Studia Antiqua et Archaeologica 30(2):399-409
DOI: 10.47743/saa7202473072710

Mounds of Fire! The Tumular Necropolis of Borsa-La Cismele (Vladeni, Iasi County)
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Abstract. North-eastern Romania benefits of a high density of tumuli, belonging to various prehistoric or historic
communities. Previous endeavors of our team have identified within this workspace, with the help of LiDAR data,
aerial photographs and cartographical supports, a number of 1791 of such mounds, usually placed on hilltops, forming
somewhat-linear arrangements, but also exceptional situations, such as the case of the tumular necropolis of Borsa-
La Cismele, a novel discovery that does not resemble anything studied so far. The site comprises at least six mounds,
out of which we have identified two groups of mounds connected by earthworks, shaping semi-circles. After the
documentation stage, our team has carried out fieldwalks, with which occasion the presence of reddish coloured soil
was observed. This characteristic was signaled only on the surface of the four connected mounds, suggesting that the
tumuli in question were not guarding some inhumation burials, but were witnesses of an impressive cremation ritual.
Thus, the current paper aims at signaling the presence of the monuments in question within the barrow landscape of
NE Romania, as a first step in the research strategy undertaken by our team.

Rezumat. Regiunea nord-esticd a Romdniei beneficiazd de o densitate foarte ridicatd a monumentelor tumulare,
atribuite unor diverse comunitdti preistorice si istorice. Demersurile anterioare, intreprinse de echipa de fatd, au
permis identificarea, cu ajutorul rezultatelor mdsurdtorilor LiDAR, al fotografiilor aeriene si al suporturilor
cartografice vechi, a 1791 de monumente de acest tip. De reguld, movilele sunt amplasate pe terenuri inalte, alcdtuind
aranjamente oarecum liniare, dar sunt semnalate si situatii exceptionale, precum este cazul necropolei tumulare
Borsa-La Cismele, reprezentdnd subiectul lucrdrii prezente. Situl arheologic este inedit si nu prezintd similitudini in
cadrul movilelor studiate anterior, fiind alcdtuit din cel putin sase monumente tumulare, dintre care se evidentiazd
doud grupuri conectate cu ajutorul unor valuri de pdmant, formdnd semi-cercuri. Ca urmare a documentdrii acestei
situatii au fost intreprinse cercetdri de teren, ocazie cu care a fost semnalatd prezenta solului de culoare rosiaticd.
Acest aspect a fost semnalat doar pe suprafata celor patru movile aflate in conexiune, sugerand faptul cd tumulii in
cauzd nu serveau drept gardieni ai unor morminte de inhumatie, ci au fost martorii unor ritualuri de incineratie
impresionante. Astfel, obiectivul studiului de fatd este reprezentat de semnalarea prezentei necropolei in cauzd in
cadrul peisajului tumular din nord-estul Romdniei, ca prim pas in strategia de cercetare asumatd.
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Mounds of Fire! The Tumular Necropolis of Borsa-La Cismele (V13deni, Iasi County)

The territory of north-eastern Romania benefits of a very high density of burial mounds,
belonging to various communities, dating from the Neolithic until medieval times>. If we were
to summarize the history of tumuli research within this workspace, it should be noted that only
few archaeological excavations have been conducted?, showing a predominance of sites
belonging to the Bronze Age, especially to its earliest period, this being somewhat
characteristic to the entire space located East of the Carpathians. However, we have to
acknowledge that lately, throughout Romania, the investigations of burial mounds have been
reignited, benefitting also of the usage of various interdisciplinary methods®. Prior to this
approach, for the territory of interest, such initiatives have been undertaken by members of
the present team, managing to obtain, among other, a detailed and up to date repertoire of all
the mounds located in the Jijia River’s catchment. Similar objectives were proposed by other
scholars, but either for different geographical areas®, from different perspectives’, or relying
solely on the topographical maps®. Usually, these studies take into consideration only the
monuments with significant elevations (visible in the field, as well as on various cartographic
and imagery supports), due to the lack of LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) data, thus
leaving an important number of sites unaccounted for. In opposition, our study has relied on
integrating both the topographical and military old maps, as well as the results of LiDAR
measurements, including in our repertoire even the nearly flattened mounds, visible only with
the help of laser scanning or aerial photographs. With this occasion we have managed to
identify almost 1791 mounds only in the territory of Jijia River’s catchment, an important
conclusion of this endeavor being that most of the sites are arranged in large, concentrated
groups, likely interconnected. The sites are predominantly found at higher altitudes, on
hilltops or gentle slopes along river valleys. These groups often form linear or circular patterns,
consisting of up to eight mounds, with one or two prominent tumuli followed by smaller, nearly
flattened mounds.

While it is true that we managed to identify a pattern regarding the funerary mounds of
NE Romania’, the analysis of LIDAR data has provided, also, exceptional situations. One of these
cases is represented by the tumular necropolis of Borsa-La Cismele, a novel discovery that
represents the subject of the present paper. The site occupies approx. 15 ha, being located on
the territory of Vlddeni administrative unit, in the north-eastern region of Iasi County (Fig.1-

3BURTANESCU 2002; NICULICA 2015; LASZLO 1994; MIHAILESCU-BIRLIBA 2022; LEVITKI 1994.

