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Abstract: Graphite-tempered vessels are important diagnostic finds of the Late lron Age
La Tene culture of Central Europe, yet they are still enigmatic. One of the most interesting
phenomena connected to them is a group of more-or-less sophisticated symbols, the so-called
‘base marks’ (Bodenzeichen in German), added before the firing to the exterior of the base of
a small proportion of these vessels. The paper presents five new examples from two Late Iron
Age sites, Perkata-Nyuli-d(ilé and Bata-Oreghegy (Hungary), supplementing the current as-
semblage of such finds from the Carpathian Basin. The description of new finds is completed
by a discussion of the possible functions of these symbols and some economic-cultural and
chronological conclusions based on their occurrence.

Keywords: graphite-tempered pottery, base marks, Late La Téne period, networks, symbols

Introduction and research history

Pottery has been an indispensable part of humanity’s daily life since the Neolithic. In both prehis-
toric and historic times, relative ease of production and extreme malleability made clay one of the
most important materials for making, amongst others, pottery vessels, such as cookware, tableware,
and containers. Throughout history, pottery vessels were marked with symbols, pictograms, or
inscriptions for a variety of purposes. The practice became widespread in Central Europe since the
Roman conquest, but a similar phenomenon was already present during the Late Iron Age: the so-
called base marks appearing mostly on graphite-tempered situlae.

Special graphite-tempered vessels were popular in La Téne areas east of the Rhine; however, the
means of their distribution, the exact technology of their production, their significance and func-
tion are still not fully understood. The vast majority of these pots represent the so-called situla
(plural: situlae) vessel type, characterised by a conical body, a swollen rim, a combed or otherwise
roughened exterior, and a wide, flat base; but not by size, which varies from small, beaker-like ves-
sels to large, even barrel-sized ones (though the standard pot size is the most common).

Rarely, the outer surfaces of the flat bases of these vessels bear conspicuous burnished, smoothened,
incised, or stamped, mostly very simple, but occasionally more elaborate geometric motifs added
before firing.! This phenomenon is characteristic mainly of the Late La Téne period, with some ex-
amples dating up to the 1st century AD.? Less frequently, such symbols also appear on situlae with
no graphite in their material and even on other pottery types (such as jars, bowls, bottles or pots);
however, base marks and graphite tempering seem to have been closely connected.’

1 KAPPEL 1969, 6; TREBSCHE 2011, 465.

2 ZEIDLER 2003, 70; DRAGAN 2023, 288—290.
3 BEKIC 2006, 115; REPKA 2020, 91; DRAGAN 2023, 288—289.
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The first researcher to describe these base marks was Martin Hell in 1922, but only Irene Kappel—47
years later—developed the first typological framework, classifying them into seven categories with
several sub-categories® in her monograph on the important graphite-tempered pottery material of
the Manching oppidum. Later, Milos Cizmaf and Jifi Meduna refined the typology, adding five more
categories; their system was later compiled into a typological table by Milos Hlava. Jirgen Zeidler
attempted to introduce a new classification system, paying closer attention to details, and distin-
guished between no less than 94 types.” Despite his efforts, his typology, along with his (later ex-
plained) interpretations, has not become widely accepted; therefore, the analysis presented in this
paper relies on the typology of Cizméi and Meduna to maintain comparability with other studies.
The depicted symbols had probably even more variations, ranging from simple lines and circle or
cross patterns to elaborate mandala-like motifs and inscriptions.®

Martin Hell was also the first to analyse the scatter of these marks; he discovered that the dis-
tribution of the 50-60 pieces from 14 sites included in his study covers most of Central Europe.’
Later, Irene Kappel collected 430-440 specimens from 35 sites with specimens from the Eastern
Celtic area among them." Next, Cizmai and Meduna collected 65 specimens from 19 sites only in
Moravia," proving that the phenomenon is much frequent than presumed earlier. Jirgen Zeidler
compiled the largest database to date, listing about 660 specimens (of the estimated ca. 1,200) from
97 sites;'? however, the Carpathian Basin seems fairly underrepresented in his collection. As for this
region, Marek Gere collected specimens from the most intensive concentration of the phenomenon
in Slovakia,” followed by Radoslav Cambal and Branislav Kovar'* and, later, by Dominik Repka.'
Currently, 52 specimens from 18 sites in the Carpathian Basin are available.

The significance of graphite-tempered pottery

To understand the meaning of these mysterious markings, we must take into account the char-
acteristics of their bearers. Graphite-tempered pottery (Graphittonkeramik in German, not to be
mistaken for pottery with a graphitic finish, i.e. coating or painting) has been present in various
archaeological cultures since the Neolithic, reaching its peak in Central Europe during the Late Iron
Age. Later, it was almost forgotten until the Middle Ages, when its popularity witnessed a second,
albeit smaller, increase from the 8th century AD onward.

Graphite-tempered pottery raises many questions in the research of the Celtic Late Iron Age. Root-
ed in the Hallstatt culture, the technique first spread in west-central Europe and became common
in the La Tene B-C period, occurring in large quantities in almost all La Téne sites from southern
Germany to Transylvania and from southern Poland to the northern Balkans. In addition, other

4 HEeLL 1922.

5 KAPPEL 1969, 104—122, Abb. 52.

6 CrzMAR — MEDUNA 1985, 94—99; Hrava 2008, Obr. 3.
7 ZEIDLER 2003, 77, Fig. 5.

8 VRTEL 2012, 170, Obr. 277; PIETA — ZACHAR 1993, 166, Obr. 88.5.
9 HEeLL 1940.

10  KAPPEL 1969, 109-110.

11 CizMAR - MEDUNA 1985, 78.

12 ZEIDLER 2003, 70, 124—132.

13 GERE 2017, 100.

14  CamBaL — KOVAR 2019, 181-182.

15  REPKA 2020, 92-93.

16 ~ TREBSCHE 2011, 451-453.
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peoples, such as the Dacians or the Bastarnae, seem to have adopted this method from the Celts."
The following Late La Téne period is characterised by spatial heterogeneity: as in some regions,
graphite tempering continued to flourish or even peaked, while in others, the scarcity of such ware
attests either to difficulties in obtaining graphite or to the vanishing of the related know-how.
However, the significance of these vessels seems to have remained unchanged or even increased, as
attested, for example, by the appearance of imitations of graphitic situlae or the base marks. Only
a small-scale survival of the technique can be detected in the 1st century AD, except in the area of
the Puchov culture in the northern Carpathians.*®

