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ANDREI GEORGESCU

SHARED IDEOLOGIES AND IDENTITY MARKERS  

IN THE LATE IRON AGE CARPATHIAN BASIN

THE ZOOMORPHIC BROOCHES OF THE 4TH CENTURY BC

Regardless of the period, the costume has been one of the most important means of expressing individual 
or group identity. By incorporating complex symbolic messages, clothing items and accessories represent 
channels for communicating information about the status, origin, gender or age of the owner. This also 
makes it ideal for materializing iconographies linked to certain legends, myths or folk tales 1. During times of 
social-cultural changes, the costume can mirror the transformations that occur in those societies. Mobility 
and migration have been seen as a factor for reshaping cultural habits for both newcomers and the indig-
enous population 2. The interactions between these groups have often led to the creation of hybrid cultural 
manifestations, some also visible in costumes 3. 
During the 4th century BC, the Carpathian Basin witnessed the southeastern spreading of the Central Euro-
pean La Tène culture 4. In this period, communities had a rural nature where the aristocratic elite maintained 
close ties with each other involving trading relations and political alliances 5. These elites often shared similar 
ideologies and were connected through shared visual codes 6. On some occasions, such iconographies were 
meant to be understood and recognized by all members of the community, signalling the status and pres-
tige of the wearer. In other cases, these symbols can be seen as secret knowledge 7 restricted only to some 
members within the same or from other communities 8. 
The spreading of these ideologies and iconographies was facilitated by the high degree of individual and 
group mobility. During this time, craftsmen, free of their overlord were in constant search of new markets 
and customers, spreading and learning new techniques and artistic fashions 9. Another cause for the distri-
bution of cultural traits is the mobility of women. Cases of exogamy are quite common in pre- and proto-
historic societies and the individuals may relocate to communities distant from their origin 10. In some cases, 
the newcomer retains some of the cultural facets specific to the birth community while adopting others 
from the new homeland 11. 
The scope of this paper is to determine the role of a set of brooches in expressing the identity of certain 
individuals in the 4th century BC Carpathian Basin. Another aspect that will be questioned is the iconogra-
phy associated with these garments, which finds parallels in both Central European Celtic art and Oriental 
Thracian or Scythian art, but manifests uniquely in this borderline space between east and west. The start-
ing point of this discussion will be a discovery, recently made in the Freidorf borough, at the outskirts of 
Timișoara (jud. Timiș / RO), in southwestern modern-day Romania (fig. 1). 

THE BROOCH FROM TIMIȘOARA-FREIDORF

The site at Timișoara-Freidorf was known mostly for its discoveries belonging to the 1st millennium AD 12. 
During 2017, rescue excavations unearthed more than 300 archaeological features belonging mostly to 
this period. Amongst these, six features were dated to the Late Iron Age. They were settlement structures 
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consisting of sunken or half-sunken dwellings, pits or ancillary buildings. The largest of these, feature no. 17 
(fig. 2), was a half-sunken dwelling measuring 46 m 2. Situated in the proximity of a dried-out stream, the 
building had an approximate east-west orientation and was neighboured by a smaller ancillary structure. 
Fragmentary sherds and spindle-whorls were the most numerous objects found in the backfilling, thus mak-
ing the purpose of the structure difficult to ascribe. On the bottom of the feature, near the northwestern 
edge of the building, a bronze brooch together with a chain made of the same material was discovered. The 

Fig. 1  The zoomorphic fibula from 
Timișoara-Freidorf. – (Drawings S. Saftu; 
photo M. Șepețan).
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Fig. 2  Ground plan of feature no. 17 from 
Timișoara-Freidorf, where the fibula was 
found. – (Illustration A. Georgescu).

fibula (fig. 1) was 6 cm long and 3 cm high. It had a bilateral spring made out of six coils and its foot was 
turned towards the arch, ending in a stylized dragon-like animal. The ears of the creature were rounded, 
just like its upper muzzle. The eyes of the beast were not represented. On the arch, the object was deco-
rated with incisions forming oblique patterns. Wrapped around the spring was the bronze chain, which had 
a length of 53 cm. One of the middle links as well as the loose end of the chain were put through the pin 
of the brooch which seemed to be closed at the moment of the abandonment. Although the spring was 
already broken when the brooch was found, it seems highly likely that it was still functional at the moment 
of the abandonment and that the damage occurred due to the pressure of the soil placed on top of it. Thus, 
this makes the fibula the sole functional object discovered inside the feature, raising questions concerning 
the motive for its disposal.

