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Kúty-Čepangát71) and further 
south from the Mura region 
(Ormož-Hotel: 1 pc of Type 7,72 
Jakopovec-Blizna: 1 pc of Type 
1173). This is not surprising, since 
the largest concentration of base 
marks is known in the neigh-
bouring regions to the west,74 
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, Báta), 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.75

Some of these finds are surpris-
ingly early, dated to the end 
of La Tène C2 period (Sered’, 
Nitra, Sárvár, and Perkáta), 
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 Tène 
periods. An exceptional region, 
however, is worth special atten-

71	 Zachar 1976, 31, Obr. 4.6,7.
72	 Dular – Tomanič 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 Bekić 

2006, 115, 141, Tab. 20.1.
74	 Čambal – Bazovský 2017, 127.
75	 Although this anomaly might only reflect a lack of thorough research of these sites.

Fig. 3. Distribution of pottery with base marks from the La Tène B1– 
C1 period (with specimens depicted) and situlae with base marks 
from the La Tène 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 – Svätý Peter (Dušek 
1960, Tab. 1.7), 4 – Sered’-Prúdy, 5 – Nitra-Šindolka, 6 – Sárvár-Móka- 
dűlő, 7 – Perkáta-Nyúli-dűlő.
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tion: the Lake Fertő area in the La Tène 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,76 two from the Mannersdorf am Leithagebirge cemetery,77 and one from 
the cemetery of Svätý Peter.78 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.79 The base marks mentioned above also appear across the same region; 
Jerem interpreted them as workshop or quality marks.80 Although no continuity can be detected 
between the phenomenon in focus and the base marks of the Lake Fertő 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-Devín 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.81 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 Tène complex and their 
scarcity in the Carpathian Basin and the Balkans is conspicuous. 

A base mark found in Bratislava (Fig. 4.8)82 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 Dreifußschüsseln (three-legged cauldrons) from the same site.83 The Dreifußschüsseln 
(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.84

Simultaneously, during the La Tène 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, Pl. 141.4.
78	 Dušek 1960, 467, Tab. 1.7.
79	 Jerem 1984, 68–72.
80	 Jerem 1983, 90.
81	 Březinová – 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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are sometimes marked with an ‘X’. So far, marked kantharoi are known from only three sites:  
the oppidum of Gomolava85 and two settlements at Bare-Voganj and Sremska Mitrovica.86 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.87 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.88 

Conclusions

Late La Tène 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: Jovanović – Jovanović 1988, T. 2.7,9, T. 35.4.
86	 Brukner 1995, Pl. I1.5, 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 (Rustoiu – Egri 2010, 236–237).
88	 DrĂgan 2023, 288–289.

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

Fig. 5. Situlae with base marks from the oppidum of Bratislava (for references, see Tab. 1).



Ábel Garczik

556

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 Tène 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.

Fig. 6. Situlae with base marks from the Carpathian Basin (for references, see Tab. 1).
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Tab. 1. Catalogue of base marks on situlae from the Carpathian Basin (Figs 5–6).

Figure Site Fabric Type89 Bibliography

4.1 Bratislava- 
Partizánska ulica

graphitic undeterminable Zachar 1981, 42, obr. 9.2

4.2 Bratislava- 
Nálepkova ulica

graphitic 1 Zachar – Rexa 1988, 50, Abb. 12.5

4.3 Bratislava- 
Nálepkova ulica

graphitic 1b/2 Zachar – Rexa 1988, 50, Abb. 12.10

4.4 Bratislava- 
Nálepkova ulica

graphitic 1 Zachar – Rexa 1988, 50, Abb. 12.12

4.5 Bratislava- 
Nálepkova ulica

graphitic undeterminable Zachar – Rexa 1988, 50, Abb. 12:14

4.6 Bratislava- 
Staré mesto

? undeterminable Pieta – Zachar 1993, 166, obr. 88.2

4.7 Bratislava- 
Staré mesto

? 2 Pieta – Zachar 1993,166, obr. 88.4

4.8 Bratislava- 
Staré mesto

? inscription (?)/  
additional type

Pieta – Zachar 1993, 166, obr. 88.5

4.9 Bratislava- 
Hlavné námestie 8

non-graphitic 1 (later turned into  
a spindle whorl)

Resutík 2007, 108, Tab. 6.17

4.10 Bratislava- 
Hlavné námestie 8

? 1 Resutík 2007, 108, Tab. 6.18

4.11 Bratislava-1. stor. 
pred n. l., Uršulínska 
ul., Františkánska 
záhrada

graphitic 2 Vrtel 2012, 170, obr. 248

4.12 Bratislava-1. 
stor. pred n. l., 
Bratislavský hrad, 
nádvorie paláca

non-graphitic additional type Vrtel 2012, 170, obr. 277

4.13 Bratislava- 
Vydrica

non-graphitic irregular/  
additional type

Čambal – Kovár 2019, 181, Tab. 1.

