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A RHOMBOIDAL CLAY PLATE FROM IEPURESTI — LA ISLAZ
(GIURGIU COUNTY)

Raluca KOGALNICEANU

“1 Decembrie 1918” University, Alba lulia, Romania; e-mails: raluca.kogalniceanu@gmail.com, raluca.kogalniceanu@uab.ro.

Keywords: decorative plate, rhomb, clay, Gumelnita A1

Abstract: The paper presents an incomplete, undecorated, burned rhomboidal clay plate discovered in the Gumelnita Al settlement at lepuresti —
La Islaz (Giurgiu County). Its importance relies on the fact it is one of the two westernmost known artefacts of the kind, discovered far from the main
bulk of such finds in northern Muntenia, southern Moldavia, southern Moldova and southern Ukraine. The plate is discussed in the context of other
similar items. Current interpretations relate them to the presence of rhomboidal decorations on certain female figurines.

Cuvinte-cheie: placd decorativd, romb, lut, Gumelnita A1

Rezumat: Articolul prezintd un fragment de pldcutd din lut ars, nedecoratd, de formd rombicd, descoperit in cadrul asezdrii Gumelnita A1 de la lepuresti —
La Islaz (jud. Giurgiu). Artefactul este important deoarece este unul din cele doud exemplare cele mai vestice, descoperite la o distantd apreciabild de
majoritatea pieselor similare, identificate in nordul Munteniei, sudul Moldovei, sudul Republicii Moldova si sudul Ucrainei. Pldcuta este discutatd in
contextul celorlalte descoperiri similare si a interpretdrilor curente care le leagd de unele figurine feminine ce au reprezentat pe ele un decor romboidal.

INTRODUCTION

The site of lepuresti — La Islaz is located in southern
Romania, approximately 30 km south-west of Bucharest,
in the basin of the Neajlov River, between the villages
of Stalpu and lepuresti (Giurgiu County) (Fig. 1). It
has been investigated on a yearly basis from 2007 to
2013. As it will be seen below, it is important that the
first two excavation seasons were conducted by two
different archaeologists (2007 — A. Mocanu and 2008 —
I. Gheorghe), while the following ones (2009-2013) by
the author of this paper. The different field directors,
different teams, and different excavation and recording
techniques triggered subsequently some unfortunate loss
of information.

Figure 1. Location of the site (red circle).

Only a few papers have been published so far on
the results of the excavations (Markussen, Vornicu 2011;
Morintz 2011; Morintz, Kogdlniceanu 2012; Kogdlniceanu
et alii 2012; 2014; llie, Kogdlniceanu 2023). Only the
northern part of what was believed initially to be a tell-type
settlement was investigated. The materials indicated the
existence of a Gumelnita settlement (Al phase — see llie,
Kogalniceanu 2023) overlapped by a Bronze Age Glina
occupation layer.

A comprehensive synthesis on the topic of clay plates
was published by S. Pandrea (2001), that also brought
forward the discovery of several decorated items further
south of their expected area of occurrence, in Bulgaria.
Following his overview, the topic made the subject of
two presentations at the Pontica 56 conference in 2003
(Mistreanu 2003 and Pandrea 2003 — non vidi), while only
one more clay plate was published (Mirea 2007).

THE ARTEFACT AND ITS CONTEXT

Our clay plate (collection inventory no. 086) was
discovered in my first field campaign (2009), in Sector S1,
] A1-2/B1, between -0.75 and -1,00 m. The contextual
data is unclear particularly because the item was discovered
during the excavation of one corner of S1 (left unfinished
by the previous field director) and the enlargement of the
section by 0.40 m towards the north (Fig. 2 and 3). What
can be said with certainty is that, given the depth and
the pottery associated with it, it can be attributed to the
Gumelnita Al cultural level.

MATERIALE S| CERCETARI ARHEOLOGICE (serie noud), XXI, 2025, p. 11-18



12 Raluca KOGALNICEANU

The artefact (Fig. 4/a—b) is incomplete. It preserves
part of the large central hole and one of the small corner
ones. The plate was made of a clay with small pebbles and
other inclusions as temper (Fig. 4/e) and was well fired in
a reducing atmosphere. The colour of the plate is red, both
the exterior and the core, with the difference that on one
side the colour tends towards a brick red (Fig. 4/a), while
on the other side dark orange (Fig. 4/b).
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While the central hole (Fig. 4/c) appears to be made
carefully before firing, as indicated by its aspect and the
slightly elevated margins on one side, the corner hole
(Fig. 4/d) is slightly oval, and the direction of the perforation
is diagonal. This smaller hole seems to have been made
with an improper tool, that did not leave smooth walls as
in the case of the central one. Judging by the rough edges
of the perforation and the way it was drilled through the
polished margins of the plate, it is likely made after the
firing of the item.

