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Killing the Weapons  
An Insight on Graves with Destroyed Weapons  

in Late Iron Age Transylvania*

Dragoș MĂNDESCU
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The phenomenon of destruction or intentional deformation of Celtic weapons (especially swords) 
placed in graves as grave goods or in sanctuaries as votive depositions has often captured the attention of 
scholars (Pleiner–Scott 1993, 161; Buchwald 2005, 121, fig. 121), the analyses being affected in detail 
by super-specialized attempts (Rapin 1993, 291–298). In Transylvania, the eastern region of the Celtic 
expansion in the Carpathian Basin, this phenomenon has been little discussed, although this funerary 
custom associated with Celtic ritual manifestations was recognized and pointed out in the literature a long 
time ago (Pârvan 1926, 626; Popescu 1944, 655; Berciu 1970, 84; Zirra 1971, 235).

It is true that, in Transylvania during the Late Iron Age, one does not meet exceptional and spectacu-
lar situations like those from the Central European area, such as the cemetery of Monte Tamburino, which 
includes lots of graves with weapons which in the majority are intentionally bent (Vitali 2003, 15, 76, 117, 
161, 205, 221, 239, pl. 7/2, 4; 68/12–15; 109/14–16; 153/3, 15; 197/2–3; 213/3–4; 231/10–11, 14), or the 
West European area – for example, the ritual deposition of cut heads and weapons, including bent swords, 
from Cailar-Gard (Roure Et Al. 2007, 655), or even the discovery of the deformed weapons in non-
funerary dwelling structures as in the fortress of Bourguignon-les-Morey (Dubreucq–Piningre 2005, 
674–675, fig. 5/3) or, in the Scandinavian area, such as the deposit from Hjortspring which includes over 
one hundred weapons, many of them intentionally deformed (Buchwald 2005, 188, fig. 276). Despite all 
this evidence, the archaeological reality of the bent weapons from Transylvania deserve a detailed study, so 
long as there are opinions which affirm that the weapon deformation in funerary context should be seen 
as a special feature for the eastern part of the Celtic world together with the Paduan area (Anastassov 
2006, 22).

However, the situation of the bent weapons from Transylvania should not be interpreted as an iso-
lated situation, but seen in the totality of the eastern borders of the Celtic world, an area where a lot of 
such discoveries have been made, such as in southern Poland as from example the early La Tène sword 
from Iwanowice (Pleiner–Scott 1993, 132), Eastern Hungary – the bent sword from grave 5 from Muhi, 
which indicates an early dating at the end of LT B2 (Hellebrandt 1999, 91) –, or Serbia, where some 
spectacular examples could be found at Odžaci (Czarnecka 2007, 48–49, fig. 1) or the numerous graves 
from the Scordiscian cemetery of Karaburma (Todorovic 1972, 30–31, 35, pl. 24/9; 34/4).

 *	 This work was supported by a grant of the Romanian National Authority for Scientific Research, CNCS-UEFISCDI, project 
number PN-II-RU-TE-2011–3-0078 (The Archaeological Relevance of Periphery).
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Regarding the basic statistics, one can observe that throughout the 150 years of their presence in 
Transylvania (including Crișana and Banat), to the present some 70 Celtic cemeteries and isolated graves 
have been discovered (Dietrich–Dietrich 2006, 22, fig. 4), a total of about 500 graves (Babeș 2000, 
135). From the most recent published results 11% of the total number of the graves contained weapons, 
or 15% of the total number of graves with grave goods (Babeș 2001, 516). Almost half of the graves with 
weapons from Transylvania of the Celtic era (about 27 graves) contained ritually bent weapons (broken or 
destroyed). Their distribution in the Transylvanian Celtic area is even and all zones are included (Pl. 1/1).

In the inner Carpathian region of Transylvania ten bent Celtic swords were found discovered in 
ten graves at Aiud, Toarcla, Dipșa, Cristuru Secuiesc, Orosfaia, Silivaș and Band. Excepting grave 2 from 
Orosfaia which contained a bent late LT C1 Celtic sword (probably the latest bent sword found in a Celtic 
grave Transylvania) a piece that has been properly studied, documented and published (Vaida 2006, 303, 
fig. 14/7), all the other graves were discovered in circumstances where the details regarding the rite and 
ritual are sparse. In two of the Celtic cemeteries from Aiud area (Parc and the Straub Vineyard) at least 
three graves containing bent swords (Fig. 2/1, 18) were discovered by chance at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century (Roska 1944, 65, 78, cat. no. 88 b–c, fig. 34/1a–b; 35/2; Crișan 1973, 50, cat. no. 1 b–c). The 
LT B2 sword (Ferencz 2007, 74, fig. 2) discovered in 1912 at Aiud–Parc (Fig. 1/1) is certainly one of the 
oldest examples of bent swords in Celtic graves from Transylvania.

