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Rezumat. Figurinele lucrate din os reprezintă o creație originală a culturii Gumelnița-Karanovo VI-Kodjadermen. Există mai multe tipuri de astfel de figurine, cele mai răspândite fiind
cele plate. Alături de acestea, o categorie de piese specială este reprezentată de figurinele prismatice. Acestea sunt lucrate de obicei din metopodii de porc (domestic sau sălbatic). Figurinele
reprezintă într-un mod foarte schematic ființa umană, capul fiind redat printr-o prismă triunghiulară, uneori cu perforații laterale, perforații des întâlnite la statuetele antropomorfe din lut.
În așezarea de tip tell de la Sultana-Malu Roșu au fost descoperite câteva figurine care se deosebesc de exemplarele de același tip din cadrul culturii Gumelnița-Karanovo VI-Kodjadermen.
Alături de două piese lucrate din metapod de porc, alte trei se remarcă prin mărimea lor și prin
faptul că sunt lucrate din oase de bovine și ovicaprine. Alte două piese sunt lucrate din peretele diafizar al unor oase lungi aparținând unor animale de talie mare. Aceste din urmă piese
au figurate detalii faciale, care nu mai sunt întâlnite la alte piese, precum ochii sau gura. Alte
exemplare au o perforație în creștet sau o perforație laterală probabil pentru suspendare. Unicitatea acestor piese descoperite până acum, doar în așezarea de la Sultana, poate fi legată de
caracteristicile acestui sit cu un bogat inventar arheologic.
Cuvinte cheie: cultura Gumelnița-Karanovo VI-Kodjadermen, sudul României, figurină de os,
prismatic, schematizare.

1. Archaeological context
The tell-settlement of Mânăstirea (Sultana village) is located approximately 35
km west-northwest of Călăraşi and about 15 km north of the Danube. The valley of the
Mostiștei River (about 92 km long) is located in the southeastern of the Romanian Plain
(Fig. 1/a). Several tell-settlements and necropolises belonging to Gumelnița culture
(mill. V cal. BC) have been discovered and researched over time in this area1.
The tell-settlement from Sultana-Malu Roşu is placed on the right bank of the
Iezerul Mostiștei lake, on a protrusion of the terrace in the lake waters, separated from
the rest of the terrace by a valley (Fig. 1/b). To the southwest, a depression of the land
probably indicates the existence of a ditch that separates the tell from the rest of the terrace. The settlement and its surroundings have undergone substantial changes, a large
1
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Fig. 1: a. Mostiștea; b. Sultana-Malu Roșu, views from the lake and terrace.
part of the tell has collapsed under the influence of natural factors, in the lake. Currently, what is left of the settlement measures about 35‒40 m on the northeast/southwest axis and 25‒30 m on the short axis, southeast/northwest.
Ioan ANDRIEȘESCU researched the site since 19232. In 1972, the works for
regularization of the Mostiștei river started, which affected several archeological sites,
including Sultana-Malu Roșu. Since 1974, rescue excavations have been carried out
in the settlement of Sultana, over a significant area. Unfortunately, the results of these
researches, that took place at least until 1982, remained, with some exceptions, unpublished3.
Incomplete information about the stratigraphy of the site and about the contexts
where the spectacular archeological materials were discovered led to the resumption
of the research at the site of Sultana-Malu Roșu in 20014.
Excavations in the '70s and '80s revealed that the thickness of the archaeological
layers reaches about 4 m in the eastern part of the settlement and only 2.50‒2.60 m in
the western, being attested all the three phases (A1, A2 and B1) of Gumelnița culture5.
The archeological inventory is very rich: ceramics, anthropomorphic vessels, figurines,
gold ornaments etc.6.
2
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2. Archaeological assemblage
Our study focuses on a special category of archaeological materials, specifically
the bone figurines. Within this category there is a special type called prismatic figurines. In the settlement of Sultana were discovered several such figurines7 that differ
from other similar items.
We performed a detailed technological analysis as well as a description of the
particularities that individualize them. We will start our analysis with two typical pieces
for this category of figurines, which are common discoveries in the settlements of
Gumelnița culture.
2.1. Prismatic figurine (Fig. 2/a)
A Sus sp. metapodial was processed by the abrasion of both extremities. Towards the distal end the abrasion was applied on three facets (Fig. 2/b), rendering the
item a triangular section.
Morphometry: length - 64 mm, average width - 12 mm, average thickness - 12 mm.

