Seven thousand-year-old fertility rite?
A painted human representation from a Late Neolithic site at
Sormas-Torok-foldek, south-western Transdanubia

Judit P. Barna

The present paper focuses on a richly paint-
ed unique vessel, and also on the interpretation
of its decoration. The vessel was found during
the excavation of a site at Sorméas-Torok-foldek,
in Zala county, where parts of settlements and
considerable sections of two circular ditch sys-
tems of the Sopot and Early Lengyel cultures
were excavated (Figs. 1,1-2). The vessel came to
light in 2002; it was found in feature 11/ A, a pit
situated in the sector of Enclosure No. I'.

Feature No. 11 was a medium-sized, shallow
pitwith an uneven base and indistinct outline, its
fill was greyish-brown in colour (length: 4.2 m;
width: 2.7 m; depth: 0.42 m). At the north-
ern end of feature No. 11, a deeper, shaft-like
round pit was dug into the subsoil (feature No.
11/A). The wall of this pit was steep and nar-
rowed towards the base, except for its northern
side, where it descended in a step-like manner
(diameter: 0.7x0.95 m; depth: 0.9 m). The fill of
pit No. 11/ A was black, with charcoal and yel-
lowish clay flecks. The shards of the painted
vessel were lying in random positions in and
around the opening of feature No. 11/A (Fig.
1,3a-c).

Due to very fast conservation of the painted
shards, the upper part of the vessel could be re-
constructed and a significant part of the painted
decoration could also be preserved. Further
finds discovered in the pit comprise fragments
of a bomb-shaped vessel with a narrow mouth
and short neck, several chipped stone artefacts,
among them a bifacial tanged point?, and a frag-
ment of a grinding stone. Feature No. 11/ A can
be dated to the Early Lengyel culture.

1 P. BArNA 2007.
2 P.Barna/T. Biro 2009, Fig. 6,2.

Detailed description of the vessel

This part of a vessel originates from a large,
so-called mushroom-shaped vessel. It is deco-
rated with yellow and red paint and knobs.
The clay is tempered with sand and small peb-
ble fragments, the surface is burnished. The
originally whole vessel broke at the joint of the
shoulder and the lower body; the whole lower
part is missing (Figs. 2,1a-b). On the basis of
previously defined proportions of the respective
body parts of similar mushroom-shaped ves-
sels published from other Early Lengyel sites?,
the complete shape of the vessel can be recon-
structed reliably (Figs. 2,2a-b). The reconstruc-
tion drawing is based on the vessel discovered
in Unterwolbling, Austria®. There are two knobs
on the shoulder of the vessel. Originally there
may have been four, but two are missing on the
fragmented side of the vessel. One of the knobs
is large, semi-globular and pushed out from the
inside, the other is elongated and applied ver-
tically on the shoulder of the vessel (height of
the partial vessel: 21 cm; rim diameter: 26.5 cm;
neck diameter: 24 cm; maximum diameter of the
shoulder: 33 cm).

Figurative and geometric motifs compose
the painted ornamentation of the vessel. The ge-
ometric motifs are the most characteristic for the
formative phase of the Lengyel culture®. There
are short, oblique yellow dashes amidst the nar-
rower, horizontal red bands painted on the grey,
natural surface of the vessel. The uniqueness of
the Sormas vessel lies in the representation of a

3 ZALAI-GAAL 2011, 254-256.

* Ruttkay 1979.

> These are horizontally, vertically or obliquely paint-
ed red bands of different widths.
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Fig.1 1 Geographical location of the site at Sormas-Torok-foldek, south-western Transdanubia (H);
2 Excavated features of the site at Sormas-Torok-foldek; 3a Features 11 and 11/ A;
3b The shards of the painted vessel around the opening of feature 11/A; 3¢ Feature 11/A.

human couple, which is the primary decorative the back (Figs. 2,2b; 3,1c; 3), but this question
motif and is present on both sides of the vessel. cannot be answered with certainty because of
On one side, figures No. 1 and 2 are depicted the fragmentary nature of this side of the vessel.
from the front (Figs. 2,1, 2a). On the other side The representation on the surface of the ves-

they presumably are represented as seen from sel can be divided into two almost identical
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“scenes”. The more complete front scene (Figs.
3,1a, 2a) is bordered on the left by secondary
motif No. 1 and on the right by secondary mo-
tif No. 2 (Fig. 3,3). The form of the secondary
motifs is similar to that of an almond truncated
at both ends, and the motifs are cut in half by a
vertical band (Fig. 3,1b) which serves as an axis
of symmetry. The truncated-almond secondary
motifs are framed. Narrow, horizontal bands
painted perpendicularly to the wide, vertical
ones densely cover the gap between the vertical
bands and the frames. The interstices between
the horizontal bands are covered by short,
oblique yellow dashes painted on the grey, nat-
ural surface of the vessel in such a way that the
lines constituted by the short dashes are placed
one under the other, forming vertical zigzag
motifs (Fig. 3,2b). This yellow painted zigzag
motif formed by lines constituted by short dash-
es is interpreted as cereals ears by Méaria Karo-
lyi, who published almost identical motifs from
a site at Sé° (Western-Hungary).

A detail of a 2-3 mm wide red band can be
seen next to figure No. 2; it is differentiated from
the yellow background by its sharp outlines
(Fig. 3,3). On the surface of the vessel, a gap can
be detected at the interstice between this detail
and secondary motif No. 2. The original form of
this fragmented motif cannot be reconstructed
on the basis of the remaining section; it could
be either part of a third figure, or some kind of
geometric motif”.

