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BETWEEN THE MEDITERRA-

NEAN AND CENTRAL EUROPE

SLOVENIA IN THE OPENING 

CENTURIES OF THE LAST  

MILLENNIUM BC

Figure 4
Present-day Slovenia and the immediate vicinity in the Early Iron 
Age, with marked areas of the different cultural groups and their 
main sites.

The onset of the Iron Age is marked by distinct regional varia-

tion in settlement and burial practices. As opposed to previous 

periods, the territory of Slovenia now also shows more marked 

regional differences. We can distinguish between five cultural 

groups, comprising two groups in eastern Slovenia with buri-

als under tumuli, and three groups in central and western Slo-

venia that largely retained cremation burial in flat cemeteries.

The eastern group in the regions of Štajerska, Koroška and 

Prekmurje is characterised by individual cremations in cen-

trally positioned burial chambers under tumuli, similar to 

the Eastern Hallstatt cemeteries in the Pannonian Plain and 

surrounding areas. The other eastern group, in the regions 

of Dolenjska, Bela Krajina, Zasavje and Posavje, replaced in-

urned burials in flat cemeteries with vast tumulus cemeteries 

containing inhumation burials. These are typically arranged 

in circles, succeeding each other outwards, from the central 

chamber towards the edge of the earthen mound. The de-

ceased within a tumulus differ in rank, age and sex, suggest-

ing that extended families were buried together, beginning 

with the earliest at the centre and followed by later burials 

towards the edge. With their large burial mounds, visible from 

afar, and with mighty ramparts enclosing the habitations, the 

large hillforts of the Štajerska and Dolenjska regions signalled 

the domain of generations of powerful lords.

The western cultural entities in Slovenia comprised the Lju-

bljana group in the region of Gorenjska, the group in Notran-

jska and the Kras, and the Sveta Lucija group in the Posočje 

region, i.e. the Soča / Isonzo River Basin. Here, the prestige of 

prominent individuals was less emphasised. These groups 

continued to practise cremation burial in predominantly flat 

cemeteries in a gradual transition from the Urnfield culture. A 

feature specific to the Ljubljana group is cremation burial both 

under tumuli and in flat cemeteries, while the Notranjska- 
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Kras group practised both cremation and inhumation in flat 

cemeteries. For the group inhabiting the Posočje region, the 

specific items of costume, the disposition of settlements and 

the distinctly central role of the settlement at the present-day 

town of Most na Soči, once called Sveta Lucija, represent the 

first archaeologically documented traces of a regional iden-

tity. In the Late Hallstatt period, between the 6th and the 4th 

century BC, the group spread from Posočje across the Alpine 

passes into the Bohinj area (Fig. 10) and the western fringes 

of Notranjska region. 

The differences in the costume, as observable in the grave 

goods, and the differences in the burial practise show that 

the people inhabiting the territory of Slovenia in this period 

fostered an awareness of belonging to a community. They af-

firmed their identity to themselves and to the outside world. 

Having said that, the specific nature of the archaeological 

record and the absence of literary sources do not allow us to 

determine whether the archaeologically established regional 

groups were based on a common ethnicity.

However, the earliest examples of writing (see the chapter on 

Writing in prehistory) offer a useful insight into the identities, 

as well as hints of ethnic groups in the Late Hallstatt period. In 

Slovenia, the earliest objects with inscriptions date from the 

late 5th and the 4th century BC and have come to light in the 

greatest numbers in western Slovenia. The inscriptions that 

can be determined as to their language are mostly Venetic. 