Chemical analyses identified the main graphite source as the Czech Massif and the surrounding
areas; but it is possible that, several other, less abundant or lower-quality natural graphite deposits
(some within the Carpathian Basin) may also have been exploited.”” Together with the raw material,
the technological knowledge of graphite tempering and of the making of such vessels spread hun-
dreds of kilometres from the core region, while the most common vessel type, the situla, remained
almost identical in both quality and design across the whole distribution area. This technological
diffusion and the high degree of uniformity across the eastern Celtic areas imply a strong network
of contacts spanning a vast region, enabling the transport of large quantities of raw materials, tech-
nological knowledge, and traditions.

Composition analyses of the vessels’ fabric and finds from pottery workshops revealed that graphite
was traded throughout Central Europe during the entire La Téne period, mainly in the form of raw
lumps. hese where then processed by Celtic potters, who mixed the graphite powder with local clay in
workshops that supplied single settlements or smaller regions.” In addition to the export of graphite
lumps, there is also some evidence of the distribution of clay with a natural graphite content, although
that seems to be limited to the Late Hallstatt-Early La Téne periods and west-central Europe.” It is
difficult to draw conclusions about the commerce of finished vessels; archaeometric analyses indicate,
at best, small-scale trade in graphite-tempered pottery.? However, some typological characteristics—
such as situlae with ‘C’ motifs stamped on their shoulders—might imply distribution over longer
distances. According to Milos Hlava, this motif is characteristic of a smaller region in Moravia; thus,
the few examples found in other regions can be interpreted as exports.” Moreover, the isolated occur-
rences of graphite-tempered situlae outside Eastern Celtic, Dacian, and Bastarnian territory provide
evidence that these vessels were sometimes transported over hundreds of kilometres.*

The production of graphite-tempered vessels required considerable skills and clearly attests to the
presence of specialised potters in the Late Iron Age. In an oxidising environment, graphite readi-
ly burns out of the ceramic matrix at relatively low temperatures, leaving holes in the fabric and

17  Evidence (e.g., finds of raw graphitic lumps) indicates local production at Dacian and Bastarnian sites;
see RusToIu 1993, 131-133.

18 HANIiK 2010, 352; TREBSCHE 2011, 455.

19  Possible other sources include Styria, the Alpenostrand (the eastern feet of the Alps), the Little Carpath-
ians, Slavonia (based on the plausible mining activities here in the Hallstatt period), and Transylvania;
however, none of these is irrefutably proven to have been exploited in the Late Iron Age (KAPPEL 1969,

40, Abb. 11; POTREBICA — RAKVIN 2019, 142; REPKA 2020, 99; BREZINOVA — GERE 2021, 62).

20  Hrava 2008, 209; SzOLLSSI et al. 2009, 385; TREBSCHE 2011, 456-457; KOuCckA — NOVAK 2016, 56; BREZI-
NOVA — GERE 2021, 67.

21 KAPPEL 1969, 23; TREBSCHE 2011, 457.
22 SzOLLOsI et al. 2009, 385; TREBSCHE 2011, 457.
23 This special decoration can be dated to the La Téne B-C1 period (HLava 2008, 218-223).

24 These include specimens from the Western La Téne culture (Aulnat: KappEL 1969, 82), the Przeworsk
culture (Januszkowo: FiLirowr1axk 1953) and from Illyrian (Knin: PARET 1929, 141), Thracian (Seuthopolis:
DimITROV ef al. 1984, 52-53, Fig. 24) and Roman sites (Aquileia: KAPPEL 1969, 81, Abb. 49. 21).
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rendering the vessel unusable.” To avoid that, potters must have sought a perfect reductive firing.
However, in an experiment conducted in 2015 by the Institute of Archaeology and Museology at
Masaryk University in Panska Lhota, researchers failed to create a reductive environment sufficient
for the firing of graphite-tempered vessels, despite placing the test pieces inside modern terracotta
covers.” FrantiSek Makyta hypothesised that, to ensure the proper preservation of graphite, potters
treated it with animal tallow during multiple firing stages at different temperatures, which might be
seen as evidence of some advanced chemical and physical knowledge in the period.”

A key question about graphite-tempered pottery concerns its function. According to the prevailing
view, such vessels functioned as cooking pots; however, both supporting and opposing arguments
are equally available. The most obvious supporting evidence includes the shape (of situlae), the
circular impressions on the interior surfaces, the frequent soot remains on their outer surfaces,
and the rarely observed food residues identified in them.?® But why was such a material, often only
available through long-distance trade in limited quantities, worth using for tempering simple cook-
ware? Perhaps because graphite has extremely advantageous physical and chemical properties:
experimental archaeological investigations have revealed that graphite-tempered pottery is highly
heat-resistant and thermally conductive, chemically resistant, and highly impermeable.”

