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THE TUMULI FROM VÂRTOP AND PLOPȘOR – A NEW INTERPRETATION 
 

Simona Lazăr* 
 

Rezumat: Din perioada tratată aici (secolul XII a. Chr.), în Oltenia, nu avem construcții tumulare care să 
conțină în mod cert morminte în sensul tradițional al cuvântului. Mormintele din tumulii de la Vârtop și 
Plopșor trebuie puse sub semnul întrebării. Situația tumulilor de la Vârtop și Plopșor, județul Dolj, prezintă 
similarități, dar la o scară mai mică, cu tumulii de la Susani, Lăpuș și Libotin. Așadar este plauzibil ca 
materialele ceramice descoperite în tumulii de la Vârtop și Plopșor, județul Dolj, să nu constituie inventarul 
unor morminte, ci ar trebui să fie puse în conexiune cu un alt tip de practici rituale, având o posibil legătură 
cu cultul morților, bineînțeles, într-un sens simbolic. 
      
Abstract: From the period that we are treating (the 12th century B.C.), in Oltenia, we don’t have tumular 
constructions that certainly contain tombs in the traditional meaning of the word. The tombs from the Vârtop 
and Plopşor tumuli must be questioned. The situation of tumuli from Vârtop and Plopșor, Dolj county, 
presents similarities, but at a smaller scale, with the Susani, Lăpuș and Libotin tumuli. So it is plausible that 
the ceramic materials found in the tumuli from Vârtop and Plopşor, Dolj county, do not constitute the 
inventory of some tombs, but are to be connected with another type of ritual practices, possible related to the 
cult of the dead, certainly, in a symbolic sense. 
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The first mentions about the materials from Vârtop have been made in an article from 1922, 

by C. S. Nicolăescu-Plopşor1, where were presented the researches made around the localities 
Vârtop and Plopşor, Dolj county, where several tumular tombs and „dwellings” had been 
discovered. Later, Dumitru Berciu was referring to the discoveries from Vârtop and Plopşor, 
presenting them first as „settlements” and then as „tumular tombs” around them. The author related 
that in a settlement was dug a mound with „a hut, of which oval plan, with the two diameters of 
4.75 and 3.70 m (…). The entrance was on the eastern side and the floor of the hut was built 
directly on the loess, being beaten and in some places besmeared with clay. On the edges had been 
identified traces of poles that might have constituted the frame of this modest hut (…).” „To the 
north was the hearth of beaten earth, with the diameter of 0.50 x 0.40 m, having the edges a bit 
raised”2. In such a hut had been found „ceramic fragment for the household use, animal bones, 
fragmentary net weights, grinding mill stones”3 and „an eared bronze needle”4. 

About the „tumuli” from Vârtop and Plopşor, Dolj county, we find that „they have the same 
round or oval shape”, „they contain identical pottery”, „being related to that from the nearby 
settlements-dwellings”5. Next it is shown that: „on a beaten earth-made base had been placed the 
vessels, surrounded and covered with big river stones, built up as a vault, over which was built the 
earth mound. Among stones and vessels there had been found few calcined bones. The funerary rite 
is therefore the cremation”, assumes Berciu, although he mentions that because the soil was clayey, 
it might have been possible for the calcined bones to be „melt” (they actually hadn’t been analyzed 
and were lost meanwhile).  

                                                            
* Scientic Researcher III, Ph.D., The „C.S. Nicolăescu-Plopșor” Institute for Studies in Social Sciences and Humanities 
of the Romanian Academy, Craiova, e-mail: simonalazar@ymail.com. 
1 Nicolăescu-Plopşor, 1922, p. 72; Nicolăescu-Plopşor, 1923, pp. 372-378; Demetrescu, Nicolăescu-Plopşor, 1933, p. 55. 
2 Berciu, 1939, p. 144. 
3 Berciu, 1939, p. 145. 
4 Berciu, 1939, fig. 181/1. 
5 Berciu, 1939, p. 156. 
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Attributing the calcined bones that were found here to a human cremated body is just 
hypothetical in the lack of some osteological analyses. Their lack is assigned by the author to the 
fact that the soil’s acidity destroyed them. This situation is possible and was met before at the 
inhumation tombs in another in other cases too6, but it is known that the burned bones have an 
increase resistance to the soil acidity, especially when they are deposited in urn. In these conditions 
emerges the question if somehow those tumuli represented another type of archaeological 
monument, other than that called „tomb”, for their funerary function. Obviously, the total lack of 
the bones makes us think about the cenotaphs, but it is possible to talk about a special character 
deposit, with cultic role, of course. 