Fig. 1. Bent iron weapons in the Celtic Transylvanian area. 1–9, 13–18. swords; 10–11. spearheads; 12. knife. 
1 and 18. Aiud, 2 and 13. Pișcolt, 3 and 10. Tărian, 4 and 5. Dipșa, 6. Săcueni, 7. Silivaș, 8. Cristuru Secuiesc, 

9. Curtuiușeni, 11 and 16. Aradul Nou, 12. Aluniș, 14 and 15. Sanislău, 17. Pecica. Various scales  
(after Ferencz 2007; Németi 1989; Chidioșan–Ignat 1972; Horedt 1944; Constantiniu 1968; Roska 1944; 

Crișan 1974; Pădurean 1985; Zirra 1972).

The bent sword was also included in the funerary inventory of the so called chariot burials from 
Cristuru Secuiesc–Csűrösoldal (Roska 1933, 359–360, fig. 1/1–1a) and Toarcla–Kuhbüchel (Horedt 1944, 
189, 191, fig.  1/2–3). We do not have much information about the grave from Toarcla, discovered by 
chance in the second half of the nineteenth century. At Cristuru Secuiesc a grave was also discovered also 
by chance at the beginning of the twentieth century; the bent sword (Fig. 1/8) seemed to have been placed 
on the large pottery vessel (urn) in which the cremated bones and the grave goods were found. In this case 
one can classify this as an in-urned cremation containing a bent weapon as grave goods, – a rather rare 
association for the region and period we are dealing with here.

Another grave with a cremation in an urn containing a bent Celtic sword (Fig. 1/5) amongst the 
funerary inventory was discovered by chance in 1910 at Dipșa–Totenberg (Horedt 1944, 196, 198, fig. 5/8). 
It is possible that this grave was a part of a larger cemetery as long as not far from it in a second destroyed 
grave another ritually bent and broken sword (Fig. 2/4) was recovered (Horedt 1944, 198, fig. 5/3).
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Bent swords associated with other weapons formed part of the inventory of the presumed grave 
from Silivaș (Fig. 1/7), associated with spears and sica type fighting knife (Roska 1944, 66, 78, cat. no. 96, 
fig. 38) while the grave from Band–Omláshegy / Dulasvár, excavated by István Kovács in 1906 was associ-
ated with a spearhead (Roska 1944, 64, 78, cat. no. 80; Lazăr 1995, 57, cat. no. VIII.1.b). In both cases, 
at Silivaș and at Band, only the spears were bent, the rest of the weapons being intact with no sign of any 
intervention or destruction.

There is a marked north-western nucleus in the valley of the Criș Rivers and Someș Rivers. It should 
be mentioned that the discoveries made in this area must be connected to those made in the Hungarian 
Plain. Here, the archaeologically recorded graves containing ritually bent weapons – five graves at Pișcolt, 
two at Sanislău and one at Tărian – are numerous by comparison to those discovered by chance but which 
have been recorded (Curtuiușeni and Săcueni).

At Pișcolt, ritually bent weapons – swords only (Fig. 1/2, 13) – were discovered in five graves, exclu-
sively cremations in pits, belonging both to the early stages of the cemetery – the grave 36 from horizon 
I, the graves 124, 137 and 207 from horizon II –, and to the final stage – the grave 155 from horizon IV – 
(Németi 1988, 54, fig. 4/10; Németi 1989, 86, 87, 103, fig. 8/1a–c; 10; 23/3–3a; Németi 1992, 97, fig. 27/3).

Other two ritually bent swords were found in the graves 1 and 3 from Sanislău–Lutărie, both incin-
erations in pit (Fig. 1/14–15). These weapons present traces of contact with fire (Zirra 1972, 158–159, 
fig. 4/1, 5; pl. XLIX/1; L/4–5).

A distinct feature presents the LT C1 grave 34 of incinerations in pit, from the bi-ritual cemetery 
from Tărian–Dâmbul lui Ciordaș. The bent sword from this grave (Fig. 1/3) was pulled out of the scabbard, 
a very rare case in Transylvania. The iron scabbard, also bent, was placed in the grave above the sword. 
This grave is remarkable because beside the bent sword a spearhead was also part of the funerary inventory 
(Chidioșan–Ignat 1972, 565, pl. 7/3–8) (Fig. 1/10). Conversely, in other Celtic regions and communities 
this feature is quite common, as demonstrated by the graves with sword and scabbard separately folded of 
already mentioned cemetery at Monte Tamburino (Vitali 2003, graves 55, 72, 89, 118, 126, 135).