ZOOMORPHIC RING BROOCHES IN THE CARPATHIAN BASIN 

The zoomorphic ring brooches are garment accessories specific to the eastern La Tène world (fig. 3). Mostly 
found by chance, or in funerary contexts, they were made during the last third of the 4th century BC. 
M. Szabó was the first to dedicate a study solely to these fibulae 13. Based on the finds known at that time, 
he assumed that they were the product of a Transdanubian workshop. Decades later, U. Binding included 
them in her study on early La Tène figural brooches 14. P. Popović and M. Sladić added two new finds to the 
repertoire, the first coming from the vicinity of Viminacium (Braničevo okr. / SRB; fig. 4, 11) 15 and the later 
from Banjska Stena (Zaječar okr. / SRB; fig. 4, 12) 16. The easternmost discovery comes from Veliko Tarnovo 
(Veliko Tarnovo obl. / BG; fig. 4, 16), in northeastern Bulgaria 17. It is a hybrid product combining the zoo-
morphic motif from the Carpathian Basin with the Thracian style brooch. Two more finds were signalled by 
A. Rustoiu in a recent study: a pair of zoomorphic brooches from a cremation grave discovered at Timișoara-
Cioreni (jud. Timiș / RO; fig. 4, 14) and a possible fibula belonging to this type discovered at Fântânele-
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Dâmbu Popii (jud. Bistrița Năsăud / RO) 18. The brooches found at Cioreni are the only ones having a clear 
archaeological context in the eastern Carpathian Basin and are also the only ones discovered in a cremation 
grave. This might indicate that the person buried here came from another region, adopting the funerary 
rites of her new community. Or, judging from the cluster formed by the finds from Pecica (jud. Arad / RO; 
fig. 4, 15), Cioreni and Freidorf that these brooches were not strange in this area and perhaps the ideology 
associated with them transcends ethnic barriers, being found within communities with different beliefs in 
the afterlife. The piece from Fântânele, if belonging to this type, is the only one somewhat distant from the 
Danube River. The latest examples come from a teaching document published by D. Božić on academia.
edu 19. He adds two more finds, already published, but unused in earlier studies. The first one is a chance 
find from Matzelsdorf (Bez. Horn / A; fig. 4, 1) in Lower Austria 20, while the second one comes from a grave 
at Adorjan (Severnobanatski okr. / SRB; fig. 4, 13), Bačka Region dated to the Avar period 21. Finally, two 
of the graves from the recently excavated cemetery at Csepel Island (Budapest / H; fig. 4, 7-8) contained 
brooches belonging to this type 22. In total, there are 23 brooches (excluding the one from Fântânele) known 
so far, the piece from Freidorf being the only one found in a settlement structure. 
The fibulae coming from Sopron (Győr-Moson-Sopron megye / H; fig. 4, 2), Litèr (Veszprém megye / H; 
fig. 4, 3), Donja Dolina (Gradiška / BIH) grave XLVII (fig. 4, 10), Szentendre (Pest megye / H; fig. 4, 5), Csepel 
Island grave 160 (fig. 4, 8) and Cioreni suggest that they were meant to be worn in pairs, placed on the 
shoulders, probably fastening a peplos type of clothing. The find from Freidorf, as well as the chance find 
from Püspökhatvan (Pest megye / H; fig. 4, 6), which had fragments from a chain attached to it 23, support 
this hypothesis. The costume form Szentendre, Csepel Island grave 160 and Pilismarót (Komárom-Eszter-
gom megye / H) 24 had the second zoomorphic brooch replaced with one belonging to a different type, but 

