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NORTH ERN SERBIA IN  THE SECOND HALF 
OF TH E FI RST MILLEN IUM BC - SOCIO-ECONOMIC ASPECTS1 

Amang the scholars dealing with the cultures of the 
Iran Ages, the discussion on social and economic 
aspects of the epoch is primarily based upon three major 
sources of information: written sources contempo
raneous to the investigated phenomena, archaeolo
gical finds from funerary monuments and the ones 
derived from settlement excavations (Collis 1994). We 
consider it worth while to investigate in the course of 
this paper the nature of these sets of evidence and 
the appropriate procedures for handling them, 
before actually proposing a tentative reconstruction 
of the socio-economic conditions in the region. 

As already put forward on another occasion (Bahic 
1994), the written records describing the culture of 
the central Balkans in general before the Roman 
conquest - and well after, for that matter - are the 
products of the authors themselves being the 
members of the Classical Creek and Latin cultural 
and literary traditions, transferring, along with the 
invaluable data, many of the attitudes, values and 
prejudices not shared among the peoples they 
described. T he modern researcher tries to decade 
the economic and social realities of the Iran Age -
and of course all the other aspects of the culture, 
himself being a member of a cultural milieu far 
remote both from his subject of research and the 
source he uses in the interpretation. Social and 
economic issues are very much influenced by the 
ideologica! framework in the widest sense of the 
term, and so is their subsequent describing and 
interpreting. T he mast rigorous procedure is 
needed to avoid the distortions generated along the 
route: the realities of the Iran Ages' Balkans, the 
descriptions of the Ancient authors and, finally, the 
modern reading of both, and the issue demands 
constant theoretical and methodological debate. 
Some of the mast valuable pages of the Yugoslav 
archaeology and history of the Iran Ages, written 
leaning upon the Classical written sources (Garasa
nin 1996, 1997 - to mention the mast recent ones, or 
Papazoglu 1969, as the classical and obligatory 
reading), remind us of the necessity of constant 
cross-referencing. T hese examples show that the 
matters of ethnical attribution, chronology, geo
graphy, up to the questions of economy, social rela
tions and religious practices, seem to be faced mast 
fruitfully from the standpoint of mutually corrobo
rated written and material evidence. 
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T he material evidence mast readily at  hand of the 
archaeologists seeking answers to the questions of 
economic and, especially, social aspects of the past 
are funerary structures. T he treatment of the body 
of the deceased, the offerings enclosed into graves 
and their architectural traits, the position of an 
individual grave in wider context of a necropolis, all 
yield important data on the social persana of the 
deceased and his/her role in social and economic 
activities of the community in question (Bahic 1995, 
1998). T he assumptions of archaeologists based upon 
this kind of evidence, when tested against the corre
sponding ethnological, ethnoarchaeological and 
historical data, form a sound base of our knowledge 
of the Iran Age society and some of its economic 
activities. 

Yet, when dealing with funerary evidence, archae
ologists should bear in mind certain specific traits of 
these structures, posing limitations to our infe
rences. Firstly, burials represent a deliberate and 
conscious act of deposition, containing objects cho
sen to communicate specific meaning to the parties 
participating in the rite, both human and super
human. T he same applies for mast of the other 
elements of funerary structures, such as masonry - it 
does speak of technological skills of the population, 
but performed for a special occasion, resulting in a 
building exclusive in its purpose and almost always 
symbolic in its layout. Moreover, many of the objects 
offered to the deceased or enclosed into graves for 
some other reason, do not ever occur in everyday 
life, but are specifically designed for the occasion 
(Wells 1993, 141). T he potential value of these special 
objects in deciphering the ritual and religious 
systems of the community is grand, some social 
aspects - especially material representations of social 
roles - are mast fruitfully approached from this angle, 
but their significance for mast of the matters of eco
nomy is indirect and in many instances quite meager. 
T hey do not tell us anything of mass production and 

1 S. Bahic wishes to dedicate her contribution to this 
paper to the memory of her ancestors from Vrsac, the 
family Brankov, whose members were educated în 
Timisoara and later very much influenced her bringing 
up and education. They made her aware of the 
importance of the cultural ties across the region în 
focus of this volume. 



consumption, are quite tacit in terms of labor speci
alization and resources. Ritual and social aspects of 
exchange do get reflected in funerary structures 
(Babic 1998), but the flow of goods inside communi
ties and between them is governed by a number of 
other factors, not to be sought for in graves. 