Two chance finds are to be mentioned beside this important series of graves systematically researched, 
because they mark the chronological frame of the bent weapons from the graves of this north-western 
group. The broken sword from the grave discovered between the two World Wars at Săcueni–Cărămidărie 
(Roska 1944, 70, cat. no. 127) was very probably previously bent (Constantiniu 1968, 220, fig. 1–2). The 
preserved scabbard chape (Fig. 1/6) indicates a considerable age of this sword, perhaps even the end of LT 
B1. The other chronological limit (the final LT C1, if we consider the fibula from the funerary inventory) 
is represented by the bent and fragmented sword (Fig. 1/9) from the cremation chariot burial discovered 
by chance at Curtuiușeni–Égetőhegy (Roska 1944, 58, 77, cat. no. 30, fig. 14/16).

Between these two groups – the inner-Carpathians Transylvania and the north-western nucleus – it 
is placed the discovery from Derșida–Dealul Temeteului: a grave containing a ritually bent sword, as well 
as a shield umbo; these pieces belong most probably to the LT C1 period (Németi 1992, 110; Németi–
Lakó 1993, 77–78, pl. 2/6–7; 3/4–5).

A western nucleus is situated on the lower Mureș valley and in Banat. At Aradul Nou, a spearhead 
and a blade of sword, both of them ritually bent and broken (Fig. 1/11, 16), were discovered by chance 
among other grave goods of some destroyed graves (Crișan 1974, 41–42, fig. 7/6–7; 8/3, 9). Another 
Celtic sword, three times bent and broken (Fig. 1/17) was discovered at Pecica (Crișan 1974, 46, fig. 16/1; 
17/1–2). Also a chance find is the bent knife (Fig.  1/12) from Aluniș (Pădurean 1985, 30, cat. no. V. 
b, pl. 8/2a; Luca 2006, 23). The only graves containing bent weapons in Banat which have been prop-
erly researched are those of the cemetery from Remetea Mare. At least two graves from this cemetery 
contained bent swords as grave good: grave 1, in which two bent swords were discovered and grave 10 
(Rustoiu 2008, 111, fig. 55–56).

What kinds of weapons were bent? Among the 29 bent or ritually broken weapons, the swords are 
very important with some 26 examples (90%); the sword is included in almost all the graves in the cat-
egory of those with bent weapons as grave goods. A recent count of the swords from Transylvania yielded 
a total amount of de 35 examples (Berecki 2008, 54–55, 68, 62) known from the entire period of the 
presence of the Celts in this area, from LT B2a (11 swords), LT B2b (10 swords), and LT C1 (14 swords). 
Even a superficial analysis of these numbers reveals that almost three quarters (almost 75%) of the La 
Tène swords from Transylvania were bent, representing a significant percentage. In second place after the 
swords – but much less numerous – are the spearheads: two examples discovered at Aradul Nou (Crișan 
1974, 41–42, fig. 7/6; 8/3) and at Tărian (Chidioșan–Ignat 1972, 565, pl. 7/6). The list of the categories 
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of bent weapons ends with a knife, a chance find at Aluniș (Pădurean 1985, 30, pl. 7/2a), that could come 
have from a destroyed grave, although there is no certainty regarding this (Luca 2006, 23).

Thus, we can note the existence of three categories of bent weapons in Celtic burials from Transylvania: 
the sword, the spearhead and the knife. It must be underlined that the three bent elements were never 
found associated in the same sealed context. Only the sword and the spear (both of them bent) are associ-
ated in a single context: the grave 34 (cremation in a pit) in the cemetery from Tărian (Chidioșan–Ignat 
1972, 565, pl. 7/3, 6–8). In other situations, when the sword is placed in the grave together with the spear 
(sometimes even two spears) and a knife, only the sword is bent, spear (spears) and the knife being intact. 
This funerary rite can be observed in the cemetery from Pișcolt, in the case of the graves 36 (Németi 1988, 
54, fig. 4/8–10), 124 (Németi 1989, 86, fig. 8/1–3) and 155 (Németi 1992, 97, fig. 27/3–4), all of them 
being cremation burials, but also in other sealed contexts: examples are the graves 1 and 10 from Remetea 
Mare (bent swords and intact spearheads, knife and umbo: Rustoiu 2008, 111, fig. 55–56), grave 2 from 
Orosfaia (folded sword and intact spearhead, umbo and even an arrowhead: Vaida 2006, 303, fig. 14/7; 
Ferencz–Vaida 2010, 310–311, pl. 4) all of them highlighting the unique character of the grave 34 from 
Tărian.

Not only bent weapons were deposed as grave goods in cremation graves. There are a few other 
cremation graves from Celtic cemeteries from Transylvania that contain edged household tools that were 
bent before being put next to the cremated bones. In grave 5 (a cremation in a pit) from the cemetery 
of Apahida – on the basis of the ornaments found in it, a grave belonging to a woman –, three little iron 
bent knives were found (Zirra 1976, 135, fig. 5/5–7a). It is also interesting that grave 158 belongs to the 
last horizon of the cemetery from Pișcolt (also a cremation in a pit), in which the spearhead was intact, 
but the iron shears found with it were bent (Németi 1992, 97, fig. 28/5). In other contexts and cultures 
such household iron tools put bent in graves occur up to the Roman period: the grave 25, belonging to a 
woman, from the cemetery of Aica di Fie (Völser Aicha) dated to the second half of the 2nd century and 
the first half of the 3rd century AD, contained a ritually bent and broken needle (Rosada–Dal Ri 1985, 
241, pl. 14/25/432).