However, other properties tell against such a use: for example, graphite-tempered pottery crumbles
easily, can stain food and turn liquids black, and graphite may cause constipation.* In addition, the
wide range of sizes in which graphite-tempered vessels occur raises doubts as to whether all speci-
mens served the same function. Other plausible uses include—in light of the improved durability of
graphite-tempered pottery—the long-term storage of substances that would damage simple ceramics
(e.g., salt).”* However, nothing else points to such a function, and the lack of evidence for large-scale
trade of finished products also contradicts it. Graphite-tempered vessels were perhaps also believed
to possess magical or symbolic properties;* however, the relatively large proportion of such vessels
in settlement pottery is a strong argument against that being the sole reason for their use.*

Base-marked specimens seem to form a distinct group within graphite-tempered situlae; the hand-
ful of examples with such markings date almost exclusively to the La Téne D period. The proportion
of base-marked vessels in the Carpathian Basin is lower than in the western regions; in parallel,
most such vessels with no graphite in their material, mainly also situlae, are also known from there.
The phenomenon might indicate that local potters imitated graphite-tempered base-marked vessels,
which presupposes the import of finished products as models® or the existence of itinerant potters
who also operated in areas where the availability of graphite was limited.

25  KAPPEL 1969, 18; KREITER et al. 2016, 174.
26 KouckA — NovAK 2016, 60—63.

27  He claims to have proven his theory through experiments whose details were, however, never pub-
lished; see MAKYTA 1971, 98-99.

28  Hrava 2008, 214; TREBSCHE 2011, 451; KREITER et al. 2016, 172.

29  Duma 1980, 22-23; BREZINOVA — GERE 2021, 61.

30 Rustoru 1993, 135; KouckA — NOVAK 2016, 57.

31  Graphite consumption in larger quantities can lead to stomach pain and vomiting in sensitive individ-
uals (GooDLOE — SoULEK 2023, Chapter 51). However, in smaller quantities it can even have beneficial
effects, e.g. it can cure diarrhea (NEMETI 2009, 269).

32  Hrava 2008, 214.

33  TREBSCHE 2011, 469.

34  For example, in the oppidum of Ttisov (close to the supposed main graphite extraction areas), the mate-
rial of 70-80% of all pottery finds contained graphit; see MEDUNA 1998, 13.

35 The available geochemical analyses of graphite-tempered wares from this period are unsuitable to prove
or disprove this hypothesis, as most focus on the provenance of graphite and include only Middle
La Teéne pottery in the first place.
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New finds

Perkata-Nyuli-ddlo is a rural Celtic settlement in the central part of Fejér County in north-eastern
Transdanubia. Lorand Olivér Kovacs and his team from the National Heritage Centre at the Hungarian
National Museum, in collaboration with the King St. Stephen Museum, excavated there the remains
of ten Late Iron Age sunken features between 2009 and 2011. The unfortified settlement was used in
the La Tene C1-C2/D1 period, corresponding to the transition between the Middle and Late La Téne
period, which is relatively early compared to the general appearance of base marks.* Four base-
marked fragments, three graphite-tempered situlae (Fig. 1.1-3) and a graphite-free vessel (Fig. 1.4)
were found in three sunken buildings on the site. All marks could be identified as Kappel’s Type 5
(i.e., concentric circles), albeit their technology differed: one was burnished (Fig. 1.1), two were
incised with sharp (Fig. 1.3-4), and one with a blunt instrument (Fig. 1.2).

Bata-Oreghegy is a so-called oppidum in the southern part of Transdanubia, in the southernmost
region of Tolna County. Oppida were large, fortified settlements in the Late La Téne period that
served as strategic, economic, and cultural centres across Celtic territory—although the sites clas-
sified in this category are quite diverse. The Bata oppidum has been known since the 19th century,
but only little research has been carried out there. In 2008, a team led by Zoltan Czajlik from the
Institute of Archaeology of the Faculty of Humanities at E6tvos Lorand University conducted a

I
\

2
-
4
I I .
01 5cm

5

Fig. 1. Situla fragments with base marks. 1-4 - Perkata-Nyuli-dilé, 5 — Bata-Oreghegy.

36 GARczIK 2021. Processing of the find material has been completed since the writing of that article, and
the results suggest that the settlement persisted until the beginning of the La Téne D1 period.
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small-scale excavation on the site in the area identified as the acropolis of the oppidum. Intensive
agricultural activity (mainly vine cultivation, still practised today) has disturbed almost all prehis-
toric stratigraphy—thus, most finds were recovered from mixed layers. One of them (Fig. 1.5) was a
base fragment of a graphite-tempered situla with a crosswise-combed surface, a type characteristic
of the Late La Téne period.” Unfortunately, the sherd is too small to identify the incised symbol.

Function and origin of the base marks

If graphite-tempered situlae were simple cooking vessels, why, compared to other pottery, were
they marked in such a special way? It seems probable is that there is a connection between the
markings and the value of the graphite added to their paste. But such marks in the Carpathian Ba-
sin also appear on situlae (and occasionally even on other vessel forms), without graphite content
in their fabric. Perhaps these symbols had multiple functions or those differed by area and period.
Graphite tempering is unique in Late La Téne pottery, but other types also presumably held par-
ticular importance (such as painted ware), thus it is suprising that they were not marked in a similar
way.* One thing seems to be clear: these signs were not (or at least not solely) decorative, as they
are sometimes very roughly executed and, more importantly, are placed on the least visible part of
the objects: the exterior of their bases.”

In the first half of the 20th century, Marin Hell was the first to investigate base marks,” concluding
that these motifs were primitive letters deriving from northern Italian alphabets. Later, Jiirgen Zeidler
accepted and developed his hypothesis,* seeing the marks as possible evidence of an independent
Eastern Celtic script, also appearing on coinage, other pottery types,” and timber from the Hallstatt
mines. He also argued for this primitive writing system’s influence on the development of Germanic
runic writing. Zeidler’s conclusions have remained contested, have attracted little scholarly support,
and are generally regarded as speculative. The hypothesis concerning the origin of the marks appears
well established in some cases, whereas in others the forms are too simple to be securely traced. Even
where a cultural transfer of certain Etruscan or Venetic letters or symbols is accepted, the manner in
which their meanings may have changed in the course of this process remains unclear.