4 PETRESCU-DIMBOVITA 1953; 1954; PETRESCU-DIMBOVITA et alii 1955; DINU 1957; 1959a; 1959b; PETRESCU-
DIMBOVITA, DINU 1975; LASZLO 1976, etc.

5 HOECK et alii 2012; FRINCULEASA et alii 2015; STEFAN et alii 2017; HEGYI 2018; ENEA et alii 2021; HEGYI et alii 2021;
SIRBU et alii 2021; ENEA et alii 2022; METZNER-NEBELSICK et alii 2023; DIACONU et alii 2024; TENCARIU et alii 2024, etc.
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2). It is comprised out of six mounds, that can be categorized in three groups of two. Thus, we
have identified two mounds with higher elevation (M1-2), and two groups, summing four
monuments (M3-6), connected by earthworks (EW-1 and EW-2), shaping two semi-circles. The
first, higher ones, are located outside the previous group (Fig.3-4). Regarding their
morphometrical characteristics (Table 1), it is obvious that the four connected mounds present
different specifics than the two other, outsider ones. The latter have altitudes between 2 m and
2,2 m, and maximum diameters of up to 40 m, while the other four are smaller (20-30 m Dyax),

with elevations that do not exceed 30 cm, making the monuments almost imperceptible for the
naked eye.
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Fig.1. Localization of the archaeological site Borsa-La Cismele within: a-the territory of

Romania; b-the territory of Iasi County.
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Fig.2. Localization of the archaeological site Borsa-La Cismele on the Topographical Map of
Romania (1:25.000, 1984 edition).

At first glance, this represented an exquisite discovery, with no first-hand analogies in the
territory of nowadays Romania, at least in the current state of research. The next step in our
research was represented by a study of all of the available cartographic supports, followed by
fieldwalks. The purpose of the latter was not only to obtain aerial photographs, or to identify
archaeological material that could pinpoint the cultural-chronological attribution of the
discovery, but also to get acquainted with the terrain conditions (accessibility, type of
agriculture, type of property, etc.), in order to perform various non-invasive measurements
(magnetometry, Electrical Resistivity mapping and Tomography).
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Fig.3. The necropolis Borsa-La Cismele. Principal Component Analysis of hillshading (LiDAR-
derived DEM 1x1 m; Relief Visualization Toolbox).
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Fig.4. The necropolis Borsa-La Cismele. Local Dominance (LiDAR-derived DEM 1x1 m; Relief
Visualization Toolbox).

Table 1. Morphometrical characteristics of the archaeological structures of the necropolis
Borsa-La Cismele

Name Dinax Elevation Width Length
M1 40 m 2,2m

M2 40m 2m

M3 30 m 0,3m

M4 20m 0,2m
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M5 20m 0,3m
Meé 20m 0,15m
EW-1 0,25 m 20m 320m
EW-2 0,25m 15m 365 m

At this point, the site of Borsa-La Cismele became even more interesting, due to the
presence of reddish-colored soil (Fig. 5-6), only on the surface of the four connected mounds,
suggesting that the tumuli in question were not guarding inhumation burials, but were
witnesses of an impressive cremation ritual.

Fig.5. Aerial view of the necropolis Borsa-La Cismele (photo taken from NW).

So far, after a careful consideration of the scientific literature, it seems that such
discoveries are not known for the territory of Romania, but surprisingly not even for the
neighboring territories. The only similarities that our team has managed to identify are with
the so-called mounds “with moustaches”?, dating back to the periods of the Saks, Huns and
Tiirks, mostly known from the South Ural region of Kazakhstan', but having also isolated
presences in Kalmykia, the Dnieper region, and Crimea'?. However, the afore-mentioned
monuments consist, usually, of a burial mound, from which two arched stone ridges (the
“moustaches”) extend™, thus making this an improbable analogy. Other assemblies of mounds

10]n this sense, many thanks are due to Denis Topal, for providing valuable bibliography regarding the subject.
11 BEKBASSAR 1999; SYRLYBAEV et alii 2016; BEISENOV et alii 2018a; 2018b; GRUDOCHKO 2017; 2018; 2022.
12BOTALOV et alii 2006; TIHOMIROV 2020; TIHOMIROV et alii 2020.

B3BEISENOV et alii 2018a, fig.2; BEISENOV et alii 2018b, fig.2; GRUDOCHKO 2018, fig.2-4; GRUDOCHKO 2022, fig.2.
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and earthworks are found in the territory of the Republic of Moldova'4, but they usually present
almost rectangular forms (with one side missing), all of the angles being marked by the

presence of mounds.

Fig.6. Burnt soil visible on the surface of M3.

At this point, given those set out above, it is impossible to postulate any hypotheses
regarding the cultural-chronological attribution of the necropolis in question. Thus, the
following methodological steps will imply obtaining as much information as possible, with the
help of non-intrusive methods: acquiring a Digital Surface Model for the entire area, as well as
performing total field and vertical gradient magnetometry, Electrical Resistivity mapping and
Tomography. This multi-faceted approach was selected in order to ensure the detection of as
many types of archaeological anomalies as possible, since the contrast, as well as the signals,
offered by the archaeological structures differ, depending on the prospecting method used,
climate and environmental factors, etc. Also, another important detail is represented by the
fact that at the moment, the site of Borsa-La Cismele is not registered under the National
Archaeological Repertoire, being located on agricultural fields. Thus, its inclusion in the afore-
mentioned instrument is most important.

1 TOPAL et alii 2019, fig.9.
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