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Prehistoric Vestiges on Highis Peak in Zarandului
Mountains (Municipality of Tirnova, Arad County)’

Eugen Piadurean, Alexandru Berzovan

Abstract: The present article deals with a series of prehistoric discoveries made on the plateau of the Highis
Peak in Zarandului Mountains. Field researches performed in 1988 by teacher M. Colar from Birsa, in 2009 by
Eugen Pidureanu and in 2010 by a team led by the late Liviu Maruia have led to the discovery of a small but
relevant lot of prehistoric pottery fragments. A ditch was also noted in the south-eastern area of the plateau.
Though at the current state of research the character of habitation there cannot be established, the rescued
archaeological material can be attributed to the Soimus Cultural Group from stage II of the Transylvanian Early
Bronze Age.

Keywords: Highis Peak, Zarandului Mountains, Early Bronze, Soimus Cultural Group, prehistoric pottery,
precinct.

Introduction

Zarandului Mountains and the surrounding areas, i.e. the valleys of rivers Mures and Crisul Alb,
represent a region of special archaeological potential. The numerous field researches that we have
performed in the area of the settlements of Covasint, Siria, Paulis, Cuvin, Dud, Agrisul Mare, Taut,
Viasoaia, Corbesti, Rosia Noua and Troas have led to significant archaeological discoveries from various
historical and prehistoric periods: Final Neolithic, Early Bronze, Hallstatt, the classical period of pre-
Roman Dacia etc.

As for the Final Eneolithic and Early Bronze, special discoveries are those made in Covisint
“Cioaca Tornia”, Cuvin “Magura”, Dud “Cioaca Chiciora”, Taut “Dealul Rujelor”; Radesti “Cetiteaua”,
Vasoaia “Ciocul Gradistii”, Corbesti “Piriul Filimonesti”, Rosia Noua “Dealul Comorii”*. Through the
present article we add a new point of archaeological interest for the Early Bronze, i.e. the Highis Peak
in Zarandului Mountains, located on the border of the municipality of Tirnova.

Geographic context

Highis Peak and its plateau are part of Zarandului Mountains (Fig. 1). Placed along the east-west
direction, these mountains present low altitudes and are considered small in comparison to the neigh-
boring mountain ranges (Codru Moma, Bihor, Metaliferi). The three main peaks reach 841 m (Magura
Ciungani), 836 m (Drocea Peak), and 800 m respectively (Highis Peak). Through its low average alti-
tude of ca. 500 — 600 m, Zarand should rather be included in the category of hills, its relief units,
geologic sub-stratum and vegetation nevertheless maintain it among the mountain units.

Zarandului Mountains display three sectors delimited by depressionary corridors: the western
sector between Aradului Plain and the Nadas — Birzava corridors, including the Highis Peak; the central
sector delimited to the east by the Capruta — Gurahont corridor, dominated by the Drocea Peak; and
the eastern sector that ends at the interference area with the Metaliferi Mountains.

The minor hydrography is relatively rich; the mountains are crossed by the valleys of several creeks
oriented northwards, towards the valley of River Crisul Alb, such as Valea Almasului, Valea Mare — with
the spring under the Highis Peak, or southwards, towards Muresului Valley, such as Valea Cladovei,

English translation: Ana M. Gruia.
1 Padureanu 1982, 35-47; Padureanu 1985, 32,33,38-40; Padureanu 1987, 33-36; Padureanu 1993, 22; RAJ Arad 1999,
51, 60, 64, 67,82,103, 107, 126, 132.
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Valea Radnei, Valea Soimosului and others®. Zarandului Mountains are not steep, wavy, lacking major
landscape accidents, with gentle crests, crossed by numerous mountain paths and easy access routes;
thus they have provided favorable conditions to prehistoric human communities®.

Fig. 1. Location of the discovery: Romania, Arad County, Highis Peak (modified Google map).

Fig. 2. The plateau of the Highis Peak (Fragment Map 1:25000 L_34_68_Bc).

2 Ardelean, Mandrut 2009, 28-29.
®  Ardelean, Mandrut 2009, 59.
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Fig. 3. View of the Highis Peak from the north (modified Google map).