This reveals the Sveta Lucija and Notranjska-Kras groups to be 

closely related with neighbouring peoples living in the pres-

ent-day regions of Friuli and Veneto in Italy. The inscriptions 

in Venetic indicate that the peoples living here spoke Venetic 

or languages similar to Venetic. In Dolenjska and Štajerska, 

inscribed artefacts from this period are very rare and – when-

ever determinable – do not reveal Venetic, but rather other 

languages. The linguistic evidence suggests that the territory 

of the present-day Slovenia in the Late Hallstatt period can be 

divided into the western half, culturally and linguistically close 

to the Venetic civilisation (comprising the Sveta Lucija and at 

least in part the Notranjska-Kras group), and the eastern half 

(comprising the Dolenjska and Štajerska groups), which in lat-

er, Early Roman period shows an affinity to languages that 

linguists commonly term Pannonian. It is certainly not a coin-

cidence that a similar geographical division has been observed 

in the burial practices as reflected in the archaeological record, 

with burial under tumuli known in eastern Slovenia and cre-

mation burial in flat cemeteries in western Slovenia. The Lju-

bljana cultural group in central Slovenia shows a mixed burial 

practice; it has not yielded any inscriptions and the question 

of its affinity remains open.
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Figure 5
The Hallstatt culture got its name from the Iron Age centre at Hall-
statt in Upper Austria, the prosperity of which depended on mining 
and trading salt. Extensive excavations of its rich graves began in 
the mid-19th century, when some of the graves were quite precise-
ly documented in the now well-known watercolours. The Hallstatt 
culture knew a variety of burial practices, but shared the height-
ened role of dignitaries visible in their rich burials. It stretched from 
the present-day eastern France and Switzerland in the west to the 
Pannonian Plain and the western Balkans in the east.
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IRON AGE LANDSCAPE

The Iron Age population greatly altered the landscape they 

inhabited. Fertile soils, water sources, vast pastures and ore 

deposits provided subsistence, but also led to more the prom-

inent roles of certain communities. 

People lived in large, central and usually fortified settlements 

that existed alongside smaller unfortified villages, hamlets and 

farmsteads. Communication between them took place along 

tracks, in places even proper roads. They travelled individual-

ly by foot or cart and in caravans (Fig. 130), but also navigated 

seas and rivers. There was a hierarchy within the settlements, 

based on the accessibility and quality of natural resources, the 

strategic location and role in long-distance trading networks.

The most prominent settlements were hillforts. They were es-

tablished on elevated locations and enclosed within ramparts 

constructed of stone, in a combination of wood and earth, as 

well as pure earthworks. The configuration of the terrain de-

termined the type and course of the ramparts, which were of-

ten ingeniously constructed to run along steep, rocky slopes 

or along the edges of sinkholes, thus maximising the defen-

sive effect. 

The people tended their gardens and fields, and reared domes-

tic animals. They grew barley, oats, wheat, millet and rye, but 

were familiar with legumes such as vetch, broad beans, peas 

and lentils. In the settlements in the Dolenjska region, archae-

ologists have also found the remains of vegetables similar to 

cabbage, mustard, turnips and swedes. Flax was another im-

portant cultivar. Apart from plant remains, crop production 

is evidenced by the finds of quernstones and hand mills for 

grinding cereals, as well as farming tools and implements. 

Scenes of the situla art show ploughing using an ard plough. 

In Late Iron Age Posočje, there was also a custom of placing 

farming tools in graves. It is at this time at the latest that we 

have evidence of cutting grass. 

Figure 6
The fortified lowland settlement at Debela griža near Volčji grad, 
in the Kras region, ranks among the most impressive archaeolog-
ical sites in Slovenia. It was enclosed within a mighty rampart, 
measuring in its ruined state between 5 and 15 m in width and 7 m 
in height. The rampart runs among karst sinkholes and is double 
at both entrances. The recovered pieces of pottery and a bronze 
brooch date the settlement at Debela griža to the Late Bronze and 
Early Iron Ages.



4 9

I R ON  A G E  S TOR I E S  F R O M  T H E  C R O S S R O A D S

G I F T S  F R O M  F A R A WAY 

L A N D S

A burial that stands apart at Stična, as well as the whole of 

Dolenjska, is one that contained a decorated lid of a situla. 

The associated bronze situla points to an origin in the Etrus-

can Felsina (present-day Bologna), while the decoration on 

the lid, in the early situla art style, seems comparable, albeit 

vaguely, with the circular motifs on the lids from the Venetic 

sphere and from Hallstatt in the Alps. The ceramic vessels in 

the grave, however, offer a different picture. The elaborate 

wine jug demonstrates influences from the Mediterranean, 

while the storage vessels and the drinking set are similar in 

part to the local pottery from Dolenjska, and in part to the 

pottery coming from the north, from the contemporary cen-

tres along the Amber Route. The mourners placed as many 

as ten ceramic vessels, a bronze situla and a small wooden 

cup in the grave of this dignitary, whose cremated remains 

were laid in a large bronze bucket.