A pale motif painted in yellow can be seen
to the right of the head of figure No. 4, viewed
from the back (Fig. 2,2b). The motif is uniden-
tifiable because of its snippetiness. It could be
the remains of either a spiral or of concentric
circles®.

The couple depicted from the front is com-
posed of a shorter figure with a narrower body

¢ M. KaroLyl, A Sé-Malomi dl6i neolitikus telepiilés
festett keramiajanak diszitési rendszerei (The orna-
menting systems on painted pottery in the Neolith-
ic settlement at the Sé-Malomi slope). Savaria 34,1,
2011, 123-172 here P1. 10,4, 6.

Regarding the latter possibility, we can state that
there is an empty, yellow surface on the right side of
figure No. 4, depicted on the back of the vessel. So if
there was a third figure between the secondary mo-
tif and figure No. 4, it must have been much shorter
than the others.

8 In our opinion, it is more likely to be a spiral.

(Fig. 1) and a taller one with a wider body (Fig.
2). The triple concentric circles with a dot in the
centre, painted in yellow on the chest of figure
No. 1, deserve attention. A very pale V-shaped
motif, also in yellow paint, is visible around the
neck of figure No. 2. It may represent either jew-
ellery (a necklace) or some kind of symbol.

Both of the figures are standing; the arms
of figure No. 1 point downwards, figure No. 2
holds its arms upwards. Where the arms meet
between the bodies, they cover each other. Link-
ing the two figures, this peculiar pose may ex-
press the gesture of holding each other’s hands
or being arm-in-arm; the painter of the scene
could have emphasised the close connection of
both figures.

The figures are not complete, the lower parts
of their bodies - if they were ever represented
- are missing, just like the lower part of the ves-
sel. The head of figure No. 1 is incomplete. The
heads and necks of the figures are not depicted
in detail, the tops of the heads are closed by a
straight line.

The body of figure No. 2 is composed by a
wider band. On its lower part, a large, oval knob
is applied vertically on the vessel. It is not clear
whether this knob is part of the figure or not. If
it is part of the composition, it is of interest for
determining the sex of the figure’.

To sum up, we can conclude that the repre-
sentation of both figures is almost identical; dif-
ferences can be detected only in their sizes and
ornamentation. Based on this we may presume
that these details are of special importance.

Parallels of the vessel

Taking the vessel as a whole, it must be stat-
ed that it has no exact parallel; it seems to be a
unique find. But regarding its individual char-
acteristics and details in turn'®, one can find sev-
eral good parallels. Especially finds with similar
decoration may help us to decode the message
hidden in the vessel.

Mushroom-shaped vessels (Butmir-vessels)
are one of the most typical vessel forms of the
Early Lengyel culture and constitute one of the

9 See details below.

10 E.g. form of the vessel, the style of the decoration and
the subject of the figurative representation.
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rare differences between the vessel forms of the
Sopot and Early Lengyel cultures. In the Sopot
culture only a sub-type of the mushroom-shaped
vessels is present, the one without a neck, but it
occurs only very rarely, e.g. at the sites of So-
pot' or Becsehely-Biikkaljai dil6'2. Neverthe-
less, Juraj Pavik regards mushroom-shaped
vessels without a neck as a characteristic of the
already developed Lengyel culture®. This can
be contradicted based on the observations made
at Sormas-Torok-foldek, since several examples
of mushroom-shaped vessels of both sub-types,
either with or without a neck, are present here'.
On the basis of the reconstructed vessel exca-
vated in Unterwolbling, Elisabeth Ruttkay has
named the sub-type with a neck ‘Schultergefafs”
(i.e. ‘shouldered vessel’) in German®. The
Lengyel material from Sormas-Torok-foldek
comprised the fragments of 18 different Butmir
vessels, among them six vessels of the sub-type
with a neck. Five further examples belonging
to the sub-type without a neck were found, the
others cannot be classified due to their fragmen-
tary state. The vessel studied in this paper is the
most beautiful and exceptional example from
the site. Both sub-types of this vessel form are
also present at the site of Asz6d'. The dating of
the eponymous Lengyel site, thought to be the
earliest site in the south-eastern part of Trans-
danubia, is also based on this type of vessel. In
connection with this reconstructed, richly paint-
ed mushroom-shaped vessel with a neck, Istvan
Zalai-Gaal studied all known reconstructed ves-
sels of this type in detail”. The vessel discussed
here differs from these examples not only in
its figurative paintings, but also in view of the
proportions of the given body parts, first of all

M. KRZNARIC-SKRIVANKO, Istrazivanja na Sopotu (Die
Ausgrabungen in Sopot). In: A. Tomaz (ed.), Od
Sopota do Lengyela (Between Sopot and Lengyel).
(Koper 2006) 11-19 here 15.

12 N. Kalicz/E. Kreiter/Z. M. Tokai, Die Rolle der So-
pot-Kultur in der Entstehung der Lengyel-Kultur auf
Grund der Neuen Ausgrabungen in Stidwestungarn.
In: Kozrowski/Raczky 2007, 29-47, Abb. 5,14.

J. PavUK, Zur Frage der Entstehung und Verbreitung
der Lengyel-Kultur. In: Kozrowski/Raczky 2007, 11-
28.

14 P. Barna 2007, PL. 4,15-16, 19.

15 RurtkAY 1979, Taf. II.

16 KaLricz 1985, Abb. 51,8, 10.

17 ZALAI-GAAL 2011, 254-256.
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regarding the proportion of the diameters of the
mouth and neck, and that of the height of the
neck and the shoulder. This difference could
well be explained by the chronological situation
of the find - this mushroom-shaped vessel is the
earliest known for the Lengyel culture to date.