At first glance, one might assume that base marks, like the stamps on Roman amphorae, referred to
the contents or owners of the vessels, or possibly even to their capacity or origin. However, several
things speak against that. First, the vessels had to be turned upside-down to make the marks visible,
which means they had to be empty; therefore, if the marks played a role in trade, it must have been
related to the trade of the vessels themselves. Second, base marks are rare, and the depicted symbols
do not seem to form a system. Third, at some sites only one motif prevails, while in other settlements
numerous types appear at the same time, which makes their use as owner’s marks seem improbable.*

The Mursi tribe in present-day Ethiopia offers an interesting ethnographic parallel. The tribe’s
members are fond of “Western’, imported plastic and metal vessels, which—including their bas-
es—they often decorate with their own incised motifs, also used in scar tattoos, to personalise
the mass-produced objects and to protect their valuable possessions from theft by making them

37 TREBSCHE 2011, 462; REPKA 2020, 145.
38 ZEIDLER 2003, 79; TREBSCHE 2011, 465.
39  ZEIDLER 2003, 76—77.

40  Herr 1922.

41  ZEIDLER 2003.

42 Similar symbols can be found, for example, on the so-called Dreifufschiisseln (three-footed vessels),
a unique pottery type specific to the La Téne D period, which sometimes also contains graphite.

43 TREBSCHE 2011, 465—466; KAPPEL 1969, 120; ZEIDLER 2003, 79.
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unique.” The analogy seems close, but one should not forget that Celtic base marks were created
before firing, i.e. as part of the manufacturing process.

The key to understanding the meaning of the marks probably lies in considering that they were likely
drawn by the potters themselves. The most obvious explanation is that these marks are workshop
markings or potter’s marks, that is, a guarantee of quality and authenticity. Irene Kappel® was the first
to reach this conclusion, which is today accepted by a significant percentage of researchers. Although
this solution seems logical, multiple facts tell against it. First, only a fraction of graphite-tempered
situlae are marked, although that would require minimal time, effort, and no special skills or tools at
all. Second, although some signs appear to be site-specific,” potentially indicating a workshop and its
products, others appear without a clear distribution pattern—such as the variants of the most popular
Type 1 motif (Hahnentritt or bird’s foot), which account for almost one-quarter of all known examples
and are to be found everywhere in the distribution area of base marks.* Third, as discussed below, on
sites with particularly many marked vessels, examples with different marks are often found in the same
stratigraphic layers. And fourth, similar marks appear on vessels with and without graphite tempering,
as well as on those differing in clay quality, size, and the execution of forming.

If the marks did not have a role in trade or distinction, what could have been their purpose? Perhaps
the best-established hypothesis is that of Peter Trebsche,”® who suggests that these symbols can be
interpreted as magical signs added to the vessels to enhance the chances of a successful firing. As
mentioned above, firing was the most critical step in the production of graphite-tempered pottery,
because the physical properties of graphite required advanced technical knowledge and particular care
at this stage; in hence, even the most experienced potters probably relied on good luck or perhaps on
supernatural powers. The small proportion of marked vessels might reflect that it was sufficient to
mark only one vessel per firing in order to reduce the risk of failure by magical means. Accordingly,
the bases were marked because the vessels were placed upside down in the kiln, while the general sim-
plicity of the symbols may indicate that sophistication was not a particularly important consideration
in the magical rite. Furthermore, the late appearance of this custom may suggest that as the access to
graphite became more uncertain during the Late La Téne period; a precious batch wasted during firing
would have constituted a more painful loss than before. However, the scatter of base marks contradicts
the latter interpretation: they are most frequent in the immediate vicinity of graphite sources, whereas
they are less common in areas more dependent on imports, such as the Carpathian Basin.”

These hypotheses do not rule out the possibility that the marks are related to, or derived from, some
form of Celtic literacy. However, none of them explains their occurrence on graphite-free situlae and
other vessels in the Carpathian Basin, where the custom appears to have arrived through a long series
of contacts, itinerant craftspeople, or traded goods. The traditions associated with these objects likely
changed repeatedly during adaptation, becoming distorted and attached to entirely different under-
lying content. Access to graphite in the Carpathian Basin—varying by region and period—depended
on long-distance trade and was probably often limited. Nevertheless, demand for graphite-tempered
vessels across the region to the Scordiscan sphere of influence in the northern Balkans, and even at
the easternmost Dacian sites, appears to have remained constant until the end of the Late Iron Age.

44 REGI 2019, 142-144; see 25. kép for the decoration process.
45  KAPPEL 1969, 121-122.

46  TREBSCHE 2011, 467; REPKA 2020, 94. Type 7 is dominant in the settlement of Milovice, whereas Types 9,
11, and perhaps 6 might be characteristic of the oppidum of Staré Hradisko; see HLavA 2008, 216—-217.

47  ZEIDLER 2003, 82. Some consider all Type 1 specimens to be exports from central pottery workshops at
either Hallstatt or Tfisov; see HLAVA 2008, 216.

48  TREBSCHE 2011, 466—467.
49  ZEIDLER 2003, 72, Fig. 1; REPKA 2020, 92-93.
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Distribution and chronology

The earliest appearance of base marks in the Celtic world is generally associated with the end of
the La Téne C2 / beginning of the La Téne D1 period.” The origin of the custom can only be in-
ferred; however, it seems likely that at least some of the motifs were borrowed from Etruscan and/
or Venetian cultural environments.” If so, the custom was likely first adopted in the contact zone
of the Celtic area and northern Italy, spreading from there across the Celtic territory and beyond,
where the palette was possibly completed with local symbols later. The phenomenon peaked dur-
ing the La Teéne D1b period and remained frequent in the La Tene D2 period as well.** Only a few
seemingly isolated specimens date after the start of the Common Era,* probably marking the fading
of the custom together with graphite tempering.

