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Between Celts, Thracians and Greeks. 
The Cemetery from Cepari

Paul PUPEZĂ
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Cluj-Napoca, Romania

paulpupeza@yahoo.com
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The site from Cepari is located in the eastern part of the Carpathian Basin, in today Transylvania, 
Romania (Pl. I). High hills and large valleys are the specific features of the area, which is rich in salt. 

In 1941 some locals working at a vineyard on Kahlenberg Hill found pottery fragments and objects 
made of iron and bronze. These objects were later donated to the Cluj museum. The finds were impor-
tant enough for M. Roska to investigate. In the spring of 1941 he organized a rescue excavation on the 
site and established that the objects donated to the museum were part of four graves inventories. In 
the autumn of the same year, Roska returned to Cepari and discovered another three graves, which he 
had systematically investigated. The results of these researches were briefly published by Roska (1944, 
55–56, fig. 7–8). Afterwards, in 1966, the material was republished by I. H. Crişan (1966, 57–64), but 
also in short. The archaeological investigations at Cepari were resumed in 1969 by V. Zirra. The results 
of these investigations have not been published yet (Zirra 1971, 202–206, n. 141, fig. 19; Zirra 1994, 281).

Due to brief or absent publication, the number of graves found at Cepari is uncertain. In 1971, Zirra 
mentioned that at Cepari a total of 14 graves were investigated (Zirra 1971, 173, n. 25); so, 7 new graves 
were found by him. Șt. Dănilă also listed 14 graves at Cepari in his repertoire (Dănilă 1989, 65). Later 
Zirra (1994, 281) mentioned just 5 graves discovered by him at Cepari; so the total number of graves 
should be 12. It could also be an editing error because in the same paragraph 10 (?) graves were men-
tioned to be found at Cepari in 1941.

All objects found in 1941 are deposited at the National Museum of Transylvanian History in Cluj-
Napoca (inventory numbers VI.2781–2833). The museum inventory register provides the most detailed 
information about the 1941 discoveries, while other documents have since been lost. The register nota-
tions were made after Roska’s site log. Some objects from Cepari, however, could not be associated with 
a certain archaeological feature, including an iron sword and an iron spearhead (Pl. II/1).

The graves found by V. Zirra had in their inventories wheel-made and handmade pottery, iron 
weapons, bronze and iron ornaments (Dănilă 1989, 65; Zirra 1994, 281). Most likely, the objects from 
Cepari had been deposited at the Institute of Archeology in Bucharest, where V. Zirra was employed. 
Until now, these objects could not be identified.1 As a result, the present study will only analyze the 
graves and funerary goods discovered in 1941.

Grave 1
According to the museum register, in which a schematic drawing was made (Pl. II/2), at least three 

vessels belong to the inventory of this grave: an urn, a bowl and a “pot painted in black”. Only the painted 

1 I would like to thank Mrs. Oana Damian and Mr. Vlad Vintilă Zirra for their help in searching for the objects from Cepari 
in the Institute’s deposit. The Institute’s deposit is in a reorganization process, which has made the searches very difficult. 
Once this reorganization will end, the Cepari funerary inventories could probably be identified.
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vessel was recovered, the other two being very poorly preserved (Roska 1944, 55). The register does not 
specify what kind of pot has been used as an urn or what type of bowl. The painted vessel mentioned 
above is actually a Greek kantharos of Attic type (Roska 1944, 55, fig. 8, he considers the pot to be 
Celtic; Crişan 1966, 57–58, fig. 25/7). Fragmentary recovered, the kantharos was wheel-made from a 
fine reddish-yellow paste, with a corroded and partially preserved black glaze (Pl. II/3).

Grave 2
The recovered inventory of the grave consists in one iron fibula and a few pottery fragments (Roska 

1944, 55, fig. 7/4; Crişan 1966, 58–59, fig. 25/2, 4). The fibula was made of an iron bar, with bilateral 
spring, two strings and an outer chord; the foot was probably caught with a sleeve (Pl. II/4). The pottery 
fragments belong to one or two handmade vessels of brownish-yellow coarse paste. A black slip covered 
the bottom of the pot mentioned in the register as urn (Pl. II/5). On the other fragments, the black slip 
was not preserved (Pl. II/6).