The exceptional form of mushroom-shaped
vessels is mostly determined not by practical
or aesthetic reasons, but rather by the meaning
expressed in the form. The widening shoulder
made it possible to hold large vessels safely, the
special shape influenced aesthetic experience,
but the real importance of the vessel form was
given by the female shape it expressed - even if
it was depicted in a highly stylized form. There-
fore, it is an anthropomorphic vessel. This may
be confirmed by finds such as a mushroom-
shaped vessel found at the site of Sé'¥, on which
a multiple belt, one of the most characteristic el-
ements of Late Neolithic female costume’, was
depicted (Fig. 4,1), or the unique vessel from the
site at TéSetice-Kyjovice, Moravia. This large
mushroom-shaped vessel with a sitting Svodin-
type anthropomorphic figurine composing its
upper part illustrates the close relationship be-
tween both vessel types. Its arms are raised in
a gesture of adoration; the whole surface of the
vessel was originally painted with yellow col-
our®.

Some details of the vessel, such as the ap-
plied knobs, deserve further attention. Among
the knobs decorating the mushroom-shaped
vessels found at Sormas-Torok-foldek, several
types can be differentiated. Type 1: large, semi-
globular knobs pushed out from the inside - one
of the knobs on the vessel studied here belongs

8 M. KAroLyi, Napsziilottek. Savaria foldjének 6si kul-
tardi a romaiak el6tt (Ancient cultures of Savaria
before the Romans). (Szombathely 2004) Fig. 79,1.

19 P. BarRNA/Z. TOTH, Kés6 neolitikus viseletrekonstruk-
cidk a lengyeli kultdra leletei alapjan (Reconstruction
of Late Neolithic costume based on finds of the Len-
gyel culture). Osrégészeti Levelek 7 (Budapest 2005)
50-59, Figs. 1,6; 4,1-3.

2 E. Kazpova, Anthropomorfni nadoba lengyelské
kultury z Tésetice-Kyjovic, JZ Morava. In: I. Cheben/
I. Kuzma (eds), Otazky neolitu a eneolitu nasich
krajin (Nitra 2001) 129-136; V. PopBorskY/ Z. CIZMAR
2008, 179; J. P. BarnA, Antropomorf edények tore-
dékei Sormas-Torok-foldekrél, a korai lengyeli kul-
tarabdl (Bruchstiicke anthropomorphen Gefifse aus
der frithen Lengyel-Kultur in Sormas-To6rok-foldek).
Tisicum 19, 2009, 39-53 here 40.
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Fig.2 1a The upper part of the painted vessel with human representation; 1b Detail of the decoration:
concentric circles with a dot in the centre on the chest of figure No. I; 2a The front scene on
the reconstructed vessel; 2b The back scene on the reconstructed vessel.

to this type (Fig. 3,2a). Type 2: conical knobs
with a handle. Type 3: solid knobs applied on
the surface of the vessel*. Type 4: longish, oval
knobs placed vertically on the wall of the vessel
(Fig. 3,2a).

The knob on the body of figure No. 2 belongs
to Type 4. Considering the anatomical order
of the human body, it may be interpreted as a
symbolized phallus. It denotes that figure No.

2 With a further sub-type variant.

2 is a male, which is also suggested by the fact
that its size exceeds that of figure No. 1. A good,
but more realistic parallel for a phallus applied
to a vessel as part of a male figure comes from
the Linear Pottery site at Hurbanovo/Bohata
(SK)®. The other knob on the vessel, represent-
ing Type 1 and located to the left of figure No.

2 G. BrezinovA/N. PazinovA (eds), Neoliticka osada
Hurbanovo - Bohatd. Arch. Slovaca Monogr. XIII
Arch. Ustav Slovenska Akad. Vied (Nitra 2011).
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Fig. 3 1a-c Different views of the painted vessel; 2a and 2¢ front-wise scene and different views of
the painted vessel; 2b Detail of the yellow painted zigzag motif; 3 Surface of the painted vessel.

1, is placed on the vertical band which cuts the
almond-like secondary motif in half (Fig. 3,1b).
The phallus as a symbol of masculine creative
power references fertility”. The almond-shaped
secondary motive is geometric and is an ancient
vulva symbol; it symbolizes hidden powers be-
cause of its closed, hard shell*.

Despite the fact that most mushroom-shaped
vessels were painted, the one studied here is still
unique due to its figurative paintings. Amongst
the motifs painted on the other examples found
at Sormas-Torok-foldek are the following: a spi-
ral with a tangent, a tight spiral disc, a disc witha
tangent and triangular meanders painted in yel-
low on a red base. Triangles, squares, bands and
lines of different widths can run horizontally,
vertically or obliquely and are used frequently.

5 PAL/Ujvari 2001, 108.
#, Vesica piscis” in latin, see BIEDERMANN 1996, 258; PAL/
UjvAri 2001, 265, 414.

Dots do not occur. The zigzag motif mentioned
above and thought to be the stylized depiction
of a cereals ear formed by lines constituted by
short dashes, namely grains, is an important de-
tail in the interpretation of the depiction on the
vessel. In a Neolithic context, cereals or grain
always suggests something more than merely a
cultivated plant; it is a widely used symbol of
life, the circulation of cycles of both human life
and nature®. The interpretation of this symbolic
depiction in the context of a vessel form symbol-
izing a female may help us to clarify one of the
possible functions of the Sormas vessel. Regard-
ing the function of mushroom-shaped vessels, it
is likely that they served as containers for solid
materials instead of liquids, similar to the large
face pots of the Szakalhat and Tisza cultures®.