In the vessels in this grave, we may see a gesture of mourn-

ers who came from distant places to pay their last respects 

to the deceased dignitary, arriving here from the Danube Ba-

sin, the central Alps, the Posočje region, the Veneto and the 

Apennines. In addition, the cremation burial in an environ-

ment that in the 7th century BC commonly practised inhu-

mation, but also the remains being placed in a large bronze 

bucket, both suggest close ties with the elites in areas west 

of here, in the Posočje region, as well as in the Venetic and 

northern Etruscan areas. Whether the array of grave goods 

from distant places is connected with the political clout of 

the deceased dignitary or with his abilities as a successful 

merchant, what is certain is that he was one of the protag-

onists of the prosperity that the Stična hillfort witnessed in 

the late 7th century BC.

Figure 45
The grave that held a situla with a decorated lid also revealed an 
iron axe and two spearheads, which mark the deceased dignitary 
as a warrior, while the pieces of iron horse tack more precisely mark 
him as a horseman. An even more striking feature of the burial is 
the number and varied origin of the offered vessels (also see Fig. 
46). Of these, the ceramic and wooden cups with a high handle 
were used as ladles. Excavation data show that the wooden cup 
was found inside the bronze situla. Such sets, of situla and ladle, 
also appear on the situla art scenes of symposia and indicate that 
the sets were characteristic of areas from northern Italy to Dolenjs-
ka. By contrast, the wine jug with a trefoil mouth is an oinochoe, a 
Greek type of pottery, and forms part of a drinking set uncommon 
in these areas. Comparable examples indicate that the jug was im-
ported to Stična from southern or central Italy. As a grave good, it 
marks a different, Mediterranean drinking culture.
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Figure 46
Vessels from a grave, found to- 

gether with the situla with the deco- 
rated lid. The larger vessels probably 

contained food provisions, while drinks 
of choice for the afterlife were provided 

in the ceramic situlae.
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IM AGES  OF  RULERS

may infer that the final scene on the Vače situla, with a sac-

rificial ram, symbolises the ruler’s death. 

The scenes can be read as a multi-layered narrative. Their 

succession tells an idealised story of important deeds and 

events in the life of a ruler. The depictions on the situla are 

comparable with the narratives on the vessels and stone re-

liefs of the high cultures of the Near East. The human and 

animal figures on the Vače situla are accompanied by birds 

of prey that, together with the animals in the bottom frieze, 

symbolise death and the journey to the hereafter. 

The situla’s narrative in three friezes probably contains an 

even more powerful message. As the earliest monuments of 

situla art, dating to around 600 BC, show the eternal cycle 

of life and death (Figs. 47, 48), so too can the scenes on the 

century-later Vače situla be understood as a cycle of repeat-

ing motifs. It is a repetition of rituals that preserve the cos-

mic order and include the death and the heroicisation of a 

dynast in the afterlife, but also the succession to the throne 

that is to renew with each dynastic generation. It is therefore 

a depiction of a balance between this life and the afterlife. 

The cosmic order is expressed in the situla narrative through 

its basic composition: the bottom frieze shows ibexes, hinds 

and a beast devouring a human leg that symbolise untamed 

nature, as opposed to the civilised human world depicted in 

the top frieze, showing a procession of dignitaries. Following 

this line of reasoning, the central frieze depicts a series of 

rituals intended to preserve the cosmic order with the help 

of the divine. Conducting these rituals appears to have been 

an important measure in legitimising the authority of the 

Iron Age rulers. Moreover, it would appear that the depic-

tion of the cosmic order rituals alone, such as is shown on 

the Vače situla, forms a constituent part of the legitimacy 

of a ruler. As such, the Vače situla would have been an im-

portant symbol of sovereignty.
Figure 109
The Vače situla, first half of the 5th century BC.

In its high quality and good state of preservation, the situ-

la discovered at Vače near Litija holds pride of place among 

situla art. It bears human and animal figures arranged in 

three friezes.