Grave 3
The inventory objects belonging to this funerary complex are relatively numerous (Roska 1944, 55; 

Crişan 1966, 59, fig. 25/10). Two iron rings (Pl. III/1–2), one iron rivet (Pl. III/3), fragments from an iron 
fibula (Pl. III/4) and a bronze fibula (Pl. III/5) were recovered. As noted in the register, the urn (Pl. III/6) 
was a bi-truncated handmade vessel, of brownish-red coarse paste with a black slip (Crişan mistakenly 
considered the rim fragments of this vessel as coming from another vessel, with straight walls). Another 
vessel had similar features, only a bottom fragment being preserved (Pl. III/8; it was mistakenly consid-
ered by Crişan as belonging to the urn. In fact, the so considered urn has the whole bottom restored; so, 
this fragment belongs to another vessel, probably also bi-truncated). The third vessel is of fine reddish 
paste, corroded (only the core is preserved), probably well-made (Pl. III/7). The type is Celtic, a small 
bowl (?), but the paste is similar to that of kantharos from Grave 1. Crişan (1966, 59) considered the 
vessel as being Greek. Until a paste analysis is made, the origin of this vessel remains uncertain.

Grave 4
Only potshards were recovered from the funerary inventory of this grave (Roska 1944, 55, fig. 7/1, 

3, 5–7; Crişan 1966, 59, fig. 25/1–6, 9, 14); no fragment is mentioned in the register as coming from 
an urn. Most fragments come from a handmade bowl, of brownish-grey coarse paste, with a black-
ish slip (Pl.  III/9). Others belong to one or two bi-truncated handmade vessels, of gray coarse paste 
(Pl. III/10–11).

Grave 5
This funerary complex was the first systematically researched of those identified at Cepari in 1941. 

The grave pit was almost round, with a diameter of 1.20 m and a depth of about 0.20 m. The grave inven-
tory consists of cremated human bones, an iron knife and ceramic vessels (Roska 1944, 55; Crişan 1966, 
59–60, fig. 25/1–6, 9, 11, 15, 18). The iron knife is small and has a triangular blade (Pl. IV/1). The vessels 
were fragmentary. One shard comes from a handmade cup of brownish coarse paste and curved walls, 
decorated with buttons (Pl. IV/2), mistakenly considered by I. H. Crişan as being a vessel with straight 
walls (Crişan 1966, 60). Other fragments belong to a similar handmade cup, of reddish coarse paste, 
fitted with a handle (Pl. IV/4). Among the grave goods were one or two handmade bowls (Pl. IV/3, 6) 
and at least one bi-truncated handmade vessel (Pl. IV/5, 7), all of brownish coarse paste. Almost all of 
these pottery fragments were covered with a blackish slip. The fragments from the urn, as noted in the 
register, are wheel-made and belong probably to a bi-truncated vessel (Pl. IV/8).

Grave 6
The grave goods of this feature were scattered, probably during agricultural works; the objects were 

identified at only 0.10 m deep (Roska 1944, 55; Crişan 1966, 60). A fragmentary iron knife with a bone 
handle (Pl. V/2) and pottery fragments were found. One shard is from a handmade cup with curved 
walls, reddish coarse paste and blackish slip (Pl. V/1). Other two fragments came from a wheel-made pot 
of fine gray paste (Pl. V/3). In the register, these two fragments are mentioned as coming from the urn.
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Grave 7
As in the previous case, the funerary complex was disturbed by agricultural works; it was identi-

fied at only 0.22 m deep (Roska 1944, 55, fig. 7/2; Crişan 1966, 60–61, fig. 25/7). The inventory consists 
in cremated human bones (Pl. V/6), a chicken bone, a bronze ring (Pl. V/4), a fragmentary iron fibula 
(Pl. V/5) and pottery fragments from one or two bi-truncated handmade vessels of brownish coarse 
paste (Pl. V/7–8).

The objects found in the spring of 1941 (graves 1–4) belong to funerary features disturbed by the 
agricultural works of the same year. The association of objects is uncertain, relying more on the dis-
coverers’ statements and less on archaeological observations in the field. At least two objects could not 
be associated with a certain complex. Some grave goods were probably lost, so the inventories are not 
complete. No cremated human bones were mentioned for these features, only the presence of urns. Why 
some vessels were considered to be urns is not specified in the register.