% J. G. Fraser, Az Aranyag (Budapest 1995) 245 f;
ELIADE 1994, 41-44.
% Makkay 2005, 91; N. Katicz/]J. Koos, Ujkékori ar-
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The depiction of cereals/grain on the vessel
suggests that it contained cereals, yet was not
merely a container jar: placing cereals into a ves-
sel that forms a stylised woman suggests sow-
ing grain in the womb of Mother Earth. For that
reason, we may conclude that the cereals held in
the vessel may have been seed-corn. Seed-corn
guarantees the re-birth of life, therefore it is the
symbol of the eternal circulation of life; the part
of the grain which dies during harvest serves as
food, therefore it, too, is a symbol of life?.

Finally, there is the spiral motif visible on the
back of the vessel, which can be considered as a
further symbol. We do not go into details ana-
lysing the meaning of this sign because of con-
cretions. Here, we simple note that it has very
diverse meanings, for instance storm, lightning,
earth, water, snake®; the spiral may symbolize
the eternal cycle and infinity, or also astral, lu-
nar or solar powers and fertility®.

The depiction of the human figures

The depiction of the human figures on the
vessel is highly stylised and schematized; yet
both of the figures depicted from the front can
be identified unequivocally due to several simi-
larly schematized human depictions on Neolith-
ic finds. Beginning with the Early Neolithic, this
kind of schematized representation is present in
various forms in the Carpathian Basin. Schema-
tized human depictions may occur as anthro-
pomorphic reliefs on vessels (as Early Neolith-
ic parallels, see a large grain storage vessel of
the Koros culture®, or another large container
of the Starcevo culture®), as incised lines (as
Middle Neolithic parallels, see e.g. Kustanszeg-

cos edények a Kérpat-medence északkeleti részé-
b6l (Neolithische Gesichtsgefdfie in Nordosten des
Karpatenbeckens). Herman Otté Muz Evk. 39, 2000,
15-44 here 22.

%7 ELIADE 1994, 41 {.

% Sz. A. Tokarev (ed.), Mitolégiai enciklopédia I (Buda-
pest 1988) 81.

» P4L/Ujvart 2001, 340.

% Hoédmezovasarhely-Kopancs, Zsoldos homestead:
F. HorvatH/T. PaLuch, Targykatalégus. In: BENDE/
LoriNnczy 2005, cat. no. 10.

1 Becsehely-Biikkaljai-dtil6, N. KaLicz, Csalog J6zseft6l
a “Medina-tipuson” keresztiil a Staréevo-kultaraig
(From the Medina-type to the Starc¢evo culture). In:
BenDE/ LOrINCzY 2009, 157-165 here Fig. 3,2.

Lisztessarok® and Becsehely-Homokos®) or as
painted geometric motifs. The human figures on
the Sormas vessel represent this latter type. The
closest parallels are known on black-painted
plates from the Lengyel culture site at Asz6d
(Figs. 4,4a-b)** and on a Svodin-type anthropo-
morphic vessel from Svodin (SK)*. On the front
of this vessel there is a geometric motif painted
in red, which is very similar to the human rep-
resentations on the Sormaés vessel (Fig. 4,2). An
oval knob applied to the wall of the vessel is in-
tegrated into the painted motif in a similar way
to that seen on the Sormas vessel; it, too, could
be part of the composition. Geometric human
representations often occur in the Tisza culture,
too, e.g. at Békés-Povad™®, Szegvar-Ttizkoves®”
or Polgar-Csészhalom®.

In spite of the different technique, a very good
parallel of the human figures of the Sormés ves-
sel can be found on the famous Sttelice vase® of
the Moravian Painted Pottery culture; the four
‘dancing’ figures, three of them males and one
female, also represent the same geometric style
(Figs. 4,3a-b). The entire decoration of the vase is
composed of lines made of small round strokes;

2 N. Katicz, Die Keszthely-Gruppe der Transdanubi-
schen (mitteleuropéische) Linienbandkeramik im
Lichte der Ausgrabung in Kustanszeg (Westungarn).
Commun. Arch. Hungariae 1991, 5-32 here Abb.
10,1.

P. BArNA, Becsehely-Homokos. El6zetes a M7 gyors-
forgalmi at 71. sz. lel6helyén feltart neolitikus telep
kutatasarol (1999. augusztus - 2000. marcius). In: G.
Tlon (ed.), Oskoros Kutatok II. 6sszejovetele Debre-
cenben 2000. november 6-8. MQMOZX II. (Debrecen
2004) 33-44 here Fig. 4,5.

34 KaLicz 1985, Abb. 73,1-3.

% V. Kujovsky/R. FURMANEK, Slovacchia: Crocevia delle
civilta Europee. Incontri con la cultura europea in
Toscana. Mus. Arch. Nazionale (Firenze 2006) 51, cat.
no. 25.

I. TurcsANyl, Emberalakos agyagnehezék a tiszai kul-
tara békés-povadi telljérél (Clay weight decorated
with a human figure from the Tisza culture tell
settlement of Békés-Povad). Arch. Frt. 132, 2007, 289-
293.

¥ Korek 1987, 59, Fig. 23.

% P. Raczky, A unique face pot from the Ocsod-
Kovashalom settlement of the Tisza culture. Acta
Arch. Acad. Scien. Hungaricae 51, 2000, 9-22 here
Fig. 1-2,4.