Fig. 3  Map of zoomorphic ring brooches in the Carpathian Basin. Each number corresponds to the locations in list 1. – (Map A. Geor-
gescu after Rustoiu 2012 with additions).
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Fig. 4  The zoomorphic ring brooches from the Carpathian Basin: 1 Matzelsdorf. – 2 Sopron. – 3 Litèr. – 4 Győr. – 5 Szentendre. – 
6 Püspökhatvan. – 7 Csepel Island grave 222. – 8 Csepel Island grave 160. – 9 unknown provenance. – 10 Donja dolina. – 11 Kosto-
lac. – 12 Banjska Stena. – 13 Adorjan. – 14 Timișoara-Cioreni. – 15 Pecica. – 16 Veliko Tarnovo. – (1 after Maurer 1979, 11; 2-6 redrawn 
after Binding 1993, pl. 39, 4-9; 7 after Horváth 2016, pl. 4, 1; 8 after Horváth 2019, pl. VII, 1-2; 9 redrawn after Binding 1993, pl. 40, 1; 
10-11 redrawn after Popović 1996, figs 4, 10-11. 13; 12, 3; 12 redrawn after Sladić 2002, fig. 3; 13 after Garam 2001, pl. 80, 6; 14 re-
drawn after Rustoiu 2012, pl. 3, 3-4; 15 redrawn after Binding 1993, pl. 39, 3; 16 after Mircheva 2000-2001, fig. 1).

also decorated in a manner that resembled an animal and maintained the same style of wearing. Such an 
action confirms the fact that these brooches were only meant to be worn on the shoulders, but also indi-
cates the difficulty of procuring new ones. 
Analysing some of the morphological details (arch decorations or the shape of the muzzles and ears) of 
these fibulae reveals the fact that none of the pieces is identical to another. Such an observation shows that 
these products were custom-made, using a wax casting mould. It also shows that the main focus was on the 
zoomorphic symbol and the manner in which they were worn, rather than secondary decorations. 
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MOBILITY AND CULTURAL INTERACTIONS IN THE LATE IRON AGE CARPATHIAN BASIN

Looking at the distribution map of the fibulae (fig. 3) we can easily notice that they follow the course of the 
Danube River or its major tributaries. The most distant finds are no further than 150 km from the stream. 
It is, therefore, possible that the spreading of these artefacts was caused by the mobility of individuals or 
groups of people moving along the Danube. Scientific analysis has shown a high degree of individual and 
group mobility during the early and middle La Tène period in Central Europe 25. Transregional relocation 
has been observed mostly for the male population, especially warriors, while women seemed to move on a 
regional scale 26. For prehistoric times, where a detailed analysis of the individual mobility could have been 
made, different levels of female mobility were also noticed 27. In the Carpathian Basin La Tène period, mo-
bility has been deduced mostly from the analysis of the archaeological record 28, showing several cases of 
warriors, craftsmen or women relocating at some point during their life 29. It could, therefore, be assumed 
that the zoomorphic brooches discussed here could have been spread by one or several craftsmen moving 
along the Danube, or by the owners of these accessories settling in new communities. Although no anthro-
pological analyses have been made on the skeletal remains that were found alongside these fibulae, it has 
been generally assumed – judging from the grave inventories and style of wear – that they were designed 
for female owners. Women’s costumes containing fasteners worn on the shoulders and connected by a 
chain are known from ancient Greek sources and vase paintings 30. They are also found in numerous early 
La Tène graves from Central Europe like the ones from Mannersdorf (Bez. Bruck a. d. Leitha / A) 31, Potten-
brunn (Bez. St. Pölten / A) 32 or Dürrnberg (Bez. Hallein / A) 33 all anthropologically demonstrated to belong 
to women. Therefore, it is more than likely that the zoomorphic brooches discussed here were designed to 
be worn by women, thus making exogamy one of the potential reasons for the spreading of these items.

GRIFFINS, DRAGONS AND »MASTER OF THE ANIMALS« MOTIFS  

IN THE EARLY LA TÈNE PERIOD

Although it has been thought that dragons or griffins in early Celtic art are the results of Oriental influ-
ence, the lack of evidence for a direct contact has led to the presumption that these symbols made their 
way to Central Europe through other sources, probably from the Italian Peninsula 34. The motif is a popular 
form of decoration on the early and middle La Tène sword scabbards, being considered as an iconographic 
code, specific to a distinct group of warriors 35. In the Carpathian Basin, such scabbards appear only in the 
La Tène B2 phase, being latter than the zoomorphic brooches 36. The earliest representations of such fan-