About half of the base marks known today come from five important Late La Téne sites (Fig. 4): the
settlement of Hallstatt-Dammwiese (~120 pcs) and the oppida of Manching (~200 pcs), Ttisov (~150
pcs), Magdalensberg (~70 pcs), and Staré Hradisko (~60 pcs).* These sites in west-central Europe may
have been relatively large centres producing graphite-tempered ware, which the respective workshops
likely exported at least on a regional scale. This is particularly interesting because not all of these sites
are located near the Czech Massif, the only source of graphite in the area, that is known to have been
exploited in the Iron Age. Apart from these, base marks can be found on pottery in all sorts of sites, in-
cluding rural settlements.” In the Carpathian Basin, most sites yielded only a few or even only a single
fragment with a base mark, except for the (unfortunately still unpublished) material of the oppidum at
Bratislava-Staré Mesto, preliminary reports of which mention dozens of base marks, representing at
least fourteen (!) different types, on both graphite-tempered and graphite-free vessels.*

This paper is the first to present some of the south-easternmost occurrences of this phenomenon
(save for the somewhat younger specimens from Divici-Grad)” (Fig. 2): three graphite-tempered
and a graphite-free fragment from the La Téne C1-C2/D1 settlement of Perkata-Nyuli-diil6 and a
graphite-tempered sherd from the Bata-Oreghegy oppidum. With these, the total number of spec-
imens published from the Carpathian Basin increased to 52 (20 of which come from the Bratislava
oppidum) (see Figs 4-5, Tab. 1). The marks on all fragments from Perkata can be classified as Type 5
(a circle or concentric circles). This fits well into the overall picture of the interior of the Carpath-
ian Basin, where most published base marks belong to this type (Bernoladkovo-Triblavina: 1 pc,*
Sered’-Pridy: 1 pc,” Nitra-Sindolka: 4 pcs,* Sarvar-Moéka-diilé: 1 pc®) or to Type 6 (Komarno-Stara

50 KaPPEL 1969, 117; CIZMAR — MEDUNA 1985, 93—-94.

51 See HELL 1922; ZEIDLER 2003.

52 CIZMAR — MEDUNA 1985, 92; CAMBAL — KOVAR 2019, 182.
53  ZEIDLER 2003, 70; DRAGAN 2023, 288—290.

54  ZEIDLER 2003, 70; HLAvVA 2008, 216.

55  CAMBAL - BAZOVSKY 2017, 127.

56  Vrtel points out that about half of the vessels (mainly situlae) with base marks were graphite-free
(VRTEL 2012, 170). For an example of a previously unidentified, complex type; see VRTEL 2012, obr. 277.
Currently, 20 specimens have been published from the site; see Tab. 1.

57  The site of Divici-Grad is generally considered to be a Dacian settlement with strong Celtic cultural in-
fluences. The two situlae with base marks found here can be dated to the 1st century AD (DRAGAN 2023,
288-289).

58  CAMBAL — BAZOVSKY 2017, 122, 127, Tab. 2. 4a—c.

59  DaNovA — KissovA 2021, 87, P1. 5.1.

60  BREZINOVA 2000, Taf. 52.1, Taf. 108.10, Taf. 140.4, 10.

61  SzILAsI 2006, 236, 13. T. 3.
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pevnost’: 1 pc, Komarno-Nova pevnost’: 1 pc, [Za-Dunaj, 1759 km: 2 pcs,* Esztergom-Varhegy: 1 pc,”
Budapest-Taban: 1 pc,* Divici-Grad: 1 pc®®), representing different variations of the symbol X’. These
patterns, presumably because of their simplicity, are also common in Western and Central Europe,
because of this their simplicity and high variability make reconstructing the associated networks
rather difficult. The only exceptions include two Type 12b fragments from IZa-Dunaj, 1759 km® and
some unidentifiable, but certainly more complex symbols on graphite-free vessels from Surany-
Nitriansky Hradok and Divici-Grad.®®

@ Bottom marks on both graphitic and non-graphitic vessels
O Bottom marks on graphitic vessels
@ Bottom marks on non-graphitic vessels

Fig. 2. Distribution of situlae with base marks in the Carpathian Basin. 1 - Katy-Cepangat, 2 - Plavecké
Podhradie-Pohanska, 3 — Bratislava-Devin, 4 — Bratislava-Staré Mesto (Hlavné namestie, Nalepkova ulica,
Partizanska ulica, Vydrica), 5 — Bernolakovo-Triblavina, 6 — Sered’-Prady, 7 — Nitra-Sindolka, 8 - Surany-
Nitriansky Hradok, 9 — Komarno-Stara pevnost’, Nova pevnost’, 10 — 1za-Dunaj, 1759 km, 11 — Esztergom-
Varhegy, 12 — Budapest-Taban, 13 - Sarvar-Mdéka-dil6, 14 - Perkata-Nyuli-dil6, 15 - Ormoz-Hotel,

16 — Jakopovec-Blizna, 17 - Bata-Oreghegy, 18 — Divici-Grad.