Fig. 2: a, c. Bone prismatic figurines; b, f. abrasion marks; d‒e. perforation details.
2.2. Prismatic figurine (Fig. 2/c)
The figurine is a burned white piece, with no surviving shaping marks. The
blank was a Sus sp. metapodial. The morphology of the piece is triangular, with rectilinear extremities and four perforations at the distal end. Despite the disappearance
of the technological marks, we noted however at both epiphyses the abrasion of the
extremities which rendered them flat (Fig. 2/f). Also, at the distal level, abrasion was
applied resulting three facets, giving the piece the triangular section. The four perforations were made by bifacial rotation (Fig. 2/d, e). It is possible that the stains on one
of the perforations were left by a copper earring.
Morphometry: length - 71 mm, average width - 15 mm, average thickness - 11 mm.
Similar figurines have been discovered in many settlements of the Gumelnița culture8, such Alexandria, Căscioarele, Cunești, Gumelnița, Măriuța, Vidra and
7
8
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Vitănești9.
However, the following figurines are unique, and were discovered so far only
in the settlement of Sultana-Malu Roșu. The first three of them are notable for their size
and because they are made of bovine and ovicaprine bones.
2.3. Prismatic figurine (Fig. 3)
It was made of a bovine metacarpus. The proximal epiphysis of the bone represents, in fact, the distal end (head) of the figurine (Fig. 3/a).

Fig. 3: a. Prismatic bone figurine; b‒d. abrasion marks;
e. extremity detail; f‒g. perforations details.
9

Rosetti, 1934; Andreescu,1995, pl. 2; 1997, pl. I; 2002, pl. 41, 45, 48; Mărgărit et alii, 2013,
fig. 4; Mărgărit et alii, 2014, fig. 9; Mărgărit, Vintilă, 2018, fig. 11-12; Lazăr et alii, 2020,
fig. 36.
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As a result of the processing, the piece acquired a triangular morphology at
the distal level and plano-convex for the rest. It shows four perforations at the distal
level, one perforation at the other extremity and one at the mesial level. The proximal
end was abraded, acquiring a flat morphology (Fig. 3/d). Then, abrasion was applied
along the entire surface of the piece, with variable intensity to achieve the triangular
morphology (Fig. 3/b, c). Mesially, a perforation by rotation was carried out from two
sides, exhibiting usewear and deformation towards the flat facet. This may suggest that,
at that level, the piece was suspended/attached (Fig. 3/g). The perforations present at
the distal level were made by bifacial rotation (Fig. 3/f). The distal extremity was also
intensely abraded, becoming flat (Fig. 3/e).
Morphometry: length - 139 mm, average width - 20 mm, average thickness - 16 mm,
average perforation diameter - 4 mm.
2.4. Prismatic figurine (Fig. 4)
An ovicaprine metacarpus (Fig. 4/a) was used as blank for processing a figurine. One of the bone faces was abraded along its entire length, acquiring a flat morphology (Fig. 4/b‒c). Also, at the level of the proximal extremity, the abrasion allowed
to obtain a flat surface (Fig. 4/e). At the distal level, the abrasion was applied on three
facets. Towards the proximal end, a sawing incision was initiated (Fig. 4/d), probably
aiming at detaching the epiphysis of the bone, but the action was abandoned.
Morphometry: length - 103 mm, average width - 11 mm, average thickness - 9 mm.

Fig. 4: a. Bone prismatic figurine; b‒c, e. abrasion marks; d. sawing mark.
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2.5. Prismatic figurine (Fig. 5)
The piece is burned to black, with a small fracture at one end. It was made of
an ovicaprine metacarpus (Fig. 5/a). The bone was processed at the proximal level,
by applying abrasion along three facets (Fig. 5/b), as well at the extremity (Fig. 5/c).
The distal end of the bone was also abraded to create a flat surface. A series of perforations were made on the surface: at the mesial level - a perforation made by bifacial