Fig. 5  Dragon-head fibulae from the western La Tène milieu: 1 Mörsingen. – 2 Maschwanden. – 3 Horné Orešany. – (1-2 redrawn after 
Binding 1993, pl. 38, 1. 4; 3 redrawn after Pieta 2010, fig. 130, 7). 
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tastic animals appear in Celtic art during the 5th century BC. Sometimes they appear in pairs like in the case 
of the Cuperly (dép. Marne / F) applique – although L. Olivier suggests that the two griffin heads represent 
profile views of one animal rather than a two-headed beast 37 –, the urn from La Cheppe (dép. Marne / F) 
or on the open-work belt plaques 38. They are also common on early La Tène brooches like the ones found 
at Maschwanden (Kt. Zürich / CH; fig. 5, 2) 39, Mörsingen (Lkr. Reutlingen / D; fig. 5, 1) 40, or Horné Orešany 
(okr. Trnava / SK; fig. 5, 3) 41. In some cases, the beasts appear flanking a human character, forming a »Mas-
ter of the Animals« pose (fig. 6). 
This iconography is also of Oriental origin and the 
way through which it influenced early Celtic art is 
debated as well 42. Judging from the style of wear – 
one dragon on each shoulder flanking the cladded 
person – we can assume that these brooches were 
meant to symbolise the same »Master / Mistress of 
the Animals« iconography 43 (fig. 7). However, in 
most cases coming from the Central European Celtic 
milieu, the gender of the central character seems 
to be male 44, being particularly associated with the 
warrior elite 45. In the Carpathian Basin, these fibu-
lae are part of the women apparel picturing a Potnia 
Theron iconography that is more specific to the Ori-
ental milieu.
In the Carpathian Basin, dragons or griffins as well 
as the »Master / Mistress of the Animals« representa-
tions are missing in the pre-Celtic horizon. However, 
they are present in the neighbouring areas, belong-
ing to the Thracian and Scythian populations, with 
whom the middle Danube communities had numer-
ous contacts. Supernatural beasts with sprouted 
jaws are frequent on harness equipment found in 

Fig. 6  Examples of the »Master of the Animals« iconography in early Celtic art: 1 Hölzelsau, belt-hook. – 2 Glauberg, Schnabelkanne. – 
3 Somme-Bionne, belt-hook. – (1-2 after Guggisberg 2010, figs 3. 7; 3 redrawn after Stöllner 2014, fig. 8, 16).
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Fig. 7  Hypothetical reconstruction of the style of wear associated 
with these brooches. – (Illustration A. Georgescu).
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elite burials or hoards of the 4th century BC in the southern Carpathian area or on helmets like the one 
from Cucuteni-Băiceni (jud. Iași / RO) 46. However, these creatures are not associated with the Potnia Theron 
iconography and are never found on brooches. Instead, felines facing outwards are more frequently en-
countered in the Thracian, Scythian and Greek milieu 47. The iconography of this theme seems to suffer little 
change in this area from the 7th to the 2nd century BC. The main character, a female, sometimes winged, 
seems to tame a pair of backward-looking animals which are often interpreted as felines or dogs. Such is the 
case with the representations on the gold plaques from the 7th-century burial at Kamiros (per. Rodos / GR; 
fig. 8, 4). They were worn across the chest and attached at the shoulders, drawing attention towards the 
owner and being worn in a similar way to the brooches analysed in this paper 48. This image is similar to the 
one on the gilded silver mirror from Kelermes (Krasnodarskiy Kr. / RUS; fig. 8, 1), found in a Scythian kurgan, 
dated around the same period and attributed to a Greek artisan 49. Later on, one of the silver cups of the 
Thracian hoard from Rogozen (Vratsa obl. / BG; fig. 8, 2) shows another winged female holding backward-
looking animals. This cup is dated to the 4th century BC 50. Finally, from the Dacian milieu comes a gold 