F. Vipomec, Ein jungsteinzeitliches Gefdf3 mit
eingestochenen Menschengestalten und Tierplastiken
von Sttelice (Stidmé&hren). Wiener Préhist. Zeitschr.
27,1940, 1-6; PopBorskY 2004, 271-283 here Abb. 4,2;
RutTkAy 1979, Abb. 2; PODBORSKY/ Cizmak 2008, 200 f.
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4a-b

5a-b 6

7a-b 8a-b

Fig.4 1 Mushroom-shaped vessel, Sé (H); 2 Anthropomorphic vessel, Svodin (SRB); 3a-b Vase, Stelice (CZ);
4a-b Painted human representations, Asz6d (H); 5a-b Symbols probably representing the sun
with (a) and without (b) rays, Ovc¢arovo (BL); 6 Decorated cup, Moosburg a. d. Isar-Murr (D);
7a Clay object of unknown function, Butmir (BIH); 7b Drawing of the motif probably representing
a human figure on the clay object shown in Fig. 4,6a; 8a Decorated shard of the Szakalhét culture from
Békés-Povad (H); 8b Reconstruction of the motif probably representing a human figure on
the sherd shown in Fig. 4,8a.
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they are separated from each other by four en-
graved rhomboid symbols ending with volutes
at the tops. The posture of the figures with their
raised and bent arms is interpreted as praying
or blessing by Elisabeth Ruttkay*. Jaromir Ko-
varnik interprets the scene as the portrayal of
a hieros gamos (‘sacred wedding’)*. As Vladimir
Podborsky states, the two opinions do not ex-
clude each other since the scene can be inter-
preted within the context of fertility magic*

Somewhat younger than the Late Neolithic
examples mentioned above, a Miinchshofen
culture cup decorated with incised human fig-
ures still belongs to the Epi-Lengyel-complex
(Fig. 4,6), and hence can be culturally related to
the Sormaés vessel. It comes from a site at Moos-
burg a.d. Isar-Murr, Bavaria (D)*®. This find
provides a good comparison for the Sormas
vessel: the human figures, presumably a man
and a woman, are depicted in a highly schema-
tized, geometric style, but some details are rep-
resented, such as the neck, the head, the fingers,
toes and clothing*. This example is important
because this is the only known parallel for the
Sormas vessel on which a couple stands arm-
in-arm. The detailed depiction of the costume
may suggest its importance; it could represent
ceremonial or formal clothes. On the basis of the
detailed depiction of the costume and further
particulars, Erwin Neumair interprets the scene
as a wedding ceremony, during which the cup
may have been used or sacrificed®.

As for the posture of the figures, it must be
emphasised that their arms are shown pointing
downwards, not in the praying or blessing (ado-
ration) gesture which can be considered ubig-
uitous in the Neolithic of south-eastern Europe

% E. Rurtkay, Uber anthropomorphe Gefde der
Lengyel-Kultur. Der Typ Svodin. In: A. Krenn-
Leeb/J. W. Neugebauer/A. Pedrotti (eds), Aktuelle
Fragen des Neolithikums in Mitteleuropa. Denkschr.
fiir Bernardino Bagolini. Prehist. Alpina 37, 2001
(Wien 2002) 255-272 here 262.

J. Kovarnik, K vyznamu pravékych kruhovych
piikopt. Uvahy k hospodaistvi, nabozenstvi a
organizovanosti starych zemédélskych civilizaci.
Kniznice Moravskoslezského arch. klubu 3 (Brno
1997) 40, Abb. 22.

4 PopBorsky 2004, 276.

# NEUMAIR 1996.

The identification of the figures” sex on the basis of
iconographic elements is not unequivocal.

* NEUMAIR 1996.
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(see above). Regarding this important detail,
there are only two parallels for the Sormas ves-
sel. The first is an incised representation of two
or more figures on a fragmentary clay object of
unknown function of the Butmir culture, Bos-
nia (Fig. 4,7a-b). The standing human figures
are highly schematised; body and arms are in-
dicated by simple bands and the head by a tri-
angle. The background of the scene is densely
filled with short dashes. The human figures oc-
cur as negative motifs in the incised surface of
the object*. The other possible parallel comes
from a Middle Neolithic context, from a site of
the Szakalhat culture at Békés-Povad, eastern
Hungary* (Fig. 4,8a-b). Part of a figure similar
to the Butmir figures mentioned above is visible
on a shard. It cannot be stated whether the fig-
ure had a head or not, due to the fragmentary
state of the shard, but the body and the arm of
the figure are identical with the Butmir repre-
sentation.

Attempt at a semantic interpretation of
the Sormas vessel

Regarding its rich ornamentation, special
form and size, this vessel was presumably not
for domestic use. The vessel was painted af-
ter firing, as is usual in the Lengyel culture, so
pastose paintings could easily wear off dur-
ing use. Some claim that richly painted wares
served for prestige purposes, not as kitchen
equipment*.

4 W. RapimskY/M. Hoernes, Die Neolithische Station
von Butmir bei Sarajevo in Bosnien (Wien 1895) 14,
Taf. IL8. - On the contacts between the Lengyel and
Butmir cultures see: J. P. BARNA, Ujabb adatok a du-
nantali Sopot-kultara kultuszéletéhez. Késé neoliti-
kus absztrakt allat alakd oltarok a DNy-Dunantalrél
(The cult life of the Transdanubian Sopot culture. Ab-
stract animal altars of the Late Neolithic from south-
western Transdanubia). In: Benpe/LORrINCzY 2009,
215-224; Ipem/T. BirO 2009, 282, both with further
references.

7 A. GuLyas/I. S. TurcsAnyl, A Tiszai-kultara két sir-
ja Békés-Povadrol (Two burials of the Tisza culture
from Békés-Povad). In: Benpe/LOriNczy 2009, 117-
124 here Fig. 3,2.