The plate is not decorated. The only thing close to
decoration is the polishing of the margins, resulting in a
shiny band of ca. 1 cm in width on both sides. The rest of
the plate is covered with fine scratches. If it was painted in
the past, the acidity of the soil destroyed all traces.

The hypothetical reconstruction of the plate (Fig. 4/f)
yielded the following dimensions: length = 14.7 cm, width =
12.4 cm, @ of the central large hole =1.8 x 2.0 cm, @ of the
small corner hole =0.7 x 1.0 cm, thickness = 1,18-1,47 cm
(thicker around the central hole), weight of the preserved
part = 65 g. The fragment is estimated to represent between
one third and 30% of the complete artefact, suggesting an
estimated weight of the complete item of approximately
200 g. This is quite heavy for an artefact allegedly worn
hanging around the neck!

Moreover, neither the holes nor the plate show clear
use-wear traces indicative of the way it was used or worn.

ANALOGIES

This type of artefacts was mentioned so far only in the
area outside the Carpathian Bend in the southern part of
the Republic of Moldova and southern Ukraine, namely in
the territory of the Stoicani-Aldeni “cultural aspect” (Fig. 5).
S. Pandrea pointed in his study of the plates that several
items were also found further south, in Bulgaria (Pandrea
2001, p. 105).

Figure 3. Photo of the north-western corner area of Sector S1, before dismantling.
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Figure 4. The rhomboidal plate from lepuresti. a—b) view of both sides; c) detail of the large central hole; d) detail of the small corner hole; e) detail of
pottery fabric; f) reconstitution of the item’s dimensions.
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We will focus our attention on the items in Romania,
especially those occurring at sites attributed at one point
to the Stoicani-Aldeni cultural aspect.

An attempt to make an exhaustive catalogue of these
finds proved pointless, since most of the artefacts were only
briefly mentioned, with no details concerning their number,
context or size. Concerning the dimensions, even in the rare
cases when they were mentioned in the description, their
dimensions did not correspond to those in the artefact’s
filing record (see below the observations on the complete
piece from Stoicani, for example). In another case, the scale
indicated on the published drawing does not match the
graphic scale on the same figure (such is the case of the
items from Igesti or Barlalesti, see below). Finally, when
the same item was republished, the graphic scales were
different from one instance to the other (see the plate from
Liscoteanca), the decoration differed in terms of reported
number of incised lines (Latesti), the profile was described
as both curved and straight (again the item from Latesti), or
the item had or did not have corner holes (Latesti). In most
cases, the photographs were of extremely poor quality.

From north to south, the sites where decorative plates
were found are the following, with numbers corresponding
to the ones in Fig. 5:

1. Dodesti (Vaslui County) — one rhomboidal clay
plate, with corner holes and three concentric incised lines
forming rhomb shapes as decoration. It was published as
a drawing showing two fragments of the same artefact
(Coman 1980, fig. 96/1) and as a black and white photo of
the restored piece (Dragomir 1983, fig. 56/11). The central
hole was reconstructed in the drawing, but not at the
restored piece. The graphic scale of the published photo
does not match the written value on the drawing.

2. Barlalesti — Stantia (Vaslui County) — two rhomboidal
clay plates and an oval one. The former two have three
large holes each, set approximately along the long axis
of the items. Apparently, these two do not have corner
holes, although in one case the drawing of the profile
indicates small perforations at the obtuse corners while the
drawings of the sides do not illustrate such perforations
(Coman 1980, fig. 96/2). In the third case, the drawing of
the profile illustrates a particularity, namely two transversal
small perforations, at least one on each pointed corner
(Dragomir 1983, fig. 57/1). Each piece is illustrated as
drawing in only one publication (see above). The oval
plate is incomplete and presents only a central perforation
(drawing — Coman 1980, fig. 96/4). All three items were
decorated on both sides with incised lines forming V-shaped
or rhomb-shaped motifs. The graphic scale published with
the drawing in one of the cases (Dragomir 1983, fig. 57/1)
does not match the written value.