Fig. 5: a. Bone prismatic figurine; b, f. abrasion marks; c‒e. perforations details.
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rotation (Fig. 5/c), on the abraded area - two perforations made by bifacial rotation
(Fig. 5/c), as well as a perforation at the complete extremity, also by rotation (Fig. 5/g).
Morphometry: length - 87 mm, average width - 15 mm, average thickness - 9 mm, average diameter of the perforations - 4 mm.
The last two figurines are made of the diaphyseal wall of large mammal long
bones.
2.6. Prismatic figurine (Fig. 6/a)
Morphologically, the first item has a rod with a circular section and a rectilinear proximal extremity (Fig. 6/c). The distal end has a triangular morphology and four

Fig. 6: a. Prismatic bone figurine; b, d‒e. perforations details;
c. proximal end detail.
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perforations, along the two edges, while the distal extremity is rectilinear. The blank
retained approximately ¼ of the natural bone diameter suggesting repeated bipartition,
but we can no longer identify the debitage technique because the entire surface of the
item has been rigorously abraded. The perforations were carried out by bifacial rotation (Fig. 6/c, d). Also, on two of the facets of the distal part, two perforations were
initiated by rotation (Fig. 6/b).
Morphometry: length - 103 mm, rod diameter - 14 mm, distal part thickness - 24 mm.
2.7. Prismatic figurine (Fig. 7)
There is also another prismatic figurine similar to the one described above discovered in the settlement of Sultana (Fig. 7). Unfortunately it was not available for a
detailed technological analysis. The figurine is made of the diaphyseal wall of a long
bone belonging to a large mammal. The rod has a semicircular section, with a flat dorsal face. The distal end has the usual triangular morphology with three lateral perforations. At the base of the distal part it is slightly whitened. The length of the piece is
80 mm.

Fig. 7. Bone prismatic figurine.

234

3. Discussion
The prismatic bone figurines discovered at Sultana are particularized in the general context of this type of figurines from the Gumelnița culture. Archaeological research in the settlements of this culture has brought to light dozens of prismatic bone
figurines both north and south of the Danube. This type of figurine, like the whole bone
figurine inventory, is a creation specific to the Gumelnița-Karanovo VI-Kodjadermen
culture. The timing of this type of figurine is not very well established. There are no
pieces belonging to the beginning phase of the culture, Gumelnița A1, so far, but the
knowledge about this stage of the culture is scarce due to insufficient archaeological
research. In the following stages of the Gumelnița culture, A2 and B1, such discoveries are numerous10.
An interesting aspect of this type of figurine is the raw material. Thus, osteological analyzes showed that most of the figurines are made of domestic pig or wild
boar metapodials. It seems these bones were prefered, especially the metatarsus, due
to their shape that does not require much work to be transformed into prismatic figurines. Thus, the distal end was transformed by abrasion into a triangular prism, and the
proximal end was, in some cases, flattened. At some of the figurines this was the final
manufacturing stage. Other figurines have, supplementary, one, two and rarely three
perforations along the two edges of the triangular prism that represent the sides of the
head.
What do these figurines represent? Most researchers agree that they are highly
schematic representations of the human being. What stands out is the triangular prism
that would represent the human head. The perforations on the triangular prism are similar to those on the sides (from the ears) of anthropomorphic clay statuettes.
In conclusion, most of the prismatic figurines are made of pig metapodials,
with sizes that range from 40 to 90 mm and represent, in an extremely stylized manner,
the human silhouette. The items from Figs. no. 1 and 2 also fall into these patterns.
However, the other five pieces are completely different from most of the figurines,
requiring a few comments.
First, the figurines are made of bones belonging to other species, namely bovine
metacarpus and ovicaprine metacarpus. These figurines are large: those made of ovicaprine metacarpus reach 103 mm, while the piece made of bovine metapodial is 139
mm (Figs. 3‒5).
The figurine made of bovine metacarpus is distinguished both by size and by
some elements less common for this type of figurine. The piece was made according to
the common pattern, the proximal epiphysis was flattened and the distal end was
abraded until the usual triangular morphology was obtained. The central edge, very
short, represents the nose, and the lateral edges are crossed by two perforations made
by bifacial rotation. Quite unusual is the perforation carried out on the upper area of
the body. Our analysis shows wear and deformation of the flat surface, suggesting that
the item could have been sawn or suspended. This element is very rare at prismatic
figurines, another perforated piece being discovered south of the Danube at the Russe
10
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site11. Another unusual element is the circular perforation at the top of the head, the
functionality of which is difficult to specify (Fig. 3).
The other two figurines are made of ovicaprine metacarpus. The first is simple,
the extremities and one of the bone faces have been flattened. The head is schematically represented by a triangular prism obtained by abrasion, without lateral perforations. Towards the base it has an incision, created with the intention to detach the
epiphysis, but this practice is not documented, and the epiphysis had already been
flattened (Fig. 4).
The second figurine is a bit more complex (part of the base is missing). The
head has two perforations made by bifacial rotation (one broken), a third is at the mesial
level. The latter does not perforate the body of the figurine as in the case of the bovine
metatarsus. Instead, it has, like this one, a perforation at the level of the head (Fig. 5).
The last two figurines analyzed are made of the diaphyseal wall of large mammal long bones. In these conditions, the craftsman had a greater freedom of expression, as he was no longer constrained by the predefined shape of the bone (metapodial).
Thus, the body of the first piece is cylindrical, well finished, with a straight base. The
head has the usual shape of a triangular prism, with four lateral perforations. A completely unusual element is the creation of the eyes through two small holes on the sides,
on either side of the median ridge. It is the only prismatic bone figurine discovered
so far that has the eyes represented (Fig. 6).
The second figurine, smaller in size, is different. The body is semicircular, flat
on the back, and the head does not differ in width from the rest of the body. The head
has the usual triangular shape with rather narrow side facets, with three perforations
each. Below the middle edge, which would represent the nose, has a small hollow indicating the mouth of the figurine. The piece is very well finished (Fig. 7).
The bone figurines discovered at Sultana require special attention in the context of the bone figurine inventory of the Gumelnița-Karanovo VI-Kodjadermen culture. With a few exceptions mentioned above, prismatic bone figurines are made of
pig metapods (domestic or wild boar). They represent in a very schematic way, human
being, the head being a triangular prism, sometimes with lateral perforations (perforations often found at anthropomorphic clay statuettes). The prismatic bone figurines
do not have any other facial details. The figurines discovered at the Sultana are the
only ones, at least up to this stage of research, that have represented such details. A
figurine has the eyes clearly represented in a manner similar to that of the flat bone
figurines, through deep dots. Another figurine has a small hollow under the middle
edge that may indicate the mouth. These pieces confirm that these strange figurines
are schematic representations of human beings.
Another interesting problem raised by the pieces from Sultana concerns the raw
materials they are made of, namely the bovine and ovicaprine metatarsials or the long
bone of large mammals. Why are these pieces made of materials other than the majority of the figurines made of pig metapodials? Do they have a special significance

