HT KOjUMa Hala3u Npunajajy Besyje ce 3a ¢asy Bun-
ga-ITnounuk II. Kepamuuku ceT oTkpuBeH je Ha mogy oGjekra 03/03 (t.1/1-2),
KOjH je TOTOBO KBaJIpaTHOT ANCIO3UTHBA, fuMeH3uja 3 X 2,8 m, 6e3 yHyTpallbe
nofiesie, a y mera ce, mpemMa pacrnopefy pyna oji cry0oBa, yJaa3uio ca ceBepo-
3anajiHe ctpane. M3rpabeH je y TeXHUIM IuIeTepa U jena, TaHKUX 3U/0Ba, ajiu ca
KBaJIUTETHO pabeHnM nojioM. Y 00jeKTy HUCY OTKpUBEHHU HU Neh HU BaTpHILTE, a
yIaJbuB je W HeJoCcTaTaK TparoBa PajiHUX aKTHBHOCTH, KPEMEHOT M KOUITAHOT
Marepujajia WiId Makpo-O00TaHMYKUX OcTaTaka, IITO Cyrepuile MpOCTOPHjy IMo-
ceone mamene. Cer ce cacroju of 3meie ca mporommma (1. II; ci. 1), Bpua
(r. 1II/1) m Tpm amdope, o KOjuX je jefHa cayyBaHa TOTOBO Iieja, a ABE CY
¢pparmenToBane. OHO IITO W3ABaja MpoHaheHy 3pesy jecTe ocaM IUTACTUYHO
MOJIETTOBaHUX MPOTOMAa KOjU HU3TJIeflajy Kao TiaBe BUHYAHCKUX (PUTYpHHA, TH-
NUYHUX 3a Hajmiiabe ¢asze oBe Kyntype. Ha mocynum ce pasnukyjy ABe BpcTe
IpOTOMa — IJIaBe ca CTUIM30BAHMM polrunhuma u riaBe 0e3 HKaKBUX JIeTalba ca
LITUYjUM JuneM” — KOju Cy HaclpaMHO IocTaB/beHUu. Ha cTpaHama mnocyne
Hajase ce fIBe je3udacre Jpuike. Bpy, OTKpUBEH HENOCPEAHO MOpex 3fele, Ta-
Kobe je y menmoctu cauyBaH. Peu je o OmkoHWYHO] mocynu, cMebenpsene 6oje,
BEPTUKAJIHOT LMIMHAPUYHOT BpaTa u Henpoduircanor odopa. Kpacu je gpuka
IOCTaB/b€HA Ha Ipenia3dy TpOyxa y pamMe cyjda, Koja NpefcTaBba CTUIM30BaHY
IJ1aBy ca pourynhuma, He TaKO pas3iIMyuTy Off OHE ca 3jejie Kojy cMo onucanu. ITo
3anpemuan of 0,2 1, 3mena u BpY y NOTHYHOCTH OATrOBapajy jefHO JIPYTOM.
KBanurteT riamae u oOpajia crojbHE MOBPIIUHE 3[]e7ie ¥ BpYa yKa3yjy Ha TO Ja cy
nocyje JoKajHe NpoBeHujeHuuje. Harnamena je eproHomuja mocyja, OGHOCHO
npuIIaroheHocT JbYACKOj pylH. Je3uyacTe ApIIKE Ha 3[elU HENOTPEelInBO je Y
[IakamMa MocTaBibajy y MOJIOXKa]j 3a UCOHjarbe. Y Clydajy Bpua, ApIIKa y OOIHKY
IpOTOMa IOCTaBIbeHa je TaKo ja ce IyHa IOocyla NPUIMKOM H3BIavYerha U3
amgope CUTypHO JIpXH, cafp:Kaj ce Mpelrje W WCUypH TayHO A0 HMBOA Kaja
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OCTaje 3allpeMHHA KOja CacBUM HAIyHU 37le]ly ca NpoToMuMa. AMdpopa, THITUYHO
BMHYAaHCKa, 13 o0jexkTa 03/03, Koja je, Kao MITO CMO PeKJIN, cauyBaHa TOTOBO Iiesa
(t. III/2), u3pabena je om ¢uHO mpeunmitheHe TIUHE, yriiadaHe CIIOJBHE IO-
BpumnHe. LlpBeHocmebe je Goje, Koja je, 3a pa3iuky of 37ejie U Bpua, HajBepo-
BaTHUje MOCNeAulla CEKYHAapHOT euewma. AMdopa je OUKOHUYHOT pelynujeHTa
ca IWINHAPUYHAM BpPaTOM U OJIaro pa3rpHYTUM OOONOM U OJJIMKYje je IIUPOK
06071 Kpo3 KOjH JIako Ipojas3u pyka koja apxu Bpd. [lo paMmeny je ykpaiieHa
IVINTKUM YKOCO TOCTaB/bEHMM BMHYAHCKMM KaHenypama. Ha amdopu cy Tpu
jemHOCTaBHE, (pyHKIMOHANHe Apiike. Of ABe pparMeHTOoBaHE aMdope, jefHa je
HemTo Behux AuMeH3uja U UMa 3HATHO YKU IUJINHAPUYHU BparT.