By contrast, more complex examples are known from north-western Slovakia (including numerous
graphite-tempered and graphite-free sherds from the oppida of Bratislava-Staré Mesto and Bratisla-
va-Devin,*” three Type 12b specimens from Plavecké Podhradie-Pohanska,” and a Type 1 sherd from

62  GERE 2017, 102-103; Obr. 1.1a-b, 2a—b, 5a-b, 6a—b.
63  BarocH 1927, 211, 110. kép L.d.

64 B.BONIS 1969, 186, Abb. 50.14.

65 DRAGAN 2023, 289, Fig. 2.2.

66  GERE 2017, 102, Obr. 1.3a-b, 4a—b.

67 BREZINOVA 2010, 123, Tab. 5.14.

68 DrAGAN 2023, 288, Fig. 2.1.

69  KaPrpPEL 1969, 121; VRTEL 2012, 170.

70  PAULik 1976, Tab. 15.9, 18.5; 29.5, 5a.
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Kuty-Cepangat”) and further
south from the Mura region
(Ormoz-Hotel: 1 pc of Type 7,7
Jakopovec-Blizna: 1 pc of Type
117). This is not surprising, since
the largest concentration of base
marks is known in the neigh-
bouring regions to the west,™
from where technology or fin-
ished products could have easily
reached these areas. The pres-
ence of a single marked situla in
each oppidum in the inner parts
of the Carpathian Basin (Eszter-
gom, Budapest, Bata), compared
to the large number of such finds
at oppida west of that or even in
Bratislava, may also suggest that
these particular vessels were not
local products but either traded
imports or pieces brought by
travellers along the Danube.”

Some of these finds are surpris-
ingly early, dated to the end
of La Téne C2 period (Sered’,
Nitra, Sarvar, and Perkéata),
which might prove valuable
for the research of the ori-
gins of the custom (Fig. 3).
The early appearance of base
marks in such relatively remote
regions could indicate either a
very fast spread of the related
practice or a different point for
emergence.

The marking of the bases of
pottery vessels was, in general,
uncommon in earlier La Téne
periods. An exceptional region,
however, is worth special atten-

71  ZACHAR 1976, 31, Obr. 4.6,7.

© LT BI-CI base marks
@ LT C2 base marks
. Bratislava - Staré Mesto

\ ENEEN)

2 \/// 10 cm

Fig. 3. Distribution of pottery with base marks from the La Tene B1-
C1 period (with specimens depicted) and situlae with base marks
from the La Téne C2 period in the Carpathian Basin. 1 — Sopron-
Krautacker (JEREM 1984, Fig. 4.6,7,8), 2 — Mannersdorf am Leitha-
gebirge (RAMsL 2011, Taf. 100.4, Taf. 141.4), 3 — Svaty Peter (DUSEk
1960, Tab. 1.7), 4 — Sered’-Prady, 5 — Nitra-Sindolka, 6 — Sarvar-Méka-
diilé, 7 — Perkata-Nyuli-d(il6.

72 DuULAR - ToMANIC JEVREMOV 2009, 172, T. 10.9. This vessel is particularly interesting because, as men-
tioned, this type is almost exclusive to the settlement of Milovice in Bohemia.

73 A bowl without graphite in its material, bearing an ‘X’ mark on its base, was also found there; see BEx1¢

2006, 115, 141, Tab. 20.1.

74  CAMBAL — BAZOVSKY 2017, 127.

75  Although this anomaly might only reflect a lack of thorough research of these sites.
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tion: the Lake Fert6 area in the La Téne B1-C1 period. There, the bases of some fine wheel-thrown
pottery vessels, especially bottles and small jugs (without graphite tempering), were incised with
complex motifs, including semicircular arches starting at the base edge, sometimes combined with
circles and straight lines. Altogether, six such vessels are known so far: three from a pottery work-
shop in Sopron-Krautacker,” two from the Mannersdorf am Leithagebirge cemetery,” and one from
the cemetery of Svity Peter.” Erzsébet Jerem’s study, which includes an assessment of the typo-
logical and geochemical characteristics of this material of Sopron-Krautacker, has revealed signif-
icant pottery production there, both for local use and for trade. According to her the workshop’s
products are easily traced through occurrences of, for example, a stamped spiral S motif in an oval
frame in the broader region.” The base marks mentioned above also appear across the same region;
Jerem interpreted them as workshop or quality marks.® Although no continuity can be detected
between the phenomenon in focus and the base marks of the Lake Fert6 area, that practice possibly
influenced later traditions. Even though this region was not part of the core area of Celtic graphite
mining and distribution, it lies along the so-called Amber Road (a contact route between the Medi-
terranean and temperate Europe) and close to the later oppidum of Bratislava.

As mentioned above, the oppidum of Bratislava-Staré Mesto yielded pottery with an outstanding
concentration and diversity of base marks, perhaps not unrelated to the circumstance that it occupies
an important strategic location at the western entrance of the Carpathian Basin. The neighbouring
oppidum of Bratislava-Devin is only a few kilometres away. A unique find, 3.5 kg of raw graphite was
discovered there, along with kilns and spoiled ware, indicating large-scale production of graphite-tem-
pered pottery.®* This group of proto-urban sites, which may have been a centre of a Boii community,
probably played a similar, central role as the five sites—mentioned earlier—with the highest amount of
base-marked situlae (Fig. 4). The region around what is Bratislava today probably played an important
role at the time, connecting the area west of it with the inner parts of the Carpathian Basin; the most
important communication route was certainly Danube River. However, the contrast between the high
occurrence and diversity of base marks in the western half of the Eastern La Tene complex and their
scarcity in the Carpathian Basin and the Balkans is conspicuous.

A base mark found in Bratislava (Fig. 4.8)* is particularly important because it may be interpreted
as an inscription. It can be an isolated example, but it can also lead to the reevaluation of some of
the hypotheses presented above. The archaeologists who published this find, Karol Pieta and Lev
Zachar, linked it to the influence of Late Hellenistic grafittos, together with similar incisions on
the sides of Dreifuf3schiisseln (three-legged cauldrons) from the same site.* The Dreifuf3schiisseln
(three-legged vessels), a special pottery group with a practical design and often made of graphite-
tempered clay, are occasionally decorated with enigmatic incised symbols; on their sides are specif-
ic to the pottery record of this area and period.*

Simultaneously, during the La Téne D period, a very similar tradition seems to have developed
in the southern Carpathian Basin and the northern Balkans, inhabited by the Scordisci at the
time: the bases of a small percentage of kantharoi, a different but also significant pottery type,