Fig. 8  The iconography of the »Mistress of the Animals« in Greek, Thracian and Scythian art: 1 drawing of the »Mistress of the Animals« 
on the mirror from Kelermes. – 2 jug from the Rogozen hoard. – 3 phalera from Lupu. – 4 disc fasteners connected with a chain with 
gold plaques showing the Potnia Theron iconography discovered at Kamiros. – (1 after Potratz 1963, 122; 2 after Echt 2004, fig. 230a; 
3 photo G. Rustoiu at http://europeana.cimec.ro/Poza.asp?k=65F0654D26674795866664CE81918A1B; 4 after Brøns 2014, fig. 4.30).
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phalera, discovered in Transylvania, at Lupu (jud. Alba / RO; fig. 8, 3), showing a winged female character, 
with two oversized brooches on the shoulders, holding a pair of wild animals 51. All these similar Potnia 
Theron representations seem to have a common origin in Greek art. 
Lastly, we discuss the fibula from Veliko Tarnovo which is an interesting example as it incorporates the 
La Tène style dragon on a Thracian type fibula. These brooches have a different spring morphology, making 
the mode of wearing different than the one specific for the La Tène fibulae 52. It is, therefore, to be assumed 
that this garment accessory was seen as exotic in the Thracian environment and that it did not hold the 
same meaning as in the Carpathian Basin. Its spreading could represent the furthest point reached by the 
craftsman / men who were producing the zoomorphic ring brooches. It could also show his / their way of 
adapting the products to the local consumers. Another explanation could be the copying by local craftsmen 
of this motif without knowing its original meaning.

CONCLUSIONS

The zoomorphic brooch from Freidorf, through its context of discovery, brings valuable information about 
the importance of these objects for the early La Tène communities in the Carpathian Basin. Its state of 
preservation, contrasting with the finds from the rest of the feature, as well as the way the second end of 
the chain was put through the pin, might suggest that its abandonment had a symbolic meaning. The loss 
of the second brooch could mean that the mythical proprieties of these garment accessories were gone. 
Rendered useless, it was disposed of probably accompanied by some sort of ritual. It was likely that these 
items were reserved for women of special status judging by the distinct style of wear and the difficulty of 
procuring. Also, in its original shape, the copper alloy – if well-polished – would have resembled the glitter 
of gold and, worn with contrasting clothes, they would surely have drawn attention towards the wearer, 
signalling her social identity. 
The entire mythological and symbolic background accompanying them seems to represent the materializa-
tion of a common ideology shared by the communities of the Carpathian Basin. Fantastical animals with 
sprouted jaws are known both in western and eastern European iconographies from the beginning of the 
Late Iron Age. However, incorporating such symbols into the morphology of brooches is specific for the 
Central European La Tène environment. Concerning the »Mistress of the Animals« iconography it seems 
that it is more common in Eastern and Southeastern Europe, while in the early Celtic art of Central Europe, 
a male character seems to play the central role. This combination of influences resulted in a unique fashion 
specific only for the Carpathian Basin. The production and distribution of these brooches strictly in this re-
gion is another argument for the expression of local traditions and myths through these products under the 
influences of both western and eastern cultures.

LIST 1: ZOOMORPHIC RING FIBULAE FROM THE CARPATHIAN BASIN  

(AFTER RUSTOIU 2012, WITH ADDITIONS)

Austria: 1. Matzelsdorf (Maurer 1979). – Hungary: 2. Sopron; 3. Győr; 4. Litèr; 5. Pilismarót; 6. Szentendre; 
7. Püspökhatvan; 8. Csepel (Horváth 2016). – Bosnia & Herzegovina: 9. Donja Dolina. – Serbia: 10. Adorjan 
(Garam 2001); 11. Kostolac; 12. Banjska stena. – Romania: 13. Pecica; 14. Timișoara-Cioreni; 15. Timișoara-
Freidorf; 16. Fântânele?. – Bulgaria: 18. Veliko Tarnovo.
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Zusammenfassung / Summary / Résumé / Rezumat