% J. LicHarRDUS/M. LICHARDUS-ITTEN, Spitneolithische
Funde von Cicarovce (Ostslowakei) und das obere
Theif3gebiet an der Schwelle zur frithen Kupferzeit.
Saarbriicker Stud. u. Mat. Altkde. 4-5, 1996, 143-249.
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The anthropomorphic vessel form, the sym-
bolism of the paintings and also the subject of
the painted scene associate this unique vessel
with a ritual sphere, rather than domestic use.
As Jaromir Kovérnik stated in his analysis of
gynaecomorphic vessels*’, the peculiar objects
bearing female characteristics served special
purposes and were related to the harvest and to
fertility rites. Let me start the interpretation of
the scene with the figures. Regarding the ratio
of their sizes and the close relationships of fig-
ures No. 1 and 2 on the one hand and figures
No. 3 and 4 on the other, it seems logical to sup-
pose that they are couples. Dichotomies of man/
woman must have been among the important
organizational principles of Late Neolithic com-
munities; the roots of this distinction based on
binary opposites can be detected in the Middle
Neolithic®. This organizational principle also
seems to be reflected in the composition of the
Sormas vessel: the female figure stands on the
left side of the front scene, since the male figure
occupies the right side.

Considering a ritual context, the figures on
the vessel are in a way persons of considerable
prominence: they may be couples of priest and
priestess or god and goddess, culture heroes
or something of this kind or their early ances-
tors just emerging during Neolithic times - not
merely ordinary people. But who in fact are
they? This question cannot be answered with
certainty.

Their ornamentation raises further ques-
tions: are these merely accessories of the cos-
tume of the figures or - considering the special
context of the ritual vessel - are they attributes
or symbols? Different interpretations must be
considered both for the concentric circles with
a dot in the middle and for the necklace. For the
former, there are three different possibilities:

1. The supposition that the object represents
a pectoral seems logical, but cannot be support-
ed with archaeological finds of the Lengyel cul-
ture, as not a single similar ornament or prestige
good is known. Since figure No. 1 is a female,

4 J. KovArNik, K vyznamu antropomorfnich a gyne-
komorfnich nadob (Zur Bedeutung der anthro-
pomorphen und gyndkomorphen Gefésse). Pam.
Arch. Suppl. 13 (Praha 2000) 182-195 here 193.

% Raczky/ AnpErs 2010, 153.

we have to first of all study the archaeological
evidence for the attire and prestige goods asso-
ciated with females. These - head-dresses, neck-
laces, bracelets and girdles made of bone, ant-
ler, marble, snail or Spondylus shell beads, and
red deer canines™ - cannot be compared to the
ornament of figure No. 1., and we hence have
to exclude them from our interpretation. The
same can be said of the pendants made from the
tusk segments® and jaws of wild boar, the rep-
resentative elements of the Late Neolithic male
costume™. The ornament of figure No. 1 seems
more like a copper ornament than a Spondylus
disc-shaped pendant of the kind characteristic
of the Middle Neolithic, but only sporadically
occurring in the Late Neolithic**. Another aspect
of the question is that copper objects are almost
unknown in the formative phase of the Lengyel
culture®; the systematic use of copper started
only latter, in the classic phase®. The only pos-
sible parallels of this ornament that we know
of are the copper trinkets found in the tell set-
tlement at Berettyoujfalu-Herpaly, which are
spiral-shaped pendants with several loops”. At
the same time, the habit of wearing ornaments
to demonstrate social status was widespread in
the Neolithic of the Carpathian Basin. Analys-
ing the prestige goods of this period and area,
Zsuzsanna Siklési concluded that the concept of
the sacred is strongly linked with the function of
ornaments, which did not merely express social
differences in a material way. It seems that “the
social group who had the right to wear these
prestige goods made efforts to support their
social position from the sacral side, and the po-
sition of ritual and political and/or economical

1 I. ZaLAI-GAAL, Die neolithische Grébergruppe-B1 von
Moragy-Ttizk6domb I. Die archdologischen Funde
und Befunde (Szekszéard, Saarbriicken 2002) 51 f.;
Raczky/ ANDErs 2010, 153.

52 ZALAI-GaAL 2010, 157 f£.

5% ZALal-GaAL 2010, 91.

5 SikLost 2004, 21.

® This period dates to the transitional horizon Ia/Ib of
copper metallurgy, which is characterised by the ac-
cidental, casual use of copper, see KaLicz 1992, 9.

5% Karicz 1992, 9.

% N. Kaicz/P. Raczky, Excavations at Berettyo6ajfalu-
Herpaly. Part I: Neolithic. Acta Arch. Acad. Scien.
Hungaricae 36, 1984, 85-136 here 129-131, Fig. 45,9;
EADEM, Berettyo6djfalu-Herpaly. A Settlement of the
Herpaly Culture. In: TALAs 1987, 105-125 here 118,
122, Fig. 41.
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leader(s) in society was not yet separate at that
time”",

2. It could be argued that the three concentric
circles with a dot in the centre are a symbol. The
circle is one of the four elementary geometric
symbols (along with the dot, the cross and the
square); it is often interpreted as a solar sym-
bol*’, but this is not clear in the Neolithic con-
text. Concentric circles occur on the small tables
of the famous shrine model from Ovcarovo
(BL)®. Some of the painted concentric circles on
the Ovcarovo tables are encircled by sun-rays
(Fig. 4,5a), while one of them is depicted with-
out rays and is identical to that on the Sormas
vessel (Fig. 4,5b). However, this variant may
just as well represent the full moon.