Fig. 2. Pattern of bent/folded Celtic iron sword in Transylvania: 1. once; 2. twice; 3. three times;  
4–5. four times. 1. Aiud, 2. Pișcolt, 3. Tărian, 4. Orosfaia, 5. Remetea Mare. Various scales  
(after Ferencz 2007; Németi 1989; Chidioșan–Ignat 1972; Vaida 2006; Rustoiu 2008).

How were they bent? The answer to this question might be considered to be of lesser importance, 
but there are some details that sometimes may reflect well defined behavioural characteristics, specifi-
cally ritual features for a certain group of people. Thus, in our area of interest, the sword is ordinarily 
bent once to three times (Fig. 2/1–3). Only two exceptions were documented: in the case of the grave 
2 from Orosfaia (Fig. 2/4), in which the sword was bent – in fact rolled – four times (Vaida 2006, 303, 
fig. 14/7), and also the sword from grave 10 of Remetea Mare cemetery (Rustoiu 2008, 111, fig. 56/M10) 
(Fig. 2/5). In the cases when the scabbard was present, the sword and the scabbard were bent together, the 
sword being kept inside the scabbard. Such swords bent in their scabbard were discovered at Aiud, Band, 
Curtuiușeni, Orosfaia, Sanislău and Pișcolt. There is an important exception at Tărian, where the sword 

1 2 3 4 5
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and the scabbard were separately bent. In the cremation grave 34 from this cemetery, right next to the 
cremated bones of the dead was firstly laid the sword bent three times. Then its scabbard bent four times 
was put on the sword (Chidioșan–Ignat 1974, 565, pl. 7/3, 7–8). Other graves where it seems that the 
sword and the scabbard were perhaps separately bent are those from Toarcla and Derșida. Regarding the 
spearheads from Aradul Nou and Tărian it must be said that they have been bent in two halves in the 
middle. In fact the sword from Aradul Nou was discovered broken in two halves due to having been bent 
(Crișan 1974, 41–42, fig. 7/6; 8/3).

Why were these weapons bent? Obviously this is the most difficult question to answer in a coher-
ent and definitive manner. Throughout time and varying from one author to another there are many and 
varied explanations, each of them having its own weakness. Some comprise a profane view by explaining 
the folding, bending, breaking and destruction as being due to practical reasons: long weapons like swords 
were too big to fit the pit of the cremation graves. Additionally, in this way (making the weapon impossible 
to be used by destroying it in front of all those participating in the funerary ceremony) would prevent a 
possible robbery of the grave where the aim would be to take away the valuable weaponry (Pinter 2001, 
56–58). Other more elaborate explanations lead to an area more difficult to be explored because it involves 
behaviour related with the individual character of the weapons and elements of ritual belonging to the 
sphere of superstition (Berecki 2006, 64), as well as of mystical and religious motivations, the investing of 
the weapon with supernatural and magical powers. In this case the sword being considered an extension 
of the warrior’s arm during the battle and thus being part of his body which, together with the body, was 
consequently ‘killed’ (Rustoiu 2008, 91).

Regarding chronology, it has been noted that the graves date from LT B2 (or possibly the end of 
LT B1 as in the case of Săcueni) until the end of LT C1 (Curtuiușeni, Orosfaia). Where documented and 
recorded, the funerary rite of the graves having bent weapons as grave goods was always cremation, usu-
ally cremation in a pit, a feature already outlined for the case of the cemetery at Pișcolt (Németi 1993, 
119); though this is uncertain in the case of discoveries made by chance, such as those from Dipșa and 
Cristuru Secuiesc. However, in Transylvania bent weapons are never present in inhumation graves. This 
may just be a regional peculiarity, since in other areas of Celtic Europe, like the Boiian territory south of 
Po River, around Bononia, inhumation graves with bent weapons as grave goods are not at all a rarity: for 
instance Benacci graves 121 and 953 from the cemetery at Certosa (Vitali 1992, 141, 292, 285, 288, 294), 
or the grave 89 at Monte Tamburino (Vitali 2003, 161, pl. 153/3, 15).