As regarding the ceramic inventory in the tumuli from Vârtop and Plopşor, the situation is a 
little confused, because when he describes the vessels, Berciu mentions a sketch that represents a 
photo (where the five vessels don’t have a number) and that doesn’t help us very much in separating 
the inventories7. It is stated that the double vessel, the bitruncated vessel and the Pyraunos-type 
vessel were found at Vârtop8 and here was also found in an urn an adornment item of saltaleoni 
type, made of gold, that was meanwhile lost9. From Plopşor comes another bitruncated vessel and a 
pedestalled cup that is present in the photo published by Berciu in APO, at fig.199, along with the 
vessels from Vârtop (that unfortunately is seldom considered in the specialized studies, wrongly, as 
coming from Vârtop). At a closer examination of the vessel, we could notice new details. The 
pedestalled cup has a prominently curved shape, four protuberances on the body, the edge turned-up 
in the exterior, decorated with oblique surfaces. The pedestal, not too tall, has four „windows” and 
it is decorated with crossed grooves. In the interior the cup has a star-shaped, grooved ornament (Pl. 
II/1) that wasn’t mentioned by Berciu.     

Trying to identify on the field the tumuli from Vârtop, I have managed to localize more 
precisely the archaeological objectives from here. The point „Isteag”, also called by the dwellers 
from here „Furdui”, is situated at about 3 km north-west to the village, near a fountain. Also here 
can be noticed two plate mounds having the diameter of almost 10 m. At almost 500-600 m from 
them is „the Vârtop forest”. In the collection of the Oltenia Museum I found several ceramic 
fragments brought in 1931 by C. S. Nicolăescu-Plopşor. The materials had been found in two 
tumuli, situated in the south of the forest and it is possible to come from the two mounds mentioned 
above; from what the dwellers said, it would result that there aren’t any other mounds in this area. 
The two mentioned sites (Vârtop şi Plopşor) are at a small distance one from another. It is plausible 
to deal with a singular tumular „necropolis”.  

Once we have finished the presentation of the information that we have regarding the tumuli 
from the Vârtop, Dolj county, settlement, we must underline that, except for the picturesque of the 
descriptions, we are offered few certain data, attentively gathered and supported with documents. If 
lacking the general plan of the dig and some details regarding the eventual close complexes, the 
only instrument of work that remains is the description of the ceramics. It finds analogies with 
Susani (pl. III) through the two-handled cups, the porringers with the edge bended to the inside or 
those with the turned-up edge, the pedestalled cup, or the large, bitruncated vessels, decorated with 
prominences. The decoration is realized with grooves disposed in garlands or parallel lines, on the 
neck or the body of the vessels, or with concentric circles. The star-shaped decoration inside the cup 
from Vârtop is placed in the same way (inside the vessels) at Susani and in the tumular tomb from 
Meri, Teleorman County10.   

                                                            
6 For example, in the tumuli from Milostea, Vâlcea county, where Popescu, Vulpe, 1966, p. 148, cite as representative 
for this situation an inhumation tomb from the Avar age with the intact inventory and the form of the pit, but with the 
bones remains completely melted. 
7 Berciu, 1939, p. 158, fig. 199. 
8 Berciu, 1939, fig. 199, 200. 
9 Berciu, 1939, pp. 155-159. 
10 Moscalu, 1976, pp. 77-86, fig. 3/1. 
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The situation from Vârtop, Dolj County, that we have discussed above, presents similarities, 
but at a smaller scale, with the Susani tumulus. The tumuli from here, with an oval shape, were 
disposed near some settlements (dwellings) too and were built from a beaten earthen base, on which 
were deposed the vessels, being then covered with big river stones over which was added the earth 
mound11. Similar is the technique of vessels’ manufacturing and the using of the same type of 
funerary monument. We mention another possible similarity: level II from Susani has, according to 
the authors of the dig, the opening oriented towards the settlement from the point „Deluţ”, such is 
towards east. At Vârtop, the researched dwelling had the opening also towards east. If we accept 
that the tumulus was actually the symbolic „dwelling” of the deceased, this coincidence might be 
explained, because we don’t yet know any dwelling from the point „Deluţ” that contains grooved 
pottery, we can’t afford to make any speculation. 