3. Finally, could the concentric circles with
a dot in the centre represent some kind of at-
tribute? An attribute is an insignia with the help
of which a depicted person can be identified,
and it is inseparable from that person. Maria
Gimbutas has previously argued that the discs
depicted on anthropomorphic statuettes indi-
cated status or marked a god(dess)®, in other
words that they are attributes. The use of at-
tributes in figurative art would suggest the ex-
istence of a developed system of religious be-
liefs, a pantheon and associated iconography
in the Late Neolithic of the Carpathian Basin,
but this cannot be proven. The identification an
object related to a human representation as an
attribute has been made in only few cases for
this period and area, e.g.: the ‘Sickle God’®* and
‘Axe God’®® of Szegvdr, a site of the Tisza cul-
ture, and in the case of a fragmentary sculpture
reconstructed on the basis of the Szegvar ‘Axe
God’ and found at the Lengyel culture site of
Szombathely-Oladi plato®. The latter find also

% SikLost 2004, 43.

% BIEDERMANN 1996, 278; PAL/ Upvar 2001, 234.

% H. Toporova, Kupferzeitliche Siedlungen in Nord-
ostbulgarien. Materialien zur Allg. und Ver-
gleichenden Arch. 13 (Miinchen 1982) Fig. 33.

1 M. GmvButas, The Gods and Goddess of Old Europe
7000 to 3500 BC. Myths, legends and cult images.
(London 1974) 44.

62 Korek 1987; Ipem 1990; Makkay 2005, Fig. 1-2.

8 Korek 1990; O. TROGMAYER, Der Gott mit Axt. In:

MEIER-ARENDT 1990, 66-69; Makkay 2005, Fig. 1,3-4.

G. Iron, A Lengyeli-kultara baltas istene Szombat-

helyen (Vas megye). (The “Axe God” of the Lengyel

culture from Szombathely [County Vas]). In: BENDE/

belongs to the Early Lengyel culture, but it must
be emphasised that the reconstruction is debat-
ed. In Janos Makkay’s opinion, the ‘Sickle God"
of Szegvar is the antecedent of one of the main
characters of myths of ancient Greek and Near
Eastern mythology (Enlil/Kronos) and is im-
portant evidence for the links between the most
ancient eastern and western (European-Greek)
theogonies®. Makkay’s theory was rejected by
Géza Komoroéezy*™.

Bright red and yellow colours decorate the
vessel. The natural colour of the vessel surface is
dark grey due to firing in reducing conditions;
both yellow and red colours were painted on
this natural surface depending on the motifs®.
Though colours affect everyone in a different
way, making it impossible to define objective
values for them, ancient cultures developed de-
fined systems of colour symbolism to establish
ordering principles in the diversity of the world.
However, an important fact is that the choice of
colours always depended on environmental cir-
cumstances, i.e. the availability of raw materials
for paints®.

Red is the colour of blood and life; since the
most ancient times it is an important element of
ritual®. Yellow is the colour either of warmth,
in relation to the sun, or of copper, symbol of
eternal light, expressive of majesty and power”.
Beyond their symbolic meanings, bright colours
like red and yellow obviously have a high aes-
thetic quality characteristic for Early Lengyel

LoriNczy 2009, 225-230; Ipem, Szombathely-Oladi
platé. In: Cs. Farkas (ed.), Id6csiga (Szombathely
2011) 41-45 here 42.

% MAKKAY 2005, 108.

% G. Komoroczy, The Separation of Sky and Earth. The

Cycle of Kumarbi and the Myths of Cosmogony in

Mesopotamia. Acta Arch. Acad. Scien. Hungaricae

21,1973, 21-45.

This can be seen especially in the case of the concen-

tric circles painted on the chest of figure No. 1 and

the small grains filling up the background in the sec-
ondary motif.

% BIEDERMANN 1996, 367 f.

% M. W. ConkEy, Prehistoric Art. In: N. J. Smelser/P. B.
Baltes (eds), International Encyclopedia of the Social
and Behavioral Sciences (2001), 11982-11986 here
11982.

70 J. CHAPMAN, Colour in Balkan Prehistory. (Alter-
natives to the Berlin and Kay Colour Paradigm).
In: L. Nikolova (ed.), Early Symbolic Systems of
Communication of Southeast Europe, BAR Internat.
Ser. 1139 (Oxford 2003) 31-56 here 36.

67
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groups. The large quantities of bright, colourful
vessels used in settlements provided a continu-
ous visual reference to a community aesthetic.
Thus, colours also had a social impact - espe-
cially in a ritual context such as has been sug-
gested for the Sormas vessel. In the words of
Biserka Gaydarska and John Chapman: “(...)
object colours were just as important as envi-
ronmental colours in the creation of significance
and meaning””".

Conclusions

To sum up the results of our investigations,
we may conclude that the painted Sormas ves-
sel is unique. A multi-layered, complex sym-
bolic meaning is inherent in its form and deco-
ration; thus the vessel form, some of its details
and the figurative decoration can be interpreted
at different levels. But it is important to recall
that the symbolism of the vessel can be decoded
and translated only by treating all the semantic
levels as a whole. My conclusions are as follows:

- The vessel form, the symbolism of the paint-
ings, the subject of the painted scene and
also the circumstances of the find assign this
unique vessel to a ritual sphere;

- The mushroom-shaped vessel represents a
female figure, thus it is a female anthropo-
morphic vessel and therefore refers to fertil-
ity rites;

- The dichotomy of the vulva/phallus, female/
male sexes is denoted by painted and formal
elements. The vulva, emphasising the female
quality, and the phallus representing the
male quality also refer quite clearly to fertil-
ity magic and rites;

- The cereals ear motifs in the secondary mo-
tifs of the paintings refer to rites relating to
cereals/grain, a symbol of the eternal circu-
lation of life;

- The association of grain with a female figure,
and the cereals being stored inside a vessel
representing a female, evoke the images of
seed-corn and the womb of Mother Earth;

71 B. Gayparska/]. CHapmaN, The Aesthetic of
Colour and Brillance - or Why Were Prehistoric
Persons Interested in Rocks, Minerals, Clays and
Pigments? In: R. I. Kostov/B. Gaydarska/M. Gurova
(eds), Geoarchaeology and Archaeomineralogy.
Proceedings of the Internat. Conf., 29-30 October
2008 Sofia (Sofia 2008) 63-66.