In the archaeological literature, ritual bending of the weapons deposed in graves as grave goods or 
in other contexts as offerings is a custom that belongs exclusively to the Celts; this is a common ‘topos’. 
Though there most remain doubt regarding this idea as long as the Thracian Getae, the south-eastern 
neighbours of the Celts from Transylvania, also used this funerary ritual (Pl. 1/2). Bent weapons were dis-
covered in Thracian Getae graves starting from the end of the Early Iron Age. Weapons ritually bent were 
also discovered in graves from the barrow cemetery with cremations from Ferigile dated to the second 
quarter of the first millennium BC (Fig. 3/1–4): one akinakes in barrow 44 grave 1, three knives for fight 
in barrow 53 and barrow 4 grave 1, and spearheads in barrow 136 and ‘zone 1’ (Vulpe 1967, 110, 137, 180, 
pl. 15/4; 17/10–11, 16; 20/9, 12). The most spectacular piece is the akinakes type sword from the barrow 
44 grave 1 (Fig. 3/1), which, after being bent many times was stung in the ancient soil beside the cremated 
bones of the dead, before the barrow was built (Vulpe 1967, 133, pl. 15/4). A spearhead ritually bent was 
found in another cemetery belonging to Ferigile group researched in the Danube area, at Eșalniţa-Mala 
(Fig. 3/6) dating back to the 7th and 6th centuries BC (Comori arheologice 1978, 79, 96, R. 282). The custom 
of deposing bent weapons in graves can be observed in the Getic world from the Lower Danube during 
the 4th and the 3rd centuries BC. Ritually bent spearheads are predominant. They are present both in the 
ordinary Getic graves like those from Daia (Rădulescu 1966, 265–266, fig. 1–3) (Fig. 3/8) and Pleven 
(Tabakova-Canova 1964, 46–48, fig. 1–3) (Fig. 3/11), and in the ‘princely’ ones: the grave from Peretu 
(Fig. 3/7) is a good example of such an ostentatious burial (Moscalu 1989, 138, fig. 4/9). The bent spear-
heads from Poroschia (Mirea–Pătrașcu 2006, 21, 43, fig. 46) (Fig. 3/10) and Zimnicea (Spânu 2003, 9, n. 
41, fig. 8) (Fig. 3/9) were probably part of the funerary inventory of graves which have been subsequently 
robbed and destroyed.

Comparing the archaeological evidence specific for the two worlds of the Celts and the Getae, it 
clearly follows that the only important difference between them is that among the Thraco-Getic commu-
nities the most significant bent weapons are spears and not swords. It is obvious that this selection does 
not belong to a specific funerary custom, so much as is due to a different style of fighting and to a different 
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suite of arms of Thracian warriors for whom the spear was the first choice. Despite this, the bent sword is 
present in Thraco-Getic burials: the akinakes from Ferigile has already been mentioned. In addition, in 
grave 3b2 (a slab constructed cist grave containing a cremation burial) from the cemetery at Enisala was 
also discovered an iron sword bent to fit the inner walls of the cist (Simion 1971, 110, fig. 27/b; pl. 11). 
From a chronological viewpoint, the ritually bent swords discovered at Dragoevo (Fig. 3/5) are placed 
between the discoveries from Ferigile and those from Enisala; at Dragoevo was discovered at least one 
bent Greek-type sword dated to the 6th century BC, a type which survived in the Getic world until the 
4th century BC (Măndescu 2010, 175); however, the reason for its bending remains still unclear (ritual 
deposit?, cult place?, grave?) (Bujokliev Et Al. 1995, 35, cat. no. 1).

Fig. 3. Bent iron weapons in the Thracian area. 2, 4, 6–11. spearheads; 1, 5. swords; 3. knife.  
1–4. Ferigile, 5. Dragoevo, 6. Eșalniţa, 7. Peretu, 8. Daia, 9. Zimnicea, 10. Poroschia, 11. Pleven. Various scales  

(after Bujokliev Et Al. 1995; Comori arheologice 1978; Moscalu 1989; Rădulescu 1966; Spânu 2003;  
Mirea–Pătrașcu 2006; Tabakova-Canova 1964).

It may, however, be too easy tp assume that the Celts who arrived in Transylvania in the last third 
of the 4th century BC borrowed this funerary custom from the neighbouring Thracian population. Some 
older opinions on this subject (Berciu 1970, 84) have suggested this theory. The proof that this cannot be 
supported is the existence of Celtic graves containing ritually bent weapons along the whole extent of their 
movement to east. The iron sword having a characteristic 4th century BC hilt (Rapin 1999, 51, fig. 8/1) 
and the blade bent twice, discovered at Szendrő which has been known for a long time (Pârvan 1926, 436, 
fig. 322) is proof that in the Early La Tène period the eastern Celts used ritually to bend their swords.