The top frieze depicts a procession of men on horseback and 

in horse-drawn vehicles who, judging from their clothes and 

headgear, are of different social standings. Following behind 

high-ranking dignitaries, horsemen and a man on a chariot 

is a man sitting on a two-wheeled carriage marked by his 

conical, Phrygian cap as the chieftain. In the central frieze, 

to be read from left to right, the same chieftain is depicted 

holding a two-headed sceptre, symbol of rulership, either 

engaged in an enthronement ceremony or simply sitting on 

the throne. Closest in rank is a man with similar headgear, 

a co-ruler or most probably successor, who is also seated on 

a throne and wears a decorated garment. This is followed 

by scenes depicting men at a drinking ritual and observing 

a match with dumbbells. At the end of the frieze, only the 

successor is depicted, followed by an axe-bearer and a sacri-

ficial ram. A similar scene is depicted at the end of the cen-

tral frieze on a situla from Magdalenska gora (Fig. 111), where 

the successor holding a sceptre is enthroned. From this we 
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Figure 154
The bronze belt plate from Vače (held in the Natural History Muse-
um in Vienna) depicts the height of battle. The mounted horseman 
on the right has hit the opponent’s horse with one of his spears, 
thrown the other spear at his opponent and is wielding the axe to 
engage the opponent at close quarters. The horseman on the left 
is in trouble and his aid on foot has taken up a defensive position, 
with his axe raised and shield upright.

Figure 155
The burial of 26 bronze helmets laid one into the other at Ženjak 
near Negova was a ritual act, closely linked with either a warrior 
cult or the memory (trophy) of a battle. The marked military na-
ture of the ritual is underscored by two holes made with a spear in 
one of the helmets, most likely just before deposition. Ever since 
its discovery in 1811, the find has intrigued not only archaeologists, 
but also linguists, as two of the helmets bear incised and punched 
inscriptions in the Rhaetian script and versions of Venetic scripts, 
but with Rhaetian and possibly Celtic and Germanic linguistic ele-
ments. They include the earliest Germanic inscription HARIGASTI 
TEIVA. It is incised in the Venetic script of the Idrija type, associat-
ed in its formal characteristics with Italian and even more so Slo-
venian territory, while the language of the inscription is a foreign 
element. The second helmet, with the inscriptions SIRAKU TURPI 
and DUBNIBANUABI, containing elements comparable with Celtic 
languages, is formally also of a south-eastern Alpine variant. The 
helmets from Ženjak were presumably made in the 5th and 4th cen-
turies, and buried in the first half of the 4th century BC. They may 
represent the offering of booty of a Celtic or Germanic army unit 
returning victorious from a battle they fought against warriors 
from central Slovenia or from Dolenjska. If the understanding of 
the inscriptions HARIGASTI TEIVA, SIRAKU TURPI and DUBNIBANU-
ABI is accurate and the historic interpretation correct, the Negova 
helmets from the Ženjak hoard may represent a trace of the earli-
est Germanic or even Germano-Celtic military intervention in Po-
dravje and the south-eastern Alps.

The Negova helmet from the Sadnikar collection 

While ploughing his rented field in 1928, a local by the name of 

Kregar stumbled upon a bronze helmet of the Negova type at Nevlje 

near Kamnik. He took it home and used it to water his hens until 1935, 

when he gave it to Josip Nikolaj Sadnikar, a collector of antiquities 

from Kamnik. The helmet was an attractive item in his vast collection 

until 1958, when it was purchased by the representatives of the Novo 

mesto municipality. At the opening ceremony of the Brotherhood and 

Unity Highway (Cesta bratstva in enotnosti), it was offered to Presi-

dent Josip Broz Tito. The helmet was included into the collection of 

diplomatic gifts now kept in the Museum of Yugoslavia in Belgrade. A 

copy of it is held in the National Museum of Slovenia.
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Slika 161
Findspots of pre-Roman alphabetic monuments in Slovenia and 
its vicinity.

Figure 159
This Early Venetic inscription carved into a situla from Grad near 
Reka most probably relates the name of the person (Lokeno) who 
offered either the vessel or its contents to another person or to a 
deity (Nekrimula): LOKENO NEKRI.M.U(P?). LAJ (4th–3rd centuries BC).