Fig. 4. The plateau of the Highis Peak. View from the south-east (Photo E. D. Padurean).

The Highis Peak has the geographic coordinates of 46° 12" 23" N and 21° 48" 33" E (Fig. 2), holding
a dominating position (Fig. 3-4). The plateau is oriented NW — SE, measuring ca. 130 m in total length
and 25-30 m in width. The surface is slightly convex so that precipitation waters flow towards the steep
slopes without puddling. In the southern part — but also around the plateau - one can note the route of
a rather filled-in ditch, no doubt the result of human intervention. The opening of the ditch measures
ca. 3.5 m. The presence of large, aligned rock boulders might also suggest human intervention.

Fig. 5. Stations of the Soimus cultural group in Zarandului Mountains (modified Google map).
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History of the discovery

The Highis Peak has been repeatedly noted as a spot of archaeological interest. In 1990 teacher
Ovidiu Somesan from Buteni related a series of legendary traditions from the villages in the area
(Maderat, Agrisul Mare, Araneag, Draut, etc) that mention a Roman observation point on this peak.

Actual data came to light in 1988 when geography teacher Mihai Colar from Birsa rescued a modest
lot of prehistoric pottery fragments from the plateau®. In 2009, Eugen Piadurean, together with three
members of the “Veniti cu noi” tourist group from Arad - Cecilia Crisan, Alexandru Szentgyorgy
(Arad) and Gheorghe Ratiu (Tirnova) - performed the first field walk on the plateau, observing for
the first time the ditch surrounding it. In August 2010 a team consisting of Liviu Maruia, Alexandru
Berzovan, Leonard Dorogostaisky, Dan Vlase and Adrian Ardelean performed a new field research,
rescuing another lot of pottery fragments.

Archaeological material

We shall hereby discuss two lots of archaeological materials consisting exclusively of pottery frag-
ments. The lot rescued in 2010 consists of several dozen small and very small fragments, made of
coarse fabric, brick-red in color, undecorated. No shape can be identified. They were found over the
entire surface of the plateau.

On the other hand, the lot rescued by teacher Mihai Colar, though only consisting of four frag-
ments, is much more relevant. Three of the items preserve the profile of the rim and a series of orna-
ments that allow for typological and chronological determinations. We shall hereby describe the items:

1. The first fragment was part of the upper section of a pot with thinned rim; the fabric displays
inclusions of fine sand, traces of mica flakes and minuscule black pebbles. The surface is exfoliated. It
belongs to a tronconic bowl with the diameter of the mouth measuring 18 cm (Fig 6/1).

2. The second is a fragment from the upper part of a pot with flared, rounded rim; a horizontally
placed rib is placed on the short neck. The fragment is brown in color and also preserves the slip; on
the inside it displays darker spots. The fabric seems to contain silt and finely grounded potshards. The
diameter of the mouth measures 17.5 cm (Fig 6/2).

3. The third fragment is from the upper part of a pot with slightly flared rim, doubled by a narrow
sleeve on the outside (ca. 0.5 cm) under which one notes a cockscomb-type knob, with an alveolus,
from which two vertical ribs start downwards. Due to the fragmentation of the pot, only one of the
ribs has been preserved. One can also note the brown, polished slip. As inclusions, the fabric shows
small fragments of some calcareous substance (possibly snail shells or crushed seashell valves). From
a typological perspective, this seems to have been a cooking pot with the diameter of the mouth
measuring 17 cm (Fig. 6/3).

4. The final pottery fragment belonged, based on the thickness of the wall, to a large-size pot (ca.
1.5 cm). On the outside it displays a prolonged, horizontal knob, trapeze in shape, from the middle
of which a thick rib stars vertically downwards. The inner and outer color is brick-red and the core is
black. The slip has been preserved (Fig. 6/4 A, B). Several details of the decoration (a possible incised
circle, several poorly preserved incisions on the knob) allow for more detailed discussion.

Overall, the entire rescued archaeological material is very poor. Some fragments display slip,
others were strongly corroded. Their color varies from gray brown to brick-red. As inclusions in the
fabric one encounters minuscule pebbles, fine sand, crushed potshards and calcareous matter. As for
the shapes, one can clearly identify one cooking pot and one bowl. The first might have been of the
bitronconic type (Fig. 6/2-3). All decoration is in relief.