Finally, when approaching the matters of social stru
cture and organization, economy, production, con
sumption and exchange on the base of funerary re
mains, a large sample of mutually related monuments 
of this kind is needed, in order to venture any reli
able conclusion. Isolated graves, or even whole 
necropolises without a wider chronological and 
geographical contextual framework, can lead to 
partial and even erroneous conclusions concerning 
the aspects in question. 

Implemented to the situation in the region and the 
period of our concern here, the question of appli
cability of funerary structures in inferring social and 
especially economic realities of the Iron Age com
munities becomes even more acute. T he field inve
stigations of the region of northern Serbia during 
the V and IV centuries BC furnished a series of 
skeletal graves encompassed by the labei of the 
Srem group, insufficiently determined yet so far in 
terms of origin, ethnical affiliation and possible 
chronological subdivisions (Vasic 1987, 555-558). 

T he Srem group is usually defined as the cultural 
group of the late phase of the Early Iron Age, limited 
to the territories of Srem, eastern Slavonia and 
southern BaCka. lt was defined by Milutin Garasa
nin, on the base of a series of individual skeletal 
graves with opulent offerings (Garasanin 1973, 
511-515). Two chronological segments have been 
defined: the earlier, encompassing the finds from 
Vucedol, Sremska Mitrovica (Fabrika tkanina), 
characterized by the finds of plate-foot fibulae and 
Certosa-fibulae, and the later phase (the finds from 
Curug and Sremska Mitrovica 2, i.e. the Sremska 
street, the yard of S. Lovric), with the fibulae of the 
type Curug and the ones with multiply coiled arch. 
T he author states that it is hard to establish a precise 
limit between the phases, but that the approximate 
dates of the Srem group should be set between the 
VI  and IV centuries BC On severa! occasions Rastko 
Vasic conducted a meticulous analysis of the metal 
objects ascribed to the Srem group, attempting a 
more precise chronological subdivision (Vasic 1989). 
According to his results, the earliest phase of the Srem 
group should be dated into the period between 
525/500 and 475/450 BC and to it belongs the grave 
from Banostor, published for the first time in the 
paper from 1989. T he older phase of the Srem group 
(the second, if one considers the earliest as the first) is 
positioned, according to Vasic, into the period bet-
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ween 475/450 and 375/350 BC (Vucedol, Adasevci, 
Sremska Mitrovica - Fabrika tkanina). Into the latest 
phase of the Srem group (375/350 to 300/275 BC) 
Vasic placed the finds from Sremska Mitrovica 2 and 
Curug (Vasic 1989, 109). 

Some of the finds from the graves of the Srem group 
have been published as early as the beginning of the 
century. In 1902, Josip Brunsmid published the finds 
from the skeletal graves in Vucedol (Vukovar), Kuz
min, Adasevci, Vinkovci, Vukovar, Sremska Mitrovica 
- Fabrika tkanina and Sremska Mitrovica 2 - Sremska 
street (Brunsmid 1902, 59-84). T he hoard from 
Curug in BaCka was published by Miodrag Grbic in 
1928, and some of the finds from Slavonia by Zdenko 
Vinski and Ksenija Vinski-Gasparini (Grbic 1928, 
11-22; Vinski, Vinski-Gasparini 1962, 263-288). Of 
special interest are the finds from Sabac, published 
in 1976 by Milivoje Vasiljevic (1976, 167-174). 

As far as the Srem group is concerned, the most 
vivid interest of the scholars was focused upon the 
typological analysis of the finds, especially the 
jewellery. T his need not come as a surprise, since the 
inventory of portable finds of the group almost 
exclusively consists of ornaments and weaponry. 
T here are ribbed fibulae of the Glasinac type, with 
trapezoid foot and a button, arch fibulae with 
square foot, both silver and golden, Certosa fibulae, 
and silver hinge fibulae with stellar ornaments on 
the arch. Bracelets of silver sheets with double 
serpents' heads, double pins with double-looped 
heads, and glass and amber beads are also registe
red. Amang the finds of special interest are compo
site astragal belts made of bronze, appearing in all 
the phases of the Srem group. One of the most 
beautiful finds is the necklace made of saltaleons 
and biconical granulated beads from the site Sremska 
Mitrovica - Fabrika tkanina, as well as the crescent
shaped golden earring with a rosette, also from 
Mitrovica (Vasic 1987, 556; Vinski, Vinski-Gasparini 
1962, 283). T he most frequent arms in the graves are 
iron spears, although in Vucedol a curved sword was 
found, and fragments of a bronze helmet in Mitrovi
ca (Vasic 1987, 556). On the base of the jewellery, a 
number of various cultural influences was establi
shed acting upon the Srem group: from the Glasinac 
area of eastern Bosnia and western Serbia, from the 
northwestern Dolenjska group, over Donja Dolina 
and Sanski Most, and even from Macedonia and the 
Mediterranean, especially noticeable in the most 
luxurious pieces of jewellery (Garasanin 1973, 512-
-513; Vasic 1987, 557). 