The complexes found in the autumn of 1941 (graves 5–7)2 were systematically investigated, so the 
information are more reliable. The association of objects is certain, but their number is not. Two graves 
(grave 6 and 7) were found very close to the surface and the funerary inventories were scattered by agri-
cultural works.

No object was entirely preserved. Due to the vessels’ poor condition, only few fragments were 
recovered. Many of them are corroded almost to the core and lack the slip. In some cases it is difficult 
to determine the technical production method, by hand or by wheel. The iron and bronze objects are 
also corroded. Very likely, the objects’ poor condition is due to the soil rich in salt. Some of the iron and 
bronze objects were obviously burned prior to deposition, which increased the corrosion.

Despite partial information, it is certain that the objects found at Cepari belong to the funerary 
inventories of a cremation cemetery. Other observations on the funerary ritual, frequency or association 
of objects should be made with caution.

Given the particularities of the finds, it is difficult to establish a chronology for each feature, especially 
if the association of objects is uncertain. Instead, an individual chronology of the objects can be made. 

The fibula from Grave no. 2 (Pl. II/4) belongs to the type of large iron fibulae specific to the LT C1 
period. It is a type of fibula frequent in Eastern Carpathian Basin sites (Apahida, Ciumești, Curtuișeni, 
Pișcolt) and rare in other Carpathian-Danubian sites (București, Zimnicea) (Zirra 1971, fig.  8/7–9; 
Măndescu 2000, 63–64, fig. 3, Harta 15; Bujna 2003, 65, obr. 37, type EF-B2-C). In the vicinity of the 
Cepari cemetery (Pl. I), such fibulae were discovered at Fântânele, Orosfaia and Şopteriu (Vaida 2005, 
22–23, pl. VI–VII). Probably the iron fibulae from grave 3 (Pl. III/4) and grave 5 (Pl. V/5) were of the 
same type.

Unlike the iron fibula, the Greek vessel from Cepari is a rarity in the Carpathian Basin (Rustoiu–
Egri 2010, 221–222, fig. 11; Rustoiu–Egri 2011, 37–39, fig. 14). The few imported objects from the Greek 
world discovered here (Karaburma, Pecine, Szabolcs, Szob) were dated in LT B2–C1. Concerning the 
Eastern Carpathian Basin finds, such objects were dated in LT B2–C1 (Aiud, Apahida) or just in LT C1 
(Berveni, Aţel, Ciumeşti, Şeica Mică) (Rustoiu–Egri 2010, 249; Rustoiu–Egri 2011, 123).

The Cepari kantharos could be dated most probably in LT B2 (Crişan 1966, 57–58: second half 
of the 4th century – first half of the 3rd century BC; Zirra 1971, 176: first half of the 3rd century BC; 
Teleagă 2008, 13 (before 275 BC); Rustoiu–Egri 2011, 123: LT B2a, 330/320–290/280 BC). It is the sin-
gle kantharos of this type found in the Carpathian Basin; similar in shape is the bronze kantharos from 
Szabolcs, and, to a certain extent, the ceramic kantharos from Szob (Rustoiu–Egri 2011, fig. 12). In the 
Carpathian Basin, the imitations of Greek kantharoi follow other types, the earliest dating from LT B2 
(Rustoiu–Egri 2011, 35–39).

In the Greek world, especially in Athens, such kantharoi are dated from the second half of the 4th 
century to the first half of the 3rd century BC. Most exemplars are concentrated in the first part of this time 
span (Rotroff 1997, 85, no. 36–47, fig. 4–6; Teleagă 2008, 182, Abb. 31). On the Black Sea shore Greek 
sites from Dobrogea, such kantharoi were dated predominantly at the end of the 4th century BC (Crişan 
1966, 62–63; Lungu 1993, 176–184, no. 14–22: end of 4th century BC – beginning of 3rd century BC).

2 For unknown reasons, in the register two graves have the same number, 4. These are two different graves, one identified in 
the spring of 1941 and the other one in the autumn of the same year. 
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The other wheel-made vessels from Cepari have less chronological significance.3 The vessels’ type 
is difficult to establish, only a few fragments being recovered. As a result, one could say only that these 
vessels belong to the LT B–C period.