The differences as confronted to Susani are visible, both at the level of the tumuli’s 
constructive structure and as regarding the ritual of the deposing. As referring to the first aspect, one 
can notice the small dimensions, the fewer construction levels. Regarding the ritual, we can notice 
the fact that the pottery is in a more reduced quantity and lacks the fire purification. 

From the period that we are treating, in Oltenia, we don’t have tumular constructions that 
will certainly contain tombs in the traditional meaning of the word.  

The discovery, made almost 50 years ago, of the tumuli from Lăpuș, Maramureș county, and 
the attributing of a funerary signification, that of tombs, and, therefore, of „necropolis”, has not 
been considered questionable so far.    

At Lăpuş12, in an initial phase (Lăpuş I) are attested cremation tombs (calcined bones) 
accompanied by a rich ceramic inventory and metal items (weapons and adornments).  

The situation of the phase II of the tumuli is more complex. Besides few funerary urns, 
discovered isolated and containing calcined human bones, which they were secondarily positioned 
in the structure of the tell, in the 10th mound, from the tumuli of this category, there were found, 
along with the calcined bones, charcoal and ashes, a significant amount of ceramics (in T 20, there 
were found fragments from over 10 000 vessels), intact pieces of clay, partially burned rocks, few 
metallic pieces, a lot of them extremely fragmented through breaking or melting. The analysis of 
the calcined bones from these tumuli proved to be of animal origin. The researchers that, in the past, 
studied this discovery, considered that the site, judging by the form and the position of the deposit, 
represented the remains after a funerary ritual13.  

Recently, with the help of the geomagnetic prospective, there have been identified, at the 
basis of the tumuli explored so far, wooden and clay constructions, in the shape of a basilica with 
the top apse oriented towards north-west, a situation met in the case of T 26, explored from 2007 to 
present. This discovery can suggest the existence of some „mortuary houses” (of Totenhaus type), 
or sanctuaries. Furthermore, there is not necessarily a contradiction between the two aspects of the 
two constructions; their functionality can be merged. Geomagnetic prospective was carried out in 
other tumuli too, which had been unexplored, identifying similar constructions, some of them of 
remarkable dimensions14.   

In the same time, we notice the discoveries from Libotin, Maramureş county, where underneath 
the vegetal soil, in which were found many ceramic fragments, was observed a black-grey layer, thinner 
to the ends and thicker in the central part where it had to 0.35-0.40 m. On this base, in four places, there 
were agglomerations of earth mixed with coal, ash, animal calcined bones and stones15.  

Different dimension tumuli have been identified in „Togul Nemţilor” spot, at Bicaz, 
Maramureş county, in the region called „Ţara Codrului”. The investigation, carried out in one of the 

                                                            
11 Berciu, 1939, pp. 156-157. 
12 Kacsó, 1990, pp. 79-98. 
13 Kacsó, 2011. 
14 Kacsó et al., 2012, pp. 457-475; Vulpe, 2015. 
15 Kacsó, 1990, p. 79 and next. 
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tumuli, proved that they date from the same period, as those from Lăpuş, phase II. There ought to be 
mentioned that the discovery is near the place where there were found two big bronze deposits16. 