T he customarily posed question of the cultural 
groups of the Iron Ages - of their ethnical affiliation, 
was not neglected in the case of the Srem group. 
Primarilly on the base of the written sources of the 



Roman period, it was associated to the tribes of Breuci 
and Amantinae, akin to the Illyrians (Garasanin 
1973, 514-515; Tasic 1980,134). 

It has already been pointed out that the Srem group 
has been defined solely on the base of one particular 
class of finds - rich grave goods from isolated skeletal 
graves. Along with the already mentioned limitations 
of this line of inference, but as well according to the 
postulates of the cultural-historical archaeological 
approach (Trigger 1989, 148-206), this impedes the 
more precise insight into a number of circumstances 
creating a defined cultural group. The character of the 
finds of the Srem group, however, may shed some 
light upon the social and economic conditions in the 
north of Serbia from the end of the VI  century BC to 
the V I  cent. T he fact remains that almost all the finds 
of the Srem group are associated to rich funerals, 
obviously of the members of the social elite. In the 
grave on the site J ela in Sabac, a woman was buried, 
with silver earrings, bronze fibulae, bronze bracelets, 
and a string of glass and amber beads (Vasiljevic 1976, 
167-169). In Kuzmin, a devastated grave contained a 
silver fibula and a string of glass beads, and in the 
grave from Sremska Mitrovica - Fabrika tkanina was 
the already mentioned golden necklace, Certosa-type 
fibulae, bronze astragal belt, and amber beads (Brun
smid 1902, 71-78). In the grave on the site Mitrovica 
2, a set of silver jewellery was registered - fibulae 
and bracelets, as well as a string of amber and glass 
beads (Brunsmid 1902, 78-81). The find from Curug 
contained four silver fibulae, six silver bracelets, 
eight silver finger-rings, bronze fibulae, fragments 
of bronze belts, amber and glass beads and so on 
(Grbic 1928, 10-22; Garasanin 1954, 40-41). 

Compared to the luxurious princely graves of the 
Central Balkans dated into the end of the VI  and the 
beginning of the V century BC (Palavestra 1984, 
Babic 1998), the graves attributed to the Srem group 
are not particulary impressive. However, these are 
undoubtedly opulent graves of rich individuals. 
Two hypotheses may be formulated: a) the whole 
society of the Srem group was rich and all the graves 
are opulent, and b) the registered graves belonged 
to the elite, and the more modest graves have not 
been registered yet, or have not been ascribed to the 
Srem group, due to sparse offerings or no grave 
goods at all. T he second hypothesis may be backed 
by the fact that in Sabac, at the site Donjosorsko 
groblje, a funerary pyre was registered along with 
several graves of the Srem group, but sparser in 
grave goods. A more meticulous anaysis of this 
necropolis may be the key to the social stratification 
of the Srem group. Unfortunately, the whole site is 
damaged by the later disturbances during the 
Medieval period and the XVIII century activites on 
the spot, so the data on the spatial relations of graves 
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and the pyre are lost (Vasiljevic 1976, 170). T he 
existence of the pyre itself may point to biritual 
funerary customs practiced among the Srem group, 
as suggested by Vasiljevic (1976, 170) and Vasic (1987, 
556), but also to a possible zone of some kind of 
sacrifica! rites. 

T he existence of the elite of the Srem group is also 
testified by the chance find of a bronze situla from 
the Sava bank near Macvanska Mitrovica. T he 
vessel was published by Predrag Medovic (1991, 
159-163), suggesting that it had reached Srem from 
the area of the Dolenjska Hallstatt culture. Even 
more important than the origin of the situla is the 
fact that it points to the conclusion that the elite of 
the Srem group was included into the "wine civilisa
tion", encompassing the Mediterranean shores as 
early as in the VI  century and reaching deep into the 
hinterland of the Alpine, Balkan and even Panno
nian regions (Dietler 1989, 1990; Morel 1984; Babic 
1991; Palavestra 1998). 

T he exchange contacts, as seen through imported 
vessels and most probably wine itself, are also 
testified by the presence of amber. T his kind of finds 
always makes a very sensitive monitor of exchange, 
since most often it was imported in the raw state 
from the Baltic shores, as testified by the analyses of 
some beads from the graves of the Srem group. Of 
special interest is the amber find from Salas Nocajski 
in the territory of Macva, of pieces not processed in 
any way, not even perforated as beads of a necklace, a 
case unique in the whole prehistory of the Balkans. 
T his find points to the possibility that, among the 
Srem group, amber was not treated only as jewe
llery, but also as a raw material prepared for some 
kind of manufacture, or even as a means of a trade 
transaction (Palavestra 1994, 88-89). 