1 2

4 5 6 7

111098

3
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Another group of graves in which bent weapons have been found in Transylvania belong to the post-
Celtic horizon and extend into the middle Mureș valley (Pl. 1/3). In all the cases where the funerary rite 
has been recorded, this is cremation. The first graves to be discussed in this context certainly belong to 
the supra-regional and supra-ethnic horizon conventionally called the Padea–Panagjurski Kolonii (2nd–
1st centuries BC), in which the Dacians played an important role. Of note is the graves (probably two in 
number) from Teleac, from which a spearhead and a sica (Fig. 4/1–2), both ritually bent, were recovered 
(Moga 1982, 87–91, fig. 1–2). Also must be mentioned the grave from Blandiana, where the spearhead 
was intact, unaffected by ritual intervention, while the sica-type dagger seemed to be intentionally bent 
(Fig. 4/3). Even if the evidence of this dagger’s intentional bending might be doubted, there is further 
evidence that an iron bit was certainly ritually bent in the grave from Blandiana (Ciugudean 1980, 428, 
fig. 3) (Fig. 4/4). The marked bending of the central element of this bit cannot have been accidental. The 
grave discovered at Ighiu in 1885 probably belongs to the same category as the two previously mentioned 
graves, because in the pottery vessel used as funerary urn was placed a bent iron spearhead (Moga–
Ciugudean 1995, 110, cat. no. 93.3).

Fig. 4. Bent iron weapons in the post-Celtic Transylvania. 2–3 sica; 1. spearhead; 5. sword; 4. bit.  
1–2. Teleac, 3–4. Blandiana, 5. Craiva. Various scales (after Rustoiu 2008; Popa 2008).

The bending of the weapons put in the graves of the Padea–Panagjurski Kolonii horizon was a fre-
quent custom in the whole Danube area on both sides of the river thus the discoveries from Transylvania, 
though peripheral, are no different from the graves of the Northern Balkan nucleus.

In an earlier chronologic horizon (the middle/the second half of the 3rd century and the beginning 
of the 2nd century), corresponding to LT C1 and the transition to LT C2, and more obvious especially to 
the south of the Danube, have been exclusively found bent swords that remind us of the characteristics 
of the Celtic world. The bent sword from a warrior grave at Plovdiv, from the Hellenistic cemetery of 
Philippopolis (Megaw 2004, 100) is a good example. Though they were found in late complexes, the bent 
swords from the graves from Ruse (Anastassov 2007, 169, 171, pl. 2), Kazanlâk (Getov 1962, 41–42), 
Novo Selo (Anastassov 2006, 29, pl.  2), Kamburovo (Nicolăescu-Plopșor 1948, 31) and barrow 6 
from Kâlnovo (Bujokliev Et Al. 1995, 36, cat. no. 6) complete the general picture. There are also bent 
swords to the north of the Danube, in Oltenia, for example at Perișor (Zirra 1971, 234, n. 303), Turnu 
Severin (Nicolăescu-Plopșor 1948, 29, pl. IV/13), Dobrosloveni (Nicolăescu-Plopșor 1948, 24, pl. 
V/12), Sărata (Bondoc 2011, 291, fig. 1/1), grave 1 from Corlate (Nicolăescu-Plopșor 1948, 22, pl. II/1). 
A similar bent sword was strangely found on the Pontic littoral, in the cemetery of Callatis, in a grave con-
sidered to be that of a mercenary warrior (Rustoiu 2000, 277–279, fig. 1/1).

Many cremation graves are recorded in Oltenia (LT C2/beginning of LT D1) where the ritually bent 
spearhead usually bearing traces of contact with fire is the only weapon among the grave goods: Gruia 
(Zirra 1971, fig. 21/10; Sîrbu 1993, 77), Slatina–Crișan (Sîrbu 1993, 78), Călărași (Nicolăescu-Plopșor 
1948, 18, pl. I/4) and grave 2 from graveyard at Corlate (Nicolăescu-Plopșor 1948, 22–23, pl. II/5), etc.
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The association of sword and spear, both of them bent, was attested in the graves from Balta Verde 
(Sîrbu 1993, 78) and Gogoșiţa (Nicolăescu-Plopșor 1948, 25, pl. IV/2, 4–5). In other case, the bent 
spear is associated with a sica, also bent. Graves of this type include those from Rastu (Tudor 1968, 
517–520, fig. 1–3; Sîrbu 1993, 79, fig. 18; Borangic 2009, 48–49, cat. no. 21–23) and Dubova (Spânu 
2002, 84, fig. 1/2–3).

Though rarely, there are cases in which the whole assemblage was burned and ritually bent before 
being put into the grave. Such a cremation burial is one from Cornești, where there were discovered a 
sword, a sica, a spearhead and a shield umbo, all distorted and showing traces of burning (Popescu 1963, 
408, 410, fig. 1–4; Sîrbu 1993, 78). As can be seen, the majority of the burials containing weapons ritu-
ally bent from Oltenia are isolated graves, but there is a notable cemetery at Turburea-Spahii, where nine 
graves from the total of 29 contained weapons (swords, knives, spears) most of them burned and bent or 
broken (Babeș 2000, 137).

It is certain that Oltenia presents a lot of viable analogies for the graves containing bent weap-
ons from Teleac, Blandiana and Ighiu. Unfortunately, like the graves from Transylvania, the majority of 
the weaponry discovered in the graves from Oltenia dated to the 2nd–1st centuries BC – about 30 spots, 
according to a recent study (Babeș 2000, 137) – are chance finds, without complete information about 
their grave.