An interesting detail can be noted on the fourth pottery fragment (Fig. 6/4 A, B). A shallow circular
incision can be observed on the left side, between the horizontal knob and the vertical rib. Another
such incision, partly destroyed through corrosion, had been placed on the right. Several incised lines
can also be seen, though hardly, on the knob and on the vertical rib. This makes us wonder if the
original representation could have been anthropomorphic, though the incised elements might have
been the result of unintentional impressions before firing.

¢ Prof. Ioan Andritoiu saw the archaeological material in 1989. The lot was donated to the Arad Museum Complex in 2016.
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4a 4b

Figure 6. Soimus-type pottery discovered on the plateau of the Highis Peak (drawings and photograph).
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Cultural and chronological identification

The restricted character of the archaeological material rescued from the plateau of the Highis Peak
does not prevent us from concluding that prehistoric habitation can be identified on the mentioned
spot. The shapes, ornaments and fabric allow for the attribution of the rescued materials to the Soimus
Cultural Group from the second period of the Early Bronze Age in Transylvania (circa 2500-2300
B.C.).

Thus, the bowl has analogies in: Temesesti®, Soimus’, Almas®, Deva “Magna Curia™. The
cooking pot has analogies in: Temesesti’®, Rosia Noua", Soimus'?, Tebea', Zlatna', Pianu de
Jos®, Alba Iulia'®, Deva “Magna Curia”’. Cockscomb decorated knobs with alveoli have analogies in
Temesesti'®, Tebea', Soimus®, Almas?, Zlatna “Migura Dudasului’®, Alba Iulia®. For the simple
horizontal ribone can find analogies in Soimus?, Carpinis®, Tebea®. The simple, undecorated sleeve
placed under the rim has analogies in Temesesti?’, Soimus®®, Almas-Saliste?®, Tebea®.

The definition of the Soimus Cultural Group is connected to the name of Professor Ioan Andritoiu®.
After the group was defined, other specialists have also approached the issues of this cultural mani-
festation: H. Ciugudean, C.I. Popa, N.C. Riscuta, Ch. Schuster. Besides the old excavations initiated by
L. Andritoiu in Soimus “Cucuteu”, Boholt “Ciuta”, Boia “Magulicea”, Tebea “Varful Rustii” or those coor-
dinated by M. Lazar in Almas “Saliste”, new researches have been performed on five sites: Alba Iulia
“str. Sinaia”, Poiana Ampoiului “Piatra Corbului”, Zlatna “Magura Dudasului”, Aiud “Cetatuie”, Deva
“Magna Curia”. Except for these sites, specialists have also valorized older materials from museums
and from reinterpreting older discoveries that had been published, but were incorrectly determined
culturally and chronologically®?.

Final considerations

Unfortunately, the limited character of the investigation and the scarcity of the materials do not
allow for much comment on the length and intensity of habitation. The pottery fragments rescued
in 2010 were found over the entire plateau and might suggest a seasonal habitation. The altitude of
800 m and the lack of means of subsistence, the relatively long distance to water sources — the closest
is Fintina de Sus — but mainly the big difference in altitude until this latter spot might support the idea

5 Andritoiu 1992, 25-26; Gogaltan, Apai 2005, 32-37.
6 Gogaltan, Apai 2005, PL. I11/6; V/1; VI/5.

7 Andritoiu 1992, P1. 5/6.

8  Andritoiu 1992, PL. 7/1.

9  Riscutal998, Fig. 6/5.

0 Gogaltan, Apai 2005, P1. 1/2.

1 Gogaltan, Apai 2005, Pl. IX/4.

2 Andritoiu 1992, P1. 5/1, 13.

¥ Andritoiu 1992, P1. 6/10.

1 Ciugudean 1996, Fig. 67/4; 68/1, 9; 69/1-2, 4; 70/2.
' Ciugudean 1996, Fig. 78/9.

% Ciugudean 1996, Fig. 79/10.