11
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due to the raw material used? Why are they discovered, at least so far, at only one archaeological site, namely Sultana-Malu Roșu?
To try to answer these questions we will analyze these pieces in the context
of the culture that produced them.
As we pointed out above, bone figurines are a special feature of the Gumelnița-Karanovo VI-Kodjadermen culture. The pieces were discovered in settlements, where
they were manufactured. Thus, at Smiadovo, Bulgaria, 66 pieces were discovered inside
a house, some finished, others in the process of manufacturing (preforms), together with
pig metopodials representing the raw material12. Usually there are no more than a few
pieces in a given settlement, but this situation can also be due to research carried out
over small areas.
At Sultana, although the research was relatively extensive, very few prismatic
figurines were discovered. The archaeological context for these pieces is unknown. According to the existing data on two figurines -, the one made of bovine metatarsial
and the one in ovicaprine metatarsial would belong to the Gumelnița A2 phase; the
piece of the diaphyseal wall, of smaller dimensions, belongs to the Gumelnița B1
phase. Eight published radiocarbon dates place the existence of the settlement in a period between 4539 and 3961 cal B.C. (probability 95.4%)13.
Of the seven figurines, five are made of other materials (see above) better finished with elements that we do not find in the other figurines.
What does it mean that they are made from bones belonging to other species,
namely cattle and ovicaprines? Is there a special significance related to these species
at the settlement of Sultana? The osteological remains discovered in the settlement are
not numerous. A batch of 367 bones was analyzed, most of them belonging to cattle
and ovicaprines, a common fact for Gumelnița settlements14. The bone assemblage
from Sultana is too small to make correlations between the material from which the
pieces are made and the species to which they belong. Our opinion is that, at this stage
of research, it is difficult to establish a special link between these species and the figurines.
Instead, an explanation for these special pieces could be sought in the special
features of the settlement of Sultana-Malu Roșu. In the general context of the Gumelnița culture, this site seems to be occupied by a special place, one of the special characteristics being the location of the site. Unlike most Gumelniţa settlements placed in
river meadows, at the base of the terraces, the settlement of Sultana is located on the
terrace, in a position overlooking the Iezerul Mostiștei lake (visible today even if most
of the site disappeared due to erosion in the lake waters) (Fig 1/2).
Research has revealed various constructive elements in the settlement over
time15. Thus, on the south-west slope, from the terrace, the traces of ditches and a small
ground closure could be observed, which underwent several restorations. Geomagnetic
12