There are clues supporting the view that beginning in the 2nd century BC, this occurrence of the cus-
tom of bending the weapons and putting them into graves is recorded over a much larger area of Europe. 
Thus, the situation in the Lower Danube and in Transylvania is similar to the one from the Po–Este Basin 
(the Celtic area of the Veneti), where starting from the 2nd century and along the 1st century BC cremation 
is general and swords placed in the grave are ritually bent. The assemblage is completed by the spearhead 
and the shield umbo. Previously, in the older graves found in this region, all of them inhumations, the 
sword was placed intact on the right side of the dead warrior (Capuis 1993, 227, 231–232).

Returning again to the situation in Transylvania, we will focus on the last two graves containing bent 
weapons belonging to the pre-Roman period. These are Dacian burials dated to the 1st century BC. Both 
of them are situated in the proximity of two important Dacian centres of power, Cugir and Craiva. One 
of the four barrow graves from the south western slope of the fortress from Cugir (barrow IV, a crema-
tion grave) contained, beside an intact sica, a spearhead ritually bent (Crișan 1980, 82; Sîrbu 1993, 72; 
Popa 2004, 116). Many weapons and items of warrior’s equipment were also discovered in barrow II and 
III from a group at Cugir (Popa 2004, 115, pl. 11–12/9–10). However, we do not have enough evidence to 
establish if other weapons found here, except the spear from the barrow IV, were ritually bent. Regarding 
the sword bent and broken in three fragments from Craiva (Fig. 4/5), it must be said that it belongs to an 
ensemble of pieces (probably the inventory of a grave) discovered by chance at the bottom of Piatra Craivii, 
on which peak the Dacian fortress is found. For a long time this sword was considered to be an part of 
grave goods from a Celtic burial (Roska 1944, 60, cat, no. 51, fig. 23/1–3; Crișan 1973, 55, cat. no. 16), 
but a recent study have convincingly proved that, although it belonged to a Celtic type, this sword was a 
part of a funerary inventory of a Dacian burial from the 2nd–1st centuries BC and thus closely related to 
the fortress situated in the vicinity (Popa 2008, 357–365, pl. 2/1).

The situation of the graves containing bent weapons placed next to the big centres of power at 
Cugir and Craiva is not exceptional in the Getic and Dacian world. Such graves are also attested out-
side Transylvania. Thus, next to the big dava from Popești situated to the south of the Carpathians a 
sword folded in two was put in a cremation grave under barrow 4 (Vulpe 1976, 201, fig. 13; Sîrbu 1993, 
73, fig. 10/4). On the northern side of the Dacian territory, in the two cemeteries, Serednij Gunok and 
Chellenica, situated next to the important fortified centre of Mala Kopanja were discovered many cre-
mation graves of warriors from the middle and the second half of the 1st century BC; their grave goods 
included a variety of weapons – ritually bent: sica, swords, spearhead (Kotygoroshko 2009, 281–283, 
fig. 2/1; 3/2; 4/2–3).

Such burials of warriors containing weapons ritually bent are relatively numerous in the culture 
having an important Dacian component situated in the upper Dniester valley (the area of the so-called 
Lipitsa culture) and the upper basin of Tisza River. The most relevant factor regarding the Lipitsa culture 
is represented by the cemetery of Zvenigorod-Goeva Gora, where cremation flat graves are prevalent. The 
predominant Dacian elements are mixed with the Przeworsk elements as is demonstrated by the pottery 
forms. There are three cremation graves in that cemetery (dated to the 1st century AD) that contain ritually 
bent weapons: graves 8 (a bent sword next to an intact spearhead), 15 (under the urn, a spearhead stung 
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into the soil and a bent sword, while in the urn a bent fighting knife was found) and 16 (a bent spearhead) 
(Shchukin 1989, 283–284, pl. 11/8, 13; Sîrbu 1993, 80, fig. 19/2, 14; 20/23). In the same area is situated 
the Dacian grave from Lucha (1st century AD) that contains a bent spearhead (Shchukin 1989, 282). On 
the other side, in the area of the upper basin of Tisza River is attested, starting to the second half of the 
2nd century BC, an archaeological culture created by a mixture of ethnics and populations (Dacians, Celts, 
Przeworsk elements). Here, in the cemetery from Zemplin (the end of the 2nd century BC to the first half 
of the 2nd century AD), a ritually bent sword was placed in the grave 128 (Sîrbu 1993, 81, fig. 22/4).