The majority of handmade vessels have a blackish slip of Early Iron Age tradition. The handmade 
cups, conical, with slightly rounded or straight walls, can be directly related to Early Iron Age handle 
cups. Despite the fact that the cups covered the whole Eastern Carpathian Basin, it was not a commonly 
used type during the Late Iron Age. The cups appear sporadically both in settlements (Ciumești) and 
in cemeteries (Ciumești, Curtuișeni, Fântânele, Orosfaia, Pișcolt, Sanislău). This type of cup is largely 
dated, from the last phases of Early Iron Age to LT C2 or even LT D (Crişan 1969, 43–48, 84; Moscalu 
1983, 80; Németi 1988, 99; Pupeză 2012, 320, pl. 3).

The bowls with inverted rim are the most numerous Early Iron Age tradition bowls from the Eastern 
Carpathian Basin cemeteries (Apahida, Cristuru Secuiesc, Curtuișeni, Galaţii Bistriţei, Fântânele, 
Pișcolt, Pruniș, Tărian, Zăuan) and settlements (Berea, Florești, Morești). As was the case of the cups, 
the bowls with inverted rim could be dated for the last phases of the Early Iron Age to LT C2. It is to 
be noted that this type of bowl has a more consistent presence in the Eastern Carpathian Basin graves 
in LT B2–C1 and is decreasing afterwards (Crişan 1969, 52–53, 114–116; Moscalu 1983, 70–77, 111–119; 
Németi 1988, 95, 100; Pupeză 2012, 320–321, pl. 4).

The bi-truncated vessels originate in the Early Iron Age, when this type had a remarkable fre-
quency. In the Late Iron Age such vessels were discovered in the Eastern Carpathian Basin settlements 
(Ciumești, Morești, Zalău) and cemeteries (Apahida, Ciumești, Dezmir, Fântânele, Orosfaia, Pișcolt, 
Pruniș, Sanislău, Tărian, Zăuan). The bi-truncated vessels kept their shape almost unchanged during the 
Late Iron Age, so no chronological observations can be made (Crişan 1969; Moscalu 1983, 15; Pupeză 
2012, 322, pl. 6–7).

As a result, the funerary features from Cepari could be dated in LT B2–C1, with the observation that 
some features are specific to the first part of this time span.

***

The diversity of the Cepari material has raised the question of who were the people buried there: 
Celts, Thracians or Greeks? Most probably, there are not Greek. The Greek vessel arrived at Cepari by 
trade, as gift or as pray. The kantharos was brought at Cepari either from the East, from the Black Sea 
shore Greek cities, or from the South, from the Dalmatian coast (Crişan 1966, 61–62; Rustoiu–Egri 
2011, 39–44).

The ethnic identity of those buried at Cepari has been seen differently since the early publications: 
Roska (1944, 55) considered the graves as Celtic; Crișan (1966, 63) considered the graves as Thracian 
(Dacian). Roska’s hypothesis relied on metal objects, especially on the fibulae; Crişan’s hypothesis relied 
on pottery fragments, especially the handmade ones.

The objects’ chronology does not completely exclude any of these hypotheses. Probably the dating 
of the finds excludes half of Crişan’s arguments, according to which the graves are placed in time before 
the Celts reached the Eastern Carpathian Basin. Most likely the graves are dated after the Celtic arrival, 
as is the case of other nearby sites (Archiud, Fântânele, Galații Bistriței, Orosfaia, Şopteriu).