Gemeinsame Ideologien und Identitätssymbole in der späten Eisenzeit im Karpatenbecken.  
Die zoomorphen Fibeln des 4. Jahrhunderts v. Chr.
In kultureller Hinsicht stellt das 4. Jahrhundert v. Chr. eine dynamische Periode im Karpatenbecken dar. Die Ausbreitung 
der Latènekultur nach Osten trug zu Veränderungen in der sozialen Struktur und zur Schaffung gemischter Gemein
schaften bei, die für die Region spezifische künstlerische Ausdrucksformen hervorbrachten. Die Folgen dieser kultu-
rellen Wechselwirkungen können auch in der zeitspezifischen Tracht beobachtet werden. Die zoomorphe Fibel ist ein 
Beleg für die Wechselwirkungen zwischen den Neuankömmlingen und den Einheimischen sowie für die Mobilität 
von Individuen. Ihre Trageweise, wie sie im gesamten Karpatenbecken zu beobachten ist, weist auf gemeinsame 
Überzeugungen und Ideologien hin, die von den Mitgliedern der Gemeinschaften anerkannt werden. Die Art und 
Weise, wie die Fibeln die sie tragende Person umrahmt, erinnert an das Motiv der »Herrin der Tiere« – eine Ikonografie, 
die sowohl im keltischen Milieu Mitteleuropas als auch im östlichen Teil des Kontinents anzutreffen ist und trotzdem 
unterschiedliche Bedeutungen in den beiden Bereichen besitzt.

Shared Ideologies and Identity Markers in the Late Iron Age Carpathian Basin.  
The Zoomorphic Brooches of the 4th Century BC
The 4th century BC is characterized by increased cultural dynamics in the Carpathian Basin. The eastward spread of the 
La Tène culture led to significant social structure modifications and the creation of mixed communities, which in turn 
spurred the appearance of specific artistic manifestations. The results of these cultural interactions can be noticed in 
the costumes from this period. The zoomorphic ring brooches are evidence of the interactions between local inhabit-
ants and newcomers, but also show the level of mobility characteristic of this period. Their way of wear, noticeable in 
the entire Carpathian Basin, indicates shared beliefs and common ideologies acknowledged by the members of the 
communities. The way in which the brooches conform to the person wearing them reminds us of the »Mistress of the 
Animals« motif which, although common in both the Celtic environment and South-eastern Europe, seems to have 
had different meanings in those areas.

Idéologies communes et symboles identitaires au seconde âge du Fer dans le bassin des Carpates.  
Les fibules zoomorphes au 4e siècle av. J.-C.
Du point de vue culturel, le 4e siècle av. J.-C. est une période dynamique dans le bassin des Carpates. L’expansion de 
la culture La Tène vers l’est a entrainé des modifications de la structure sociale et l’apparition des communautés mixtes 
qui ont créé des formes d’expression artistiques spécifiques pour la région. Les résultats de ces interactions culturelles  
peuvent se retrouver dans les vêtements de l’époque. Les fibules zoomorphes sont un témoin de l’interaction entre les 
colons et les indigènes, ainsi que du degré de mobilité à cette époque. La manière dont elles étaient portées dans tout 
le bassin des Carpates suggère un ensemble de croyances et d’idéologies communes, reconnues par les membres des 
communautés. La disposition des fibules sur le défunt rappelle le motif de la »Maîtresse des animaux«, qui est com-
mun au milieu celtique et au Sud-Est de l’Europe, mais semble avoir une signification différente dans les deux régions.
� Traduction: Y. Gautier

Ideologii commune și simboluri identitare în cea de-a doua epocă a fierului din Bazinul Carpatic.  
Fibulele zoomorfe din secolul al patrulea a. Chr.
Secolul al IV-lea a. Chr. reprezintă o perioadă dinamică din punct de vedere cultural în Bazinul Carpatic. Răspândirea 
către est a culturii La Tène a contribuit la modificări ale structurii sociale și la crearea unor comunități mixte ce au dat 
naștere unor manifestări artistice specifice regiunii. Rezultatele acestor interacțiuni culturale se regăsesc și în portul 
specific perioadei. Fibulele cu inel zoomorf reprezintă o mărturie a interacțiunilor dintre coloniști și indigeni, dar și a 
mobilității indivizilor. Modul de purtare al acestor podoabe, respectat în întreg arealul de răspândire, sugerează credințe 
și ideologii comune, recunoscute de către membrii comunităților. Felul în care fibulele încadrează persoana care le 
poartă amintește de motivul »Stăpânei animalelor«, iconografie care, deși este întâlnită atât în mediul celtic din Europa 
Centrală, cât și în zona Orientală a continentului, se manifestă în mod diferit în cele două areale. 
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