4.14 Bratislava- 
Vydrica

non-graphitic 11 Čambal – Kovár 2019, 181, Tab. 2.4

4.15 Bratislava- 
Vydrica

graphitic 1/6/8 Čambal – Kovár 2019, 181, Tab. 3.1

4.16 Bratislava- 
Vydrica

graphitic 1/6/8 Čambal – Kovár 2019, 181, Tab. 3.3

4.17 Bratislava- 
Vydrica

non-graphitic 1 Čambal – Kovár 2019, 181, Tab. 2.1

4.18 Bratislava- 
Vydrica

non-graphitic 1b Čambal – Kovár 2019, 181, Tab. 2.2

4.19 Bratislava- 
Vydrica

non-graphitic 1/2/12 Čambal – Kovár 2019, 181, Tab. 2.3

89	 According to the typology of Irene Kappel, adapted by Miloš Čižmář and Jiří Meduna (Čižmář – Me-
duna 1985).

▶
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Figure Site Fabric Type Bibliography

4.20 Bratislava- 
Vydrica

non-graphitic 1b/2 Čambal – Kovár 2019, 181, Tab. 3.2

5.1 Kúty-Čepangát non-graphitic 1 Zachar 1976, 43, obr. 11.1

5.2 Kúty-Čepangát non-graphitic 1 Zachar 1976, 43, obr. 11.2

5.3 Plavecké Podhradie- 
Pohanská

graphitic 12b Paulík 1976, Tab. 18.5

5.4 Plavecké Podhradie- 
Pohanská

graphitic 12b Paulík 1976, Tab. 15.9

5.5 Plavecké Podhradie- 
Pohanská

graphitic 12b Paulík 1976, Tab. 29.5

5.6 Bratislava-Devín graphitic 1a Kappel 1969, 121, Abb. 48.6

5.7 Bratislava-Devín graphitic 2 Kappel 1969, 121, Abb. 48.7

5.8 Bernolákovo- 
Triblavina

non-graphitic 5 Čambal – Bazovský 2017, 122, tab. 2.4

5.9 Sered’-Prúdy graphitic 5 (?) Daňová – Kissová 2021, 87, Pl. 5.1

5.10 Šurany-Nitriansky 
Hrádok-Zámeček

non-graphitic additional type Březinová 2010, tab. 5.14

5.11 Nitra-Šindolka non-graphitic 5 Březinová 2000, Taf. 52: 1

5.12 Nitra-Šindolka non-graphitic 5 Březinová 2000, Taf. 108.10

5.13 Nitra-Šindolka non-graphitic 5 Březinová 2000, Taf. 140.4

5.14 Nitra-Šindolka non-graphitic 5 Březinová 2000, Taf. 140.10

5.15 Iža-Dunaj, 1759 km graphitic 6a Gere 2017, 102, Obr. 1.1

5.16 Iža-Dunaj, 1759 km graphitic 6a Gere 2017, 102, Obr. 1.2

5.17 Iža-Dunaj, 1759 km graphitic 12b Gere 2017, 102, Obr. 1.3

5.18 Iža-Dunaj, 1759 km graphitic 12b Gere 2017, 102, Obr. 1.4

5.19 Komárno- 
Stará pevnosť

graphitic 6a Gere 2017, 103, Obr. 1.5

5.20 Komárno- 
Nová pevnosť

graphitic 6a (?) Gere 2017, 103, Obr. 1.6

5.21 Ormož-Hotel graphitic 7 Dular – Tomanič Jevremov 209, 172, 
T. 10.9

5.22 Jakopovec-Blizna graphitic 11 Bekić 2006, 115, 141, Tab. 20.1

5.23 Sárvár-Móka-dűlő non-graphitic 5 Szilasi 2006, 236, 13. tábla 3.

5.24 Budapest-Tabán graphitic 6b B. Bónis 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/ 
additional type 
(later perforated)

Dragan 2023, 288, Fig. 2.1

— Esztergom-Várhegy graphitic 6 Balogh 1927, 211, 110. kép I.d.

1.1 Perkáta-Nyúli-dűlő graphitic 5 —

▶

▶
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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 Dreifußschüsseln. 

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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