3. Latesti (Vaslui County) — one rhomboidal clay
plate. Published as a drawing in two different publications
(Coman 1980, fig. 96/3; Dragomir 1983, fig. 57/3), with
small differences. One central medium-sized hole. The
presence of corner holes is not certain: in one drawing
there are incised dots at the corners, and the curved profile

does not illustrate any perforation, while in the other case,
small holes are illustrated at all four corners, both on the
two sides of the piece and on the straight profile. The plate
is decorated with sets of incised curved concentric lines
around the corners, but the number of lines differs from
one drawing to the other (four or five).

4. Igesti (Vaslui County) — several rhomboidal clay
plates (Coman 1980, p. 77). Only one is illustrated in a
drawing (Dragomir 1983, fig. 57/2). It presents three large
holes set approximately along the long axis of the piece.
No corner holes, but the drawing of the profile illustrates
a particularity, namely two transversal small perforations,
at least one at each pointed corner. It is decorated on both
sides with lines forming four concentric rhomb shapes
around the holes.

5. Suceveni — Stobordni (Galati County) — two
rhomboidal decorative plates: one made of greenish
sandstone (Dragomir 1970, p. 34, fig. 9/10; Dragomir
1983, p. 29; Dragomir 1996, p. 192) and one made of clay
(Dragomir 1970, p. 34, fig. 9/11; Dragomir 1983, p. 29).
Both were found in the north-eastern corner of House |,
in the hearth area, from the upper occupation level. In
the 1983 publication, I. T. Dragomir mentions two clay
plates and no stone one, but it could just be an error. Both
published as black and white photos. The stone plate has
more rounded corners, no central hole and four small
corner holes. A small copper wire fragment was found in
one of the corner perforations (Dragomir 1970, caption of
fig. 9/10). The clay plate has two large holes in the centre,
set along the long axis of the artefact and no corner holes. It
is decorated, at least on one side, with incised lines forming
two concentric rhomb shapes around the central area.

6. Stoicani — Cetdtuie (Galati County) — one complete
and four incomplete clay plates. The complete item was
found in the first occupation layer from the 1948 excavation
and was illustrated as a drawing and a black and white
photo. It has one central large hole and four small holes at
the corners. According to the description, it was decorated
only on one side, with the other side polished; it displayed
an incised line at the margins, a rhomboidal band between
this line and the central perforation having the contour
lines incised and painted with red on a slightly scratched
background, an arched incised line on each side of the
central orifice towards the pointed corners of the item
(Petrescu-Dimbovita 1953, p. 17 and 106, fig. 42/16 and
44/8). The dimensions given by the author of the excavation
(7.8 x 7.6 cm) do not match the dimensions provided in
the file for the classification of the item (18.3 x 11.9 cm),
where a colour photo was also included (file compiled by
S. Turcanu and approved by OMC 2270/19.04.2008).

Another plate, incomplete, is illustrated by a
drawing as a fragment decorated on both sides with
incised lines forming, probably, a rhomb-shaped motif
(Petrescu-Dimbovita 1953, p. 106-107, fig. 42/14). The
fragment had one small corner hole. The drawing of the
profile though, does not seem to illustrate this hole, but
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a transversal perforation, as in the case of the items from
Barlalesti and Igesti.

A second (incomplete) plate illustrated also by
drawing is represented by a fragment preserving one of
the pointed corners with a small hole (Petrescu-Dimbovita
1953, p. 106-107, fig. 42/15). The decorative motif, present
probably on one side only, consists of rhombuses, but the
execution technique remains obscure.

From the third fragment was preserved an unperforated
pointed corner, according to the drawing, but with a
transversal perforation based on the drawing of the profile
(Petrescu-Dimbovita 1953, p. 106-107, fig. 42/17) The
decoration, on only one side, seems to be painted. The
motif is that of rhombuses.

The last fragment, illustrated by drawing, consists of a
corner area with a small hole. The decoration on only one
side seems to be made by incised lines forming concentric
rhomb-shapes (Petrescu-Dimbovita 1953, p. 106-107,
fig. 42/18).

All fragments were discovered in occupation layers
5 or 6 of the settlement (Petrescu-Dimbovita 1953, p. 106).

