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FOREWORD

M

agic and witchcraft were part of the life of all communi‑
ties throughout the entire human history. Besides modern
theoretical approaches, which first appeared in the Victorian times
and continued until today, magical practices are still considered use‑
ful means through which people could communicate with the super‑
natural beings, and sorcerers and witches are the intermediaries of
this dialogue through their knowledge and abilities.
Ethnographic studies have provided numerous examples of magi‑
cal rituals, illustrating the huge variety and complexity of the ges‑
tures and actions required by the aforementioned dialogue with
the supernatural world. Likewise, ancient literary sources can help
unveiling similar information regarding some of the past societies.
However, this is not the case for many areas from temperate Europe
and elsewhere during most of the ancient times. As a consequence,
the archaeologists are called to provide at least partial reconstruc‑
tions of the magical practices and their practitioners from the regions
in question using the evidence they have uncovered.
It has to be noted that the archaeology of magic and witchcraft
is not a new subject. There are several important contributions pub‑
lished around the world, which have proposed several methods of
analysing and interpreting relevant archaeological evidence; many are
mentioned in the introductive chapter. At the same time, a series of
recent theoretical approaches taken over from cultural anthropology,
for example those related to the “cultural” or “social life of things”,
could offer useful instruments for interpreting archaeological data
from the perspective of magic and witchcraft in past societies.
In Romania, the approach regarding the archaeological evidence
of magical practices is less convincing. In general, any archaeological
feature that is not conforming to the expected interpretative model
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has been ascribed to the domain of “ritual”, without much clarifi‑
cation about the exact meanings of this term. Consequently, a pit
containing more-or-less complete ceramic vessels, or a group of pits
located outside the settlement, or objects having apparently unknown
functions or meanings, are all attached the “ritual” tag. Nearly all
archaeological monographs dedicated to various sites contain chap‑
ters dealing with the so-called spiritual, ritual or magical practices,
though no methodological or theoretical arguments are provided
for these identifications. These chapters usually include contexts
and artefacts which are not fitting easily into the other chapters deal‑
ing with the presumed “profane” life of the respective communities.
In most cases, the anthropomorphic figurines made of clay, which
resemble the so-called “voodoo dolls” from the Mediterranean area,
are those artefacts that are regularly classified as belonging to the
domain of “magical practices”.
However, one has to start from the observation that the existence
of archaic or traditional communities was always defines by a con‑
stant negotiation between the profane and the sacred, both con‑
cepts being quite fluid and often overlapping, not only during vari‑
ous ceremonies, but also in the daily life. For this reason, one could
reasonably expect to find material traces of the rituals of all kind
among the wide variety of archaeological evidence from a given site.
Nevertheless, many objects which were commonly used in profane
contexts to accomplish various practical tasks were sometimes taken
over to be reused in various rituals, including the magical ones. At
the same time, an entire range of material culture was exclusively cre‑
ated for and within the magical practices. In all cases, their meanings
and functions can only be understood if their contexts of “consump‑
tion” are properly interpreted.
This book aims to discuss certain aspects regarding the archaeol‑
ogy of magic and witchcraft in Iron Age Transylvania. The reason
for choosing this period stems from my longstanding interest in the
Iron Age archaeology in general. Likewise, Transylvania has been
chosen as the main target due to the fact that archaeological investi‑
gations of the last few decades, based on both traditional fieldwork
and more modern interdisciplinary approaches, allowed the accu‑
mulation of an important body of evidence regarding the proposed
subject, which is facilitating the elaboration of a coherent synthesis.
Nevertheless, the book is not going to solve all of the questions raised
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by the archaeology of magic and witchcraft in Iron Age Transylvania,
but will hopefully initiate a fruitful debate on this subject. How much
of this aim has been achieved, will be decided by it readers.
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