T he graves of the Srem grou p speak of the existence 
of an elite, but not of drastic social differentiation, as 
testified by the older princely tombs of the VI century 
BC in the Central Balkans. So far as the social stru
cture is concerned, the Srem group - speaking on 
the base of the registered finds - bears more simila
rities to the West Balkans and Alpine model of the 
Iron Age societies, than to the Central Balkans 
communities of mighty and rich cattle-breeders 

(Wells 1984, 72--125; Palavestra 1989; Babic 1998). It 
should, however, be taken into account that the time 
of the emergence of the Srem group coincides to the 
colapse of the model of the princely tombs of the 
Central Balkans. Less pronounced social differences 
and a more even "spread" of material wealth, that is 
the existence of "upper middle class" - expressed in 
the graves of the Srem group - may be the results of 
these changes caused by the colapse of the model of 
the princely tombs. T he phenomenon may be testi-



fied by the finds from the wider area of the south
eastern Europe, such as Krusevica by Raska in the 
south (Srejovic, Vukadin 1988), or Beremend in Ba
ranja, further north Gerem 1971). 

On the other hand, it is very difficult to establish a 
precise outline of a society based solely upon iso
lated grave finds. Only the research of the settle
ments and the comparative analysis of these results 
may yield a more detailed picture of the social and 
economic conditions in the territory of the northern 
Serbia by the end of the Early Iran Age. Let us 
therefore examine the nature of settlement sites of 
the time and region. 

In the north of Serbia a number of multi-layered 
settlements are registered dated into the period in 
question, such as Gomolava Govanovic & Jovanovic 
1988) Bosut, Kalakaca, Feudvar and Zidovar (Lazic, 
ed. 1998), forming the Bosut group (Tasic 1974, 257-276; 
Vasic 1987, 536--554). lt is important to stress at this 
point that no funerary evidence is associated to these 
sites, apart from two group graves from Gomolava, 
situated in the settlement itself. However, it is safe to 
assume the major part of social and economic acti
vities during the final stages of the Early Iran Age in 
the north of Serbia took place inside the perimeter of 
these sites. Gatherings of all kinds, be it religious or 
profane in nature, production of various levels of 
specialization and mast of everyday consumption are 
to be expected inside dwellings or in their immediate 
vicinity. T he material remains of these activities lie in 
layers we excavate. Spatia! layout of houses, storage 
and garbage pits, shelters for domestic animals, acti
vity areas - all these feature prorninently in excavation 
reports and interpretations of settlements in archa
eological literature. Archaeometallurgical, fauna! 
and paleobotanica! analyses, diverse techniques of 
dating developed with the aid of natural scientists 
(Wells 1993), demographic issues (Sherratt 1997, 
7�4) and a number of other rigorous scientific 
procedures have already become a standard part of 
settlement investigations. Even in the cases of limited 
funding, unfortunately so frequent in the Yugoslav 
archaeology, the need to observe these procedures 
is appreciated by the researchers. 

Recent theoretical debate, however, has brought to 
focus certain factors, more often neglected than not, 
taking an active part in the formation of settlement 
sites. Opposite to graves, created alrnost instantly and 
with a definite intention in mind, habitation structu
res come to being as a resuit of relatively long-lasting 
processes and more or less undeliberate actions. T he 
debris is created by building of dwellings and other 
architectural elements, their maintenance and repair, 
production of food, various implements and objects, 
discarding of residue. May it be reminded that all 
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these are closely related to social and economic 
aspects of the population. T he turning point in this 
line of inference is generated by the fact that all 
these sites, in order to become archaeological sites, had 
to be abandoned and the life in them put to an end, 
for all kinds of different reasons and under different 
circumstances (Cameron & Tomka, eds. 1996). 
Depending on these reasons and circumstances, the 
activities on the occasion of abandonment vary 
significantly, and determine the patterning of the 
archaeological material in the layer before us. Great 
fires, raids, epidemics or peaceful and planned 
moving to another location, all leave completely 
different prints. Even more important is the fact that 
these moments of abandonment, however caused, 
differ significantly from the everyday routine of the 
settlement, before it was to be abandoned. So what 
we have before us is in fact a record of one short and 
exceptional period of life on the site, sealed by the 
actual abandonment. T his final stage often disturbs 
the previous debris and the assumption we often 
take for granted, that the objects are found in the 
spot where they were left, may prove wrong 
(Schiffer 1995, 201-218). Quite the contrary, the 
activities that brought them to their actual spot of 
find may be associated with behaviors that have 
little or nothing to do with the social and economic 
needs of the occupants during earlier stages of occu
pation, before the actual abandonment. On a more 
minute levei of investigation, individual areas inside 
settlements may be abandoned for different reasons 
and on separate occasions, not simultaneously, but 
appearing inside one layer, to which we ascribe a 
single chronological and cultural dimension. T here
fore abandonment processes concerning entire 
settlement and its constituent parts should constantly 
be born in mind. 