76  JEREM 1984, 57-58, Fig. 4.6,7,8.
77  RamsL 2011, PL. 100.4, P1. 141.4.
78 DUSEK 1960, 467, Tab. 1.7.

79  JEREM 1984, 68-72.

80  JEREM 1983, 90.

81 BREZINOVA — GERE 2021, 62-63.
82  PIETA — ZACHAR 1993, Obr. 88.5.
83  PIETA — ZACHAR 1993, 165-166.

84 ZACHAR — REXA 1988, 46, Abb. 17.7-8; PIETA — ZACHAR 1993, 166. Obr. 91; TREBSCHE 2011, 455; VRTEL
2012, 169-170.
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o Sites with an intensive number and variation of base marks on situlae

//. Distribution of base marks on sifulae in the Late La Téne period

Supposed extraction zone of graphite in the Late Iron Age

Fig. 4. Main distribution area of situlae with base marks in the Late La Téne period; with the most intensive
sites highlighted (after Zeidler 2003, 72, Fig.1).

are sometimes marked with an “X’. So far, marked kantharoi are known from only three sites:
the oppidum of Gomolava® and two settlements at Bare-Voganj and Sremska Mitrovica.*® These
marks attest to the same pottery techniques (the patterns are burnished or incised before firing),
based on which their purpose was probably similar to that of the base marks of graphite-tempered
vessels. Kantharoi must have had a distinguished role among Scordiscan tableware, as this vessel
form also attests to a long chain of contacts from the Hellenistic Mediterranean.” It is difficult to
trace if the practice of marking vessels in this region reflects north-western influence, but the anal-
ogies are striking. However, as the same motif also appears on the interior of the bases of kantharoi
and also on other pottery forms, it might be purely decorative. This practice might be connected
to the base-marked vessels found in the Dacian site Divici-Grad, which are the easternmost and
youngest examples of such marks known from the Carpathian Basin, and the only ones that can
certainly be dated to the 1st century AD.*

Conclusions

Late La Téne base marks are a complex phenomenon which cannot be fully understood from avail-
able information. Graphite-tempered vessels were a flagship group of Celtic pottery for centuries;
their making required the active use of a network of connections that spanned Central Europe and
enabled the large-scale flow of raw materials, know-how, and customs. Graphite-tempered situlae
certainly played a significant role in the daily life of the Celts. They were not the earliest pottery
decorated with various pictograms that may seem strange at first glance but represent the first

85  Here, the same mark also appears on a bowl; see: JovaANOVIC — JovaNovi¢ 1988, T. 2.7,9, T. 35.4.
86  BRUKNER 1995, PL. 11.5, PL. 4.39.

87  Scordiscan kantharoi were the result of hundreds of years of pottery form evolution, rooted in Hellenis-
tic imports and local Illyrian—Pannonian traditions (Rusto1u — EGRI 2010, 236-237).

88  DRAGAN 2023, 288-289.
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Fig. 5. Situlae with base marks from the oppidum of Bratislava (for references, see Tab. 1).

relatively large and consistent group of markings. The oldest base-marked situlae—with some of
the motifs presumably originating from Venetian and Etruscan cultural environments—appeared
at the very end of the La Tene C period and spread later across almost the entire distribution area
of graphite-tempered pottery. Some interpret them as potters’ or workshop marks or as magical
symbols; however, neither theory is irrefutable. It must be borne in mind that the marks had been
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Fig. 6. Situlae with base marks from the Carpathian Basin (for references, see Tab. 1).

applied before firing, i.e. certainly as part of the vessels’ creation. Their appearance may be linked
to changes in graphite trade during the Late La Téne period, reflecting perhaps a decrease in ac-
cessibility and the resulting increase in the value of graphite. A few scattered examples date after
the Roman conquest, as the phenomenon, along with the technology of graphite tempering, faded
away by the end of the 1st century AD.
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Tab. 1. Catalogue of base marks on situlae from the Carpathian Basin (Figs 5-6).

Figure Site Fabric Type® Bibliography

4.1 Bratislava- graphitic undeterminable ZACHAR 1981, 42, obr. 9.2
Partizanska ulica

4.2 Bratislava- graphitic 1 ZACHAR — REXA 1988, 50, Abb. 12.5
Nélepkova ulica

4.3 Bratislava- graphitic 1b/2 ZACHAR — RExA 1988, 50, Abb. 12.10
Nalepkova ulica

4.4 Bratislava- graphitic 1 ZACHAR — REXA 1988, 50, Abb. 12.12
Nalepkova ulica

4.5 Bratislava- graphitic undeterminable ZACHAR — REXA 1988, 50, Abb. 12:14
Nalepkova ulica

4.6 Bratislava- ? undeterminable PIETA — ZACHAR 1993, 166, obr. 88.2
Staré mesto

4.7 Bratislava- ? 2 PIETA — ZACHAR 1993,166, obr. 88.4
Staré mesto

4.8 Bratislava- ? inscription (?)/ PIETA — ZACHAR 1993, 166, obr. 88.5
Staré mesto additional type

4.9 Bratislava- non-graphitic 1 (later turned into REesuTik 2007, 108, Tab. 6.17
Hlavné namestie 8 a spindle whorl)

4.10 Bratislava- ? 1 ResuTik 2007, 108, Tab. 6.18
Hlavné namestie 8

4.11 Bratislava-1. stor. graphitic 2 VRTEL 2012, 170, obr. 248
pred n. I, Ursulinska
ul., Frantiskanska
zahrada

4.12 Bratislava-1. non-graphitic additional type VRTEL 2012, 170, obr. 277
stor. pred n. [,
Bratislavsky hrad,
nadvorie palaca