Returning to the case of Transylvania in the post-Celtic period, in the five sites which include dis-
coveries of graves containing weapons ritually bent, five (or six) such weapons were found (three spear-
heads, one or two sica and one sword) and also a bit. The ratio of swords to spears by comparison to the 
Celtic era is now reversed. The ratio of 3:1 during the post-Celtic era suggests of course a radical change 
of the weapons favoured and of the importance of each weapon element. And even more than this, the 
predominance of bent spearheads recalls the customs of the Thracian world, so that it is easy to deduce 
what were the conditions and the influences surrounding this new fashion in weaponry.

A succinct view of the funerary customs in the barbarian Europe in the 2nd century BC and 2nd cen-
tury AD, reveals not only that the Celts and the Dacians used to ritually bend their swords as part of the 
burial ritual, but also especially the German populations from North. The examples could be followed in 
Scandinavia, where there are attested even graves containing double sets of weapons (swords) ritually bent, 
like those situated next to Langå, in Fyn island (four bent swords) or grave 2 from Övre Ålebäck, in Öland 
(Czarnecka 2007, 53, fig. 5).

Southern of it, in the Oksywie culture, from the middle of the 2nd century, the ritually bent swords 
represent a usual presence in the funerary inventory, as represented by the graves from Warszkowo, Buczek, 
Oleszno, Dębczina (Shchukin 1989, pl. 13/III.27, 37, 43; 14/15, 31); sometimes as well as the bent swords 
were found spearheads, also deformed, destroyed as in the cremation graves from Gdańsk Nowolipki and 
Bolszewo or in the grave 1/1883 from the cemetery of Rządz (Czarnecka 2007, 53, fig. 4).

We have already mentioned the preference of the ethnic elements of the Przeworsk culture for the 
ritual ‘killing’ of the weapons, especially swords (Liana 1968, 381–383). Thus we have noted the destroyed 
weapons in graves consisting of cremation in a pit; this kind of grave goods is documented from the 
first phases of this culture, during LT C2 (Shchukin 1989, 41, 46, pl. 8/11). This feature was maintained 
during the entire period of the Przeworsk culture, even at the beginning of the 3rd century AD placing 
the bent swords in the graves was still ‘in fashion’ (Shchukin 1989, 28). A spectacular example is the 
inventory of the grave from Kortynca, dating to the advanced phase of the Przeworsk culture (LT D2): 
two swords in scabbards ritually bent, also two bent spearheads and other intact weapons (Czarnecka 
2007, 51, fig. 3). In the Vistula Basin, in the graves of the Chełmno Group situated at the interface of the 
Przeworsk and Oksywie cultures, bent swords are also present (Shchukin 1989, pl. 13/II.14) so it was also 
in the Grossromstedt-Kronwinkl horizon, LT D2, the middle of the 1st century BC (Shchukin 1989, 265, 
pl. 4/15). Further to the south, closer to the region which has been our main concern in this article, a bent 
sword placed in the grave was found in the area of the Poienești–Lukaševka Bastarnian culture, in grave 
29 from the cemetery at Borosești (Babeș 1993, 114, 186, Taf. 5/c–d).

The provincial Roman world was also familiar with these funerary practices. In a cremation grave 
from Neeritter in the Netherlands, probably belonging to a veteran of an auxiliary unit, buried in the 
manner of the local ritual and dated to the 1st century AD, the sword was intentionally bent (Roymans 
1996, 35, 105, cat. no. 23, fig. 9). In the middle and lower Rhine valley, in the territories where the Batavi, 
Cugerni and Treveri lived in the 1st–2nd centuries AD, a lot of bent and destroyed Roman weapons (gladii, 
helmets) were deposed in cult places such as that from Empel (Roymans 1996, 35).

The ritual bending of weapons put in graves proves to be a habit of the funerary rituals extending in 
various regions over a considerable period of time as represented in various cultures. Much later than the 
chronological framework considered here, when both the Celts and the Thracian had quitted the stage 
of Balkan history, bent swords are still sporadically attested in the funerary inventory of the graves of the 
various peoples who populated large areas of this zone.

A ritually bent sword is part of the assemblage of the inhumation grave 169 from Mihălășeni 
(Sântana de Mureș–Cerneahov culture). The presence of the bent sword on the right side of the dead 
from Mihălășeni, a Nordic-featured man, was considered to be remeniscent of the Vandal culture (Șovan 
2009, 196). Also the Sarmatians were not complete strangers to this ritual. This is proved by the grave 
from Vaskút (dating to the 4th–5th centuries AD), which contains a ritually bent double bladed iron sword 
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(Muscalu 2009, 197, fig. 7/4). The ritual was also performed by the Gepidae. Ritually bent swords were 
discovered in the Gepidian graves from Ártánd–Nagyfarkasdomb (the second half of the 5th century), 
as well as being discovered in some graves from the cemetery from Csongrád (Bierbrauer 2006, 180, 
fig. 8/3). Like events in a never-ending story, there are similar examples in the Middle Ages: the bending 
of the sword was a ritual practice performed by the Francs and Allamani, and also sporadically by the 
Hungarians (Pinter 2001, 53).
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