Comparative ethnoarchaeological and archaeolo
gical studies of abandonment processes (Cameron & 
Tomka, eds. 1996) pointed to some universal regula
rities concerning the final stages of settlement life. 
Related to the above mentioned settlement-sites of 
special interest is the suggestion that, as social com
plexity increases, the explanation of site abandon
ment becomes more embedded in the socio-cultural 
and even ideologica! matrices (ibid, 193). Speaking 
of multi-layered and long-lived sites, such as Gomo
lava or Zidovar, we deal with repeated processes of 
abandonment and re-habitation of the same 
locations over a long time span. T he fact that these 
spots are usually extremely adequate for habitation 
does not sufficiently explain the need to build new 
settlement over and over again on the ruins of the 
previous ones. T he issue is even more in triguing 
when dealing with the sites comprising of the layers 
dated into the periods from the Neolithic up to the 
La T ene period, such as Bosut (Vasic 1987, 538-540). 



T he matter of culturaVethnic continuity at these 
locations may be approached from a fresh angle if 
taken into account the processes that ended the life 
of each respective layer and the mode in which the 
new settlement was organized in relation to the 
previous. Increasing social complexity and the 
emerging importance of ideologica! patterns in 
determining settlement strategies may be a promi
sing path to follow in this respect. 

Abandonment processes may also be monitored on 
the levei of entire regions, as a simultaneous analysis 
of all the established sites of the period. T he diffe
rences in the nature of the sites, the specific circum
stances of their coming to existence, subsequent life 
and, finally, their abandonment play the vital part in 
such an analysis. Let us therefore remind once more 
of the difference in formation processes between 
funerary and settlement structures - the ones built 
purposefully and through a deliberate, premedita
ted action, the others over a long time span, as a 
resuit of a number of actions, not all of them 
conceived to form a meaningful set. T he portable 
objects recovered from these two sets of evidence 
follow a completely different logic: the grave 
offerings are meant to remain undisturbed and 
make a statement, most often symbolic in its nature; 
on the other hand, objects found inside a settlement 
site are the resuit of a number of everyday actions 
and a final break in the life on the spot, peaceful or 
not, and are not intended to represent a meaningful 
set. Practically, this means that the objects of special 
value, material or symbolic, are not likely to be found 
in settlements, while making a bulk of funerary 
inventory. Metal objects, weaponry, jewelry and 
special-purpose objects are bound to end their life in 
graves, while kitchen ware and tools are more likely 
to remain in settlements. T he difference in their 

appeal, esthetic and material value, and the manner 
of execution is sometimes quite striking. T his 
statement, though seeming seif-evident, bears far
reaching consequences to the general archaeolo
gical interpretation and, in particular, to the region 
and period in question. 

Namely, the two mentioned sets of evidence of life 
in the final stages of the Hallstatt period in the north 
of Serbia are conceived of as two separate cultural 
phenomena, labeled as two groups - Bosut and Srem. 
T hese groups of sites coincide spatially and at least 
partially in chronological terms (Vasic 1987). They are 
set apart primarily due to the fact that the portable 
objects retrieved from the settlements do not 
correspond exactly to the ones from graves. A 
suggestion was put forward (Popovic 1981, 37-41) 
that the graves of the Srem group may be associated 
to the final stages of the Bosut settlements - phase 
III C, which remained aside and was not further 
elaborated. Indeed, certain plausibility was granted 
to it, but the difference in the character of the objects 
was regarded as a reflection of significantly different 
social and economic circumstances under which the 
objects were produced (Vasic 1987, 555, 558). In the 
light of the proposed ideas on the nature of forma
tion and abandonment processes of graves and 
settlements and the resulting sets of material evi
dence, this need not be a decisive argument and the 
gap between these two groups of finds may not be 
that wide as to interpret them as reflections of two 
separate cultural phenomena. Without formulating 
a final answer to the question, we propose a more 
intimate link between these archaeological assem
blages. T he social and economic issues of the period 
remain to be scrutinized in the light of this proposi
tion and we strongly argue there are solid grounds 
for such an effort. 
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