7 Riscuta 1998, Fig. 10/1, 6; 14/2.

8 Gogaltan, Apai 2005, P1. VIII/4, 7, 9.

¥ Andritoiu 1992, P1. 7/7; 9/13.

20 Andritoiu 1992, P1. 5/1; 9/11.

2 Andritoiu 1992, P1. 5/3.

22 Ciugudean 1996, Fig. 70/2.

% Ciugudean 1996, Fig. 79/12.

2 Andritoiu 1992, PL. 6/4; P1. 6/12.

% Andritoiu 1992, P1. 5/12.

% Andritoiu 1992, P1. 6/9.

27 Gogaltan, Apai 2005, P1. I/1-7; I11/5; IV/2-5.

% Andritoiu 1992, P1. 5/10.

2 Andritoiu 1992, P1. 13/15.

%0 Andritoiu 1992, P1. 6/5, 6.

3 Andritoiu 1984,3; Andritoiu 1989,39; Andritoiu 1992, 19-26.
%2 Gogaltan, Apai 2005, 21, 29.
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that this was a seasonal settlement. On the other hand, one cannot exclude the possibility that this
habitation might have represented a ritual place during Prehistory®.

Through the present discovery the distribution area of the Soimus Cultural Group is extended
westwards, as until now it was limited to the settlements in Temesesti, Corbesti and Rosia Noua; it is
possible that during the Early Bronze period these tribes of mountain people occupied the entire area
of Zarandului Mountains (Fig. 5). Their traces overlap previous habitations of carriers of the Cotofeni
III Culture over the same mountainous region®. One must state that several other plateaus in the
area, as yet unchecked, might have been inhabited during Prehistory.

Delimiting the exact distribution area of the Soimus Cultural Group in Arad County is one of our
concerns. We wonder if the Lipovei Hills might be part of the distribution area of this cultural group.* In
the plains of Banat the archaeological discoveries associated to this cultural group are extremely rare®.

Eugen D. Padureanu
Arad, ROU

eugen.padurean@yahoo.com
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Pamatky Archeologické. Praha.

Past and Present. Oxford.

Die Publikationen des Institutes fiir klassische Studien/ Publicatiile Institutului de
studii clasice. Cluj-Napoca.

Praehistorische Bronzefunde. Berlin.

Acta Musei Papensis — Papai Muzeumi Ertesité.

Prahistorische Zeitschrift. Berlin.

Revista Muzeelor, Bucuresti.

Revista Istoricd Romana.

Revista Muzeelor si Monumentelor. seria Monumente istorice si de arta. Bucuresti.
Revista Muzeului Militar National. Bucuregti.

Ruralia. Pamatky Archeologické — Supplementum. Praha.

Rad Vojvodjanskih Muzeja, Novi Sad.

Studii si Cercetari de Istorie Veche. Bucuresti.

Studii si Cercetari Numismatice. Bucuresti.

Slovenska Archeolégia. Nitra.

Studii de Istoria Artei. Cluj Napoca.

Studii de istorie a Banatului. Timigoara.

A Szant6 Kovacs Janos Mtzeum Evkonyve, Oroshaza.

Studii si Materiale de Istorie Medie. Bucuresti.

Szolnok Megyei Mizeumi Adattér. Szolnok.

Studii si Materiale de Muzeografie si Istorie Militara. Bucuresgti.

Starinar. Arheoloski Institut. Beograd.

Studii Clasice, Bucuresti.

Studii si comunicari. Sibiu.

Studia Archaeologica. Budapest.

Studia Comitatensia. Szentendre.

Studia Universitatis Cibiniensis. Sibiu.

Studii si Comunicari. Muzeul Judetean de Istorie si Etnografie Vrancea. Focsani.
Studijne Zvesti Arheologického Ustavu Slovenskej Akademie Vied. Nitra.
Symposia Thracologica. Bucuresti.

Tempora Obscura. Békéscsaba 2012.

Tibiscus. Timigoara.

Varia Archaeologica Hungarica. Budapest.
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VME A Vas megyei Mtzeumok Ertesitsje
Ziridava Ziridava. Arad.
ZM A Vas megyei Muzeumok Ertesitéje

ZSA Ziridava Studia Archaeologica. Arad.