Figure 160
The inscription carved into a stone found at the hillfort on Vintar-
jevec is partially preserved. It reads from right to left: VAS.RI. The 
inscription is highly fragmented and reveals neither the language 
nor the meaning. The inscribed stone was found in the debris of a 
house from the 4th or the 3rd century BC.
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THE  CELTS  IN  SLOVENIA 

SLOVENIA  AND ITS  IMME-

DIATE  AREA  IN  THE  F INAL 

CENTURIES  BC 

The social and political disturbances of the 5th century BC 

that brought about the decline of the Early Iron Age centres 

north of the Alps did not reach the communities living fur-

ther south, in the present-day territory of Slovenia. When 

the La Tène culture had already taken root in areas from 

eastern France, central Rhineland, Bohemia and Moravia to 

Slovakia and Lower Austria, the Hallstatt communities in 

Slovenia witnessed a new peak of prosperity. The inhabit-

ants of Posočje, the Kras, Notranjska, Gorenjska and Dolenj- 

ska maintained close connections with their north Italian 

and Etruscan neighbours, but also had contacts with Celtic 

central Europe. The latter is illustrated by imported Celtic ob-

jects or their imitations that include swords, military belts, 

cuirasses, helmets and jewellery.

The situation began to change drastically in the 4th century 

BC. Towards the end of the century, the sparsely populated 

lands along the Rivers Mura and Drava loosely controlled by 

the local communities were being settled by people with a 

typical La Tène material culture. These were small communi-

ties of Celtic farmer families who came here from the plains 

of western Pannonia and formed part of large-scale migra-

tions of the Celtic populations towards the Carpathian Basin 

and the central Balkans. 

In the Dolenjska region, the spread of the La Tène culture 

brought about a transformation of the Hallstatt society. 

The local population appears to have merged with the Celt-

ic newcomers, though we still lack a clear picture of this 

period. Did the local communities witness a complete col-

lapse? To what extent was the arrival of the Celts marked 

by military aggression? Or did economic interests, diploma-

cy and agreements play a more important role? Is it possible 

that there was no Celtic immigration and the changes only 

reflect the cultural transformation and the decision of the 

Dolenjska elites to ‘become Celtic’? Whatever the case may 
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be, archaeological evidence shows that the old order and 

traditional relationships broke down, and new cults and re-

ligious beliefs appeared. The age-old tradition of burial in 

tumuli was abandoned and the dead began to be cremated 

and buried in flat cemeteries. Weapons and jewellery were 

predominantly fashioned in the La Tène style, while pottery 

remained traditional. 

Towards the end of the 4th century, typical La Tène arma-

ment and individual pieces of jewellery also appear in the 

Posočje region. They may represent traces of Celtic military 

formations making their way across the Alps and into Ita-

ly, or in the opposite direction, though they may also reflect 

the local communities adopting the modern Celtic weapons 

and fashions.

Following a period of social turmoil marking the decline of 

the Hallstatt and the dominance of the La Tène culture, the 

social and political situation stabilised. In Slovenia, archaeo-

logical evidence from the 3rd, 2nd and 1st centuries BC suggests 

four regional groups with a distinct material culture and bur-

ial rituals that partly correspond with the first ethnic groups 

reported in ancient texts. Greek and Roman authors writing 

Figure 168
Jernej Pečnik excavated a site above Ribjek near Mokronog in 1885 
and unearthed graves with goods that were unlike anything he was 
used to on the Hallstatt sites across Dolenjska. Dragotin Dežman, 
then curator at the Provincial Museum in Ljubljana, knew that the 
closest parallels for the finds from Mokronog were among the 
items excavated at the Swiss site of La Tène. A year later, he com-
missioned Kunibert Drenik to draw the most beautiful finds from 
Mokronog and Valična vas. He presented the drawings together 
on five plates, prints of which could be purchased at the museum.