- The figurative depiction on the vessel shows
a couple composed of a male and a female.
The figures are represented in a very simpli-
fied, schematized, geometric style. Only two
details of the figures are emphasised: their
ornaments (jewellery? symbols? attributes?)
and their close connection, which is visual-
ised by the arm-in-arm position.

- Given the ritual context and the depiction of
their ornaments the couple may be interpret-
ed as the representation of persons of consid-
erable prominence (e.g.: couple of priest and
priestess, god and goddess, culture heroes
or their early ancestors just emerging during
Neolithic times);

- The “scene’ showing a couple of consider-
able prominence dressed ornately (wearing
their jewellery? symbols? attributes?) and
standing arm-in arm in a ritual context full
of fertility magic could recall the images of
the hieros gamos (sacred wedding);

- Mother Earth takes the seed-corn in her
womb during sowing, and if she conceives,
the seed-corn will be multiplied for the next
harvest; thus the fertility magic related to the
vessel was meant to ensure the abundance of
the crops. It is likely that the Sormés vessel
could have been used in fertility magic and
that its decoration represents a scene from a
myth associated with a rite related to cere-
als/grain (sowing and/or storing the seed-
corn);

- In addition to synthesizing form, decoration,
and content aesthetically, the Sormas vessel
proves that fertility magic was part of the
ritual practice of the Lengyel people.
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Summary

The paper focuses on a richly painted, unique vessel found at the site of Sormas-Torok-foldek in
2002. Following a detailed description of the find, possible parallels of the vessel are surveyed. The
second part of the paper offers an attempt at semantic interpretation of the find.

The most important conclusions are that the vessel form, the symbolism of the decoration, the
subject of the painted scene and the circumstances of the find assign this object to a ritual sphere. The
mushroom-shaped vessel represents a female figure, thus it is a female anthropomorphic vessel and
refers to fertility rites. The dichotomy of the vulva/phallus, female/male sexes is represented by pain-
ted and formal elements. The vulva, emphasising the female quality, and the phallus representing the
male quality also refer quite clearly to fertility magic and rites. The cereals ear motifs in the secondary
motifs of the paintings reference rites relating to cereals/grain, a symbol of the eternal circulation
of life. The association of grain with a female figure, and the cereals stored in the interior of a vessel
representing a female, evoke the images of seed-corn and the womb of Mother Earth. It is likely that
the Sormas vessel was used for fertility magic and that its decoration represents a scene from a myth
associated with a rite related to cereals/grain (sowing and/or storing the seed-corn). In addition to
synthesizing form, decoration, and content aesthetically, the Sormds vessel proves that fertility magic
was part of the ritual practice of the Lengyel people.

Zusammenfassung

Ein siebentausend Jahre alter Fruchtbarkeitskult? Gemalte menschliche Darstellungen vom
spitneolithischen Fundplatz Sormas-Torok-foldek, siidwestliches Transdanubien

Dieser Beitrag befasst sich mit einem einzigartigen, tippig bemalten Gefafs, das 2002 auf dem Fund-
platz von Sormas-Torok-foldek entdeckt wurde. Nach einer detaillierten Beschreibung des Fundes
folgt eine Zusammenstellung moglicher Parallelen. Der zweite Teil des Beitrages formuliert einen
Vorschlag zur semantischen Interpretation des Fundes.

Die wichtigsten Schlussfolgerungen sind, dass die Gefafiform, die Symbolik der Dekoration, das
Thema der aufgemalten Szene und die Fundumstiande dieses Objekt der Ritualsphdre zuweisen. Das
Schultergefafs stellt eine weibliche Figur dar, es handelt sich also um ein anthropomorphes weib-
liches Gefdfs, das auf Fruchtbarkeitsriten verweist. Der Gegensatz von vulva/phallus, bzw. weibli-
chem/mannlichem Geschlecht kommt in aufgemalten und formalen Elementen zum Ausdruck. Die
vulva, die das weibliche Element symbolisiert, und der phallus, der das mannliche Element darstellt,
weisen auch klar in den Bereich der Fruchtbarkeitsmagie und -riten. Das Weizendhrenmotif in den
Sekundédrmotiven der Bemalung deutet auf Riten hin, die mit Weizen/Getreide in Verbindung stehen
und ist als Symbol des ewigen Lebenszyklus zu verstehen. Die Assoziation von Getreide mit einer
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weiblichen Figur, und die Tatsache, dass Getreide in einem Gefdfs mit weiblicher Form aufbewahrt
wurde, erinnern an Saatgut und an den Schofs der Mutter Erde. Wahrscheinlich spielte das Gefafs von
Sormés eine Rolle im Fruchtbarkeitskult und stellt eine Szene aus einem Mythos dar, der mit Brauche
um Weizen/Getreide (Aussaat und/oder Aufbewahrung des Saatgutes) verbunden war. Uber eine
dsthetische Synthese von Form, Dekoration und Inhalt hinaus beweist das Gefdfs von Sormas, dass
Fruchtbarkeitsmagie Teil der rituellen Brauche der Lengyel Kultur war.