An almost similar situation that might explain better the data that are relatively confuse 
regarding the discoveries from Vârtop, Dolj county, was recently made at Konopište, in Serbia, near 
Mala Vrbica, on the Danube’s bank. Here, after the exploring of a Žuto Brdo-Gârla Mare type 
necropolis, at its edge, under a layer of humus, of about 30 cm thick, was identified an oval pit, 
filled with gravel, of almost 60 cm deep. In the western part of the pit were found ceramic 
fragments and several animal bones; in the northern side of the pit had been found in situ, disposed 
in line, five vessels: three large of different dimensions, a porringer with the edge bended to the 
inside and a double vessel (salt-cellar container type); in the centre of the pit was an oven 
(pyraunos) along with fragments of two porringers, one decorated with grooves arranged as a five 
corners star. All the vessels, excepting the oven-vessel, are dark colored, with a shiny surface and 
are all decorated only with grooves (Pl. IV)17.    

The discovery from Konopište was considered to have a cultic character, first of all because 
of the fact that there weren’t found any remains of human bones, but was situated at the edge of a 
necropolis. However we must underline the fact that at last four of the vessels discovered there have 
similarities almost to the identity, especially with some vessels from Vârtop, but also from Ghidici 
and Hinova. So we obtain a type of vessels, with a certain function in cultic-religious zone, 
presented in some discoveries on the both banks of Danube. This indicates serious doubts regarding 
the interpretation of the tumuli discovered at Vârtop as being exclusively funerary monuments. It 
seems more plausible to me to see in these discoveries a complex of constructions, having a cultic 
character, of course, in the funerary procession (a kind of funerary construction, a mortuary 
„house”, a Totenhaus, monument attested in many cases in Europe in the UFZ period).   

The cultic character of the discovery is obvious, as it is obvious the resemblance with the 
situation from Vârtop, noticing in the same time the symbolic content that the both discoveries bear.  

The funerary practices constitute themselves as a symbolic expression and not always the 
tombs with a poor funerary inventory are the expression of an economic decline. They can sooner 
be the expression of a religious ideology that imposed the observing of some social rules and didn’t 
reflect an economic standard. Built with the obvious purpose to underline the social statute, both 
through the social energy consumed once with the building of it and through the quantity and the 
quality of offerings, the tumular tombs are mentioned to have this function of representation of the 
social statute in the literary sources, too18. 

The generalization of the flat cremation necropolises and the renouncing at the tumular 
tombs, in the most part of Europe in the Middle and Late Bronze, could be the expression of a new 
ideology extension. This phenomenon could be also understood as the passing from the tumular 
tombs, that are the symbolic expression of an elite, to a representation that suggests a tendency of 
some collectivities to impose themselves, tendency present to all the communities of the UFZ 
period. It is known the fact that in the Mycenaean world also, where the elites were buried after the 
fire purification, it is adopted the cremation in the same time with the falling of the palatial 
civilization. This phenomenon is met in the Central Europe and can be considered as an ideological 
levelling and not a migration phenomenon, as it had been sometimes presented in the past.        

The disappearance of the necropolises starting with the 12th century B.C. and the appearance 
in the same period of the tumular constructions, as those from Susani, Lăpuş, Libotin or Vârtop that 
because of the richness of offerings and/or the quantity of the social energy invested in them 
suggest the appearance of new form of collective representation, determine us to also think to a 

                                                            
16 Kacsó, 2011. 
17 Popović, 1998, pp. 147-153. 
18 Vulpe, 2010, p. 352 cites from Homer, Iliad, VII, 86-89 and Odyssey, XXIV, 80-84. 
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change in the collective mental. This change, in its turn, doesn’t automatically and mandatory 
reflect changes in the social structure19.  

We must mention that the prehistoric man, as a social person, was identifying himself first 
of all with a certain social structure, real or imaginary, based on gender, kinship, origin relations, 
social or symbolic hierarchy, being the promoter of a certain type of symbolic capital20. So it is 
plausible that the ceramic materials found in the tumuli from Vârtop and Plopşor not to constitute 
the inventory of some tombs, but to be connected with another type of ritual practices, possible 
related to the dead cult, certainly, in a symbolic sense. 
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Plate I. 1. The tumulus from Vârtop; 2. The vessels from Vârtop and Plopșor. (after Berciu) 
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Plate II. 1. Vessels from Plopşor; 2-4. Vessels from Vârtop. 
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Plate III. Vessels from Susani. (after Vulpe) 
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Plate IV. Konopište. (after Popović) 
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