Figure 167
The names of peoples and places in Slovenia from the 2nd and 1st 

centuries BC that feature in ancient texts.

in the 2nd century BC related, for the first time in history, the 

names of places, mountain passes, mountains, waterways 

and peoples in the area. They reported on the Celtic tribe of 

the Carni and possibly the Ambisonti living in western Slo-

venia, the Celtic Taurisci in central and eastern Slovenia, and 

the non-Celtic, southern Pannonian tribe of Colapiani liv-

ing in the present-day Bela krajina region. Sources from the 

mid-1st century BC also mention the Norican Kingdom that 

presumably formed in the 2nd century BC and included the 

areas of Austrian Carinthia, Koroška and Celje. 
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MYSTERIOUS F IGURES , 

DRAGONS AND GRIM FACES

the prevalence of new beliefs and their expressions, which 

are the result of new social relationships.  

The beginnings of the Celtic La Tène culture are discernible 

as a movement that swept across different regions of Eu-

rope and developed into specific versions. We can trace the 

La Tène culture from its original appearance in the Moselle 

Basin and the central Rhineland all the way to the Atlantic 

coasts of France and the British Isles in the west, and to the 

Danube Basin in the modern Czech Republic, Hungary and 

Slovenia in the east. The artistic expression differed from 

region to region and gave rise to ever new variants of the La 

Tène style that reached far beyond the areas outlined above. 

This widespread popularity of objects shaped or decorated in 

the La Tène style is not linked merely to the generalised pic-

ture of the mass migrations of Celtic populations, as related 

by ancient writers, but also and in particular to the migra-

tions of smaller groups or individuals. These items travelled 

together with merchants, attachés, adventurers, mercenar-

ies, artisans and others, connecting different communities 

and influencing the development of local styles.

The creators of the La Tène style drew from different sourc-

es, including the Classical art of the Mediterranean that they 

knew from imported luxury items (such as the pottery and 

bronze vessels of the Greeks and the Etruscans), but inter-

preted according to their own aesthetic taste to develop a 

unique style. It was an unusual, abstract style peopled by 

frightening creatures, either fantastical or real, surround-

ed by or hidden in intertwined vegetal or geometric motifs. 

The geometric designs often reveal a degree of geometric 

knowledge usually associated with Greek mathematicians 

such as Pythagoras. This may be another reflection of the 

regular contacts between central Europe and the civilisa-

tions of the Mediterranean, but it may also be the result of 

the knowledge of the Celts themselves.

Major changes took place across Europe in the 5th century 

BC, mirrored in the area north of the Alps by the decline of 

the Early Iron Age centres of settlement, as well as the rise 

of new political, military and economic centres. They were 

accompanied towards the end of the century by the appear-

ance of a new artistic style. It marked the beginning of the 

Celtic La Tène culture with Celtic art as an important con-

stituent part. Its appearance was probably connected with 

Figure 173
The bronze handle terminal of a small knife unearthed at Žero- 
vnišček near Bločice takes the shape of a two-faced head with a 
loop at the end. The grim faces with large round eyes and touching 
brows are similar to the products of Early Celtic art. The heads face 
in opposite directions and may represent a divinity similar to Janus, 
whom the Romans worshipped as the god of beginnings and end-
ings, of doorways and gateways, passes and passages. The motif 
of Janus is known from Celtic sculpture dating to the late 5th and 
the 4th century BC, but also from contemporary Etruscan jewellery.
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“..., Jupiter holds the empire of 

heaven, Mars controls wars. 

To Mars, when they have deter-

mined on a decisive battle, they 

dedicate as a rule whatever spoil 

they may take. After a victory they 

sacrifice such living things as 

they have taken, and all the other 

effects they gather into one place. 

In many states heaps of such ob-

jects are to be seen piled up in hal-

lowed spots, and it has and often 

happened that a man, in defiance 

of religious scruple, has dared to 

conceal such spoils in his house 

or to remove them from their 

place, and the most grievous pun-

ishment, with torture, is ordained 

for such an offence.”

(Gaius Julius Caesar, The Gallic War, 6, 

17; translation H. J. Edwards)

Figure 198
Ritual deposition of a sword in 
the River Ljubljanica, possibly af-
ter a battle or during an initiation 
ritual. Such scenes would have 
been fairly common in the late 
2nd and the 1st centuries BC. It is 
a time marked by numerous con-
flicts between the different Celtic 
and other groups, by the military 
incursion of the Germanic Cimbri 
and by the punitive expeditions 
of the Roman consular armies 
(concept by Andrej Gaspari, draw-
ing Igor Rehar).
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