4.13 Bratislava- non-graphitic irregular/ CAMBAL — KOVAR 2019, 181, Tab. 1.
Vydrica additional type

4.14 Bratislava- non-graphitic 11 CAMBAL — KOVAR 2019, 181, Tab. 2.4
Vydrica

4.15 Bratislava- graphitic 1/6/8 CAMBAL — KoVAR 2019, 181, Tab. 3.1
Vydrica

4.16 Bratislava- graphitic 1/6/8 CAMBAL — KOVAR 2019, 181, Tab. 3.3
Vydrica

4.17 Bratislava- non-graphitic 1 CAMBAL — KOVAR 2019, 181, Tab. 2.1
Vydrica

4.18 Bratislava- non-graphitic 1b CAMBAL — KoVAR 2019, 181, Tab. 2.2
Vydrica

4.19 Bratislava- non-graphitic 1/2/12 CAMBAL — KOVAR 2019, 181, Tab. 2.3
Vydrica

89

According to the typology of Irene Kappel, adapted by Milo§ Cizmaf and Jifi Meduna (C1zmMAR — ME-
DUNA 1985).
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» Figure Site Fabric Type Bibliography

4.20 Bratislava- non-graphitic 1b/2 CAMBAL — KOVAR 2019, 181, Tab. 3.2
Vydrica

5.1 Kuaty-Cepangat non-graphitic 1 ZACHAR 1976, 43, obr. 11.1

5.2 Kuaty-Cepangat non-graphitic 1 ZACHAR 1976, 43, obr. 11.2

5.3 Plavecké Podhradie- graphitic 12b PauLik 1976, Tab. 18.5
Pohanska

5.4 Plavecké Podhradie- graphitic 12b PAuLik 1976, Tab. 15.9
Pohanska

5.5 Plavecké Podhradie- graphitic 12b PauLik 1976, Tab. 29.5
Pohanska

5.6 Bratislava-Devin graphitic la KAPPEL 1969, 121, Abb. 48.6

5.7 Bratislava-Devin graphitic 2 KAPPEL 1969, 121, Abb. 48.7

5.8 Bernolakovo- non-graphitic 5 CAMBAL — BAzovsky 2017, 122, tab. 2.4
Triblavina

5.9 Sered’-Prady graphitic 5(?) DANoOVA — KissovA 2021, 87, PI. 5.1

510  Surany-Nitriansky  non-graphitic additional type BREZINOVA 2010, tab. 5.14
Hradok-Zamecek

5.11 Nitra-Sindolka non-graphitic 5 BREZINOVA 2000, Taf. 52: 1
5.12 Nitra-Sindolka non-graphitic 5 BREZINOVA 2000, Taf. 108.10
513  Nitra-Sindolka non-graphitic 5 BREZINOVA 2000, Taf. 140.4
5.14 Nitra-Sindolka non-graphitic 5 BREZINOVA 2000, Taf. 140.10
5.15 [za-Dunaj, 1759 km  graphitic 6a GERE 2017, 102, Obr. 1.1
5.16 [za-Dunaj, 1759 km  graphitic 6a GERE 2017, 102, Obr. 1.2
5.17 [za-Dunaj, 1759 km  graphitic 12b GERE 2017, 102, Obr. 1.3
5.18 [za-Dunaj, 1759 km  graphitic 12b GERE 2017, 102, Obr. 1.4
5.19 Koméarno- graphitic 6a GERE 2017, 103, Obr. 1.5

Stara pevnost
5.20 Komarno- graphitic 6a (?) GERE 2017, 103, Obr. 1.6

Nova pevnost
5.21 Ormoz-Hotel graphitic 7 DuLAR — TOMANIC JEVREMOV 209, 172,

T.10.9

5.22 Jakopovec-Blizna graphitic 11 BEki¢ 2006, 115, 141, Tab. 20.1
5.23 Sarvar-Modka-diil6  non-graphitic 5 SziLAsi 2006, 236, 13. tabla 3.
5.24 Budapest-Taban graphitic 6b B. BONIs 1969, 186, Abb. 50.14.
5.25 Divici-Grad non-graphitic 6a DRAGAN 2023, 289, Fig. 2.2.
5.26 Divici-Grad non-graphitic undeterminable/ DRAGAN 2023, 288, Fig. 2.1

additional type
(later perforated)

— Esztergom-Varhegy graphitic 6 BALoGH 1927, 211, 110. kép I.d.

1.1 Perkata-Nyuli-dil6  graphitic 5 —
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» Figure Site Fabric Type Bibliography
1.2 Perkata-Nyuli-dil6  graphitic 5 —
1.3 Perkata-Nyuli-dilé  graphitic 5 -

1.4 Perkata-Nyuli-dilé  non-graphitic 5 —

1.5 Bata-Oreghegy graphitic undeterminable —

Currently, six sites (with five oppida amongst them) stand out as presumed centres of production, but
the custom and technique of base marking were likely known and practised in most coeval pottery
workshops across central Europe. The Bratislava oppidum is certainly unique amongst the related sites
in the Carpathian Basin for the number and diversity of base-marked finds and for the presence of
another graphite-tempered pottery type with geometric symbols, the DreifufSschiisseln.

Evidence remains sporadic and does not indicate that the phenomenon became widespread in the
Carpathian Basin. Whether these vessels were produced at these sites or imported there and what
they may have meant to the respective communities remain to be answered. Amongst the different
‘peoples’ of the Carpathian Basin, there seems to be a strong connection between the custom and
the Boii, raising the possibility that they can be seen behind the appearance of such vessels as far
away as the easternmost Dacian regions, and may have played a role in the emergence of similar
signs on the bases of Scordiscan kantharoi.

Further research into this phenomenon would benefit from a closer examination and comparison
of base marks with other symbols on Celtic pottery and other coeval Hellenistic, Dacian, Illyrian,
and early Roman pottery objects with similar markings, graffiti, and stamps. Material composition
analyses are also key to gleaning evidence of the possible role of such vessels in Celtic trade.
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