Y HeonuTCKUM KYJITypama HHUje peflak clyvaj fa ce MylIKapall acouupa ca
OMKOM WM HEKOM J[PYrOM SKUBOTHHOM ca poropuMma. bykpaHnoHa uMa Off
Amnaponmje go IlaHOHCKe paBHHUIE, a UMa WX HEKOJMUKO M Ha Bunum. ITpema
00nuKy pomrunha U YMKBEHUIM Aa je U OHa Ouja KopuirtheHa 3a HU3JIHBaHC
TEYHOCTH, YIOyTHO je mpucetutu ce Xajx Basze (1. I11/3), rae je Ha nTudjeM Teiy
NPHUKa3aHO METOYraoHO JIMIIE ca CTHUIN30BaHUM porosuma. BaxHo je HOTHpaTH
lla y OBOM CIy4ajy Ha TpyauMa Ie(pUHITUBHO M30CTajy XKEHCKHN aTpuUOyTH, Te ce
rnaBa ca Xaji Baze MOxKe cMaTpaTd MylKoM. Ilapanene Hamasumo u y cBe-
tunumTy u3 Ilapne, rae je MyIIKM NPUHLOUI NPEJCTaB/BEH Ca POroBHMa, a
skeHckn 6e3 mux (7. III/4). IlpernocraBibaMo fa ce W y ciydajy 3jene ca
IPOTOMHMA Pajii O CUMOOJIMYHOM TIPUKAa3y MYIIKO-KEHCKOT croja. byayhu na je
KOMIUIETaH KEepaMHUKU MaTepujal M3 HMHade HecBakupallmer oOjekTta 03/03,
HaMEHhEH UyBamy, CUNAmky U HCIHjalky TEUYHOCTH, a KaKO ce Ha 3[eid 3a HC-
IHjamke HarjamlaBa MYyIIKO->KeHCKU NPUHINI, HeheMO MyHO NOTpeluTH aKo OBY
KepaMHUUKy TpyIy BEXKEMO 3a HEKH pUTyasl nocseheH cjegumaBamby MyIHIKapla U
keHe. OcuM guMeH3Hja Kyha U yHyTpalllkhe Iofiesie TPOCTOpa, HeMa HUKAKBUX
nofaTaka O opraHu3alyju NOPOAUIe Y BUHIAHCKO 100a, anu 6e3 063upa Ha TO Aa
JIU je KepaMHUUKH ceT OMO KOopulTheH NPUINKOM CTylama y Opak, roszde, foopo-
MONLINIIE WJIX HeKe WHUIFjalyje, OcTaje UUICHMIA J1a ce pajud O BPEIHUM U
peTKMM Hajas3nMa, KOju CBOjUM KOHTEKCTOM omoryhaBajy M jefjaH HOB yrao
riefama.

Received: 27 April 2007
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1. Plan and orthogonal photograph of Feature 03/03.
2. Amphorae, bowl and a jug in situ.



Plate 1I N. N. Tasié (2007)

The bowl with protomes, height 7 ¢cm, inner diameter at the rim 10.3 cm.
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1. A jug with a handle shaped in the form of a head, height 8 cm. 2. One of the three am-
phorae that have been discovered in Feature 03/03, height 17.3 cm. 3. So-called Hyde vase,
discovered in 1930 Vinca excavations. 4. Late Neolithic Sanctuary 2 in Parta, where double
statue, according to the reconstruction, represent a divine couple. The male figure/principle
is represented with horned bull’s head (after Lazarovici, Drasovean and Maxim 2001: fig. 186).
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