The funerary ritual was also considered to be ethnically specific. Crişan considered that at Cepari 
the cremated human bones were deposited in handmade urns, probably with a lid, without meat offer-
ings. He assumed the funeral ritual was Thracian, because usually the Celts did not deposit the cremated 
remains in urns, but on the ground (Crişan 1966, 63). In the Eastern Carpathian Basin Celtic cemeter-
ies, indeed the graves with cremation in pits are the most numerous (Berecki 2006, 55–54, fig. 3). But, 
as Crișan also noted, in the register there is no mention of cremated human bones deposited in so-called 
urns. The urns are mentioned in the register, but without justifying why they were considered in this 
manner. Also, according to register notes, the urns from grave 5 and 6 are wheel-made, the last one being 
probably Celtic. In grave 7 a chicken bone was found, probably from the meat offering. Furthermore, 
3 It was mistakenly considered by I. H. Crişan that, in 1941, at Cepari wheel-made pottery was not found (Crişan 1966, 

63). They are not the only wheel-made pottery fragments; V. Zirra found also wheel-made pottery at Cepari (Zirra 1994, 
281).
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Zirra (1994, 281) claimed that all the graves found by him at Cepari were pit cremation burials, not urn 
cremation graves. Consequently, cremation was the funerary rite at Cepari, but the arguments of certain 
funerary rituals are still to be considered.

The essence of the ethnic problem lies in the associations of Thracian vessels with Celtic objects. 
Local handmade vessels of Early Iron Age tradition were found in almost all Celtic settlements and 
cemeteries from the Eastern Carpathian Basin. The main question is who’s behind the production and 
the use of such vessels in LT B2–C2. The local pottery undoubtedly proves that in the region a Thracian 
population was present at the arrival of the Celts. But the cohabitation of these two populations is hard 
to determine.

The Eastern Carpathian Basin territories originally inhabited by Thracians follow probably two 
distinct directions. In the territories ruled effectively by the Celts the autochthons seem to be ‘Celtised’. 
The situation from Pișcolt where the local pottery constantly decreases from one phase to another might 
prove some autochthons assimilation in the Celtic society (Pupeză 2012, 326). On these territories the 
elites of the Celts imposed norms of expression of individual and collective identity brought from their 
homeland. This aspect is illustrated by the preservation of specific funerary rites and rituals (Rustoiu–
Berecki 2016, 298). In the territories where the Celtic influence was small, Thracian features might have 
been preserved. But these particular Eastern Carpathian Basin areas are difficult to identify, if they really 
existed. These areas (Maramureș, southern Transylvania, southern Banat, and some eastern Carpathians 
Depressions) were presumed especially because the Celtic material was missing and not because the 
Thracian material abounded (Pupeză 2012, 326). Anyway, the interactions between Celts and locals 
differed from one community to another. In some cases, autochthons continued probably to practice 
traditional funerary rituals, but in other cases, they were assimilated relatively fast and ended by obscur-
ing their own origin behind some elements belonging to the newcomers (Rustoiu–Berecki 2016, 298).

The presence of Thracian pottery aside Celtic objects could be the result of some kind of local 
influence over the newcomers. The bi-truncated vessels, the cups or the bowls with inverted rim were 
found in the Early Iron Age, in the Vekerzug culture and in the Thracian world outside the Carpathian 
Arch. When arrived in the Carpathian Basin, the Celts made first contact with the population behind 
the Vekerzug culture so it was initially assumed that most of the local influences came from here (Zirra 
1975; Németi 2010, 185–186). However, in this research stage, it is difficult to assume witch Thracian 
cultural group had the strongest influence over the Celts (Pupeză 2012, 325).

If initially the Thracians were behind the local pottery production and use, after the Celts arrival 
this monopoly was not necessarily to continue. The Celts probably assumed the majority of handmade 
local pottery to complete their repertoire of mostly wheel-made pottery. It is possible that the Celts con-
tinued to manufacture those handmade types because their obvious efficiency: the handmade vessels 
were better for cooking than the wheel-made ones (Pupeză 2012, 326). The local pottery aside Celtic 
objects may reflect cohabitation between those two populations but also the hybridization of culinary 
practices (Rustoiu–Berecki 2016, 298). Generally, the local Iron Age tradition pottery had a significant 
presence in the Celtic settlements, often around 40–50% of all ceramic material. In the cemeteries this 
proportion was at half, around 20–25%. Maybe the Eastern Carpathian Basin communities were prag-
matic in life and conservatives in death (Pupeză 2012, 326).

The mixed material from Cepari is the result of some occurrences that still have many unknowns. 
Due to reduced and uncertain data provided so far, phenomena such as cohabitation, assimilation or 
acculturation can be rather assumed than proved. For new data, new archaeological investigations are 
needed.
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