Popov, 1992, p. 17-41, pl. I-III.
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research in the ravine that separates the settlement from the terrace indicated the possible existence of three ditches, probably with a defensive role. On the north-western
slope, the remains of steps cut into the terrace at an earlier stage of the settlement have
been identified.
A strong argument in favour of the special place that the site occupies among
the settlements of the Gumelnița-Karanovo VI-Kodjadermen culture is the archaeological inventory, the spectacular artifacts found over time. We mention first of all the
vessel with "lovers" (Fig. 8/c), a piece that can be considered a true masterpiece of
prehistoric art, both in the way it is made and its significance16. Research has brought
to light anthropomorphic vessels, lids with animal protomes and figurines, zoomorphic vessels, exceptional achievements of the artists of those times17 (Fig. 8/a‒b, d).
The pottery is of very good quality, with spectacular shapes and decorations, illustrated,
among others, by the vessel decorated with "tulips" or bowls and lids decorated with
graphite geometric motifs18 (Fig. 9).

Fig. 8: a, d. anthropomorphic vessels; b. zoomorphic vessel; c. vessel with "lovers".
16

Andreescu, 2002, p. 52, pl. 38, pl. IV.
Marinescu-Bîlcu, Ionescu, 1967; Andreescu, Popa, 2003, p. 59-70.
18
Andreescu, Popa, 2003, p. 65-66.
17
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At Sultana was discovered the largest gold hoard north of the Danube19 (Fig.
10/b), alongisde the remains of a strange miniature model of a clay house with perforated roof and walls20 (Fig. 10/a).
In the last two decades, research led to identification of other interesting things,
including a house with a rich inventory, with many broken vessels in situ, many clay
weights and a small gold object. The house had a series of interesting amenities, such
as a hearth with a circular support, a clay pedestal with a large stone on top and a kind
of bench21. Near the settlement, to the west, on the terrace, the necropolis of the settlement was discovered, and is being investigated22.
Of course, special artifacts have been discovered in other settlements, but those
from Sultana differ in their number and quality, some being unique, such as the bone
figurines analyzed above.

Fig. 9: Gumelnița pottery.
19

Hălcescu, 1995, p. 11-15.
Șerbănescu, 1997, p. 236.
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22
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Fig. 10: a. sanctuary model; b. gold adornments.
What could we say about the Sultana-Malu Roșu settlement in terms of these
discoveries? Considering that most artefacts that have been discovered are associated
with what we call spiritual life (figurines, anthropomorphic and zoomorphic vessels,
temple-like house model), we might be tempted to invest it with the status of a settlement having a cultic function.
Given the dominant setting, another hypothesis would be that it was a power
center, all those described above being what we call objects of prestige. On the other
hand, all those objects might belong to a time when the Sultana settlement was passing
through an age of prosperity and those remarkable artefacts mirrored the wealth of the
settlement inhabitants. It is also possible that the site location on the Mostiștea River
valley, in close proximity to the Danube valley had led to the development of the settlement, turning it into an important commercial center.
The Sultana-Malu Roșu settlement might have been something of all those
things, a wealthy settlement due to the commercial transactions, a power center with
a certain spiritual component, as many others in the course of history. This is just a
hypothesis about a settlement belonging to a civilization of which we know too little
because of the lack of extended research in Gumelnița sites.
Yet there are the artefacts left behind by this culture, including those mentioned
above, material evidence confirming the existence of a complex society which, more
than 6500 years ago, occupied the Lower Danube region.
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