ROMANIA

Google Earth

7. Draganesti-Tecuci (Galati County) — at least one
decorative plate (Comsa 1963, p. 19). No details.

8. Liscoteanca — Movila Olarului (Brdila County) — one
rhomboidal clay plate. It was illustrated as a black and white
photo (Hartuche, Anastasiu 1976, cat. no. 215; Dragomir
1983, fig. 56/11) and recently as a colour photo (Garvan
2021, pl. 240/1). The graphic scales of the 1983 and 2021
publications do not match; the original one states textually
the dimensions of 19.5 x 18.5 cm with a thickness of
1.5-1.9 cm (thicker at the margins), @ of the central hole =
1.4 cm, @ of the transversal orifices = 0.3—-0.4 cm; the small
holes in the corners have an oblique trajectory (Hartuche,
Anastasiu 1976, p. 117, cat. no. 215). The plate was
discovered in a burned pit together with several complete
painted vessels, two necklaces of burned clay beads and a
large quantity of burned wheat grains (Dragomir 1983, p.
93 — note 2, p. 104). It presents one large central hole and
four small corner holes. It seems to be decorated on both
sides, with a solar symbol incised around the central hole,
four curved lines incised around the corner holes and filled
with white colour, forming two alternate bands painted

\f ﬂk—«f'\ﬂ N

MOLDOVA

7 QI (@l(@k)
4
,f\\ o1l
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Figure 5. Distribution of rhomboidal plates. 1. Dodesti, 2. Bdrldlesti — Stantia, 3. Ldtesti, 4. Igesti — Scandureni, 5. Suceveni — Stoborani, 6. Stoicani —
Cetatuie, 7. Drdgdnesti-Tecuci, 8. Liscoteanca — Movila Olarului, 9. Vulcdnesti, 10. Bolgrad, 11. Nagornoye I, 12. Aldeni — Gurguiul Balaurului,
13. Alexandria — Nanoveanca-Baraj, 14. lepuresti — La Islaz. Circles — discoveries included in Pandrea 2001 review and in Mirea 2007: white = verified,
yellow = unverified; arrows — newer discoveries: white = previously published, red = current artefact. Base map: Google Earth.
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with red colour between lines, around each corner. It also
has incised lines in angles on the sides (Hartuce, Anastasiu
1976, p. 117-118; Dragomir 1983, p. 93 — note 2, p. 104).

9. Vulcanesti (Republic of Moldova) — only one plate
(fragment) illustrated, without other details (Pandrea 2001,
fig. 1/3). It seems the plate shape has deviated slightly
from the rhombic standard, with the obtuse corner angles
rounded heavily. A central large hole is illustrated, as well
as a small corner hole. Undecorated.

10. Bolgrad (Ukraine) — no info other than the presence
of decorative plate(s) at this site (Comsa 1963, p. 19).

11. Nagornoye Il (Ukraine) — several fragments of
decorative plates were found. They were published as
drawings, with no exact number (the drawings illustrate
fragments from four or five different items) or detailed
description of the context (Skakun 1996, p. 153 and fig. 7 and
8/4, 7-8). Small corner holes are visible, as well as one and
two large central holes, incised decoration similar to the one
encountered on the Romanian territory, but also different.
It is worth highlighting two things: one fragment presents
both multiple central holes and corner holes and different
motifs encountered at decoration, already mentioned above.

12. Aldeni — Gurguiul Balaurului (Buzau County) —
references were made to the discovery of decorative plate(s)
at this site (Pandrea 2001, p. 106; Mirea 2007, p. 142), but
the indicated paper (Comsa 1963, p. 19) does not mention
anything of the kind, and neither does the recent volume
that reanalyses the finds from this site (Stefan 2023). We
consider it to be a case of perpetuated error.

13. Alexandria — Nanoveanca-Baraj (Teleorman
County). Chance discovery. One fragment of a decorative
clay plate, with a central large hole and at least one small
hole at the pointed corner. Decorated on both sides with
a combination of incised lines, circles and dots, in an
asymmetrical layout. It was made of micaceous clay with
sand and chaff and was burned in a reducing atmosphere,
acquiring a greyish colour. The preserved fragment has a
length of 12.0 cm and a thickness of 1.3 cm (Mirea 2007).

Although we did not illustrate the location on the map,
it should be listed here the discovery of several decorative
plates at the Drama — MedZumekja tell settlement in
Bulgaria (apud Pandrea 2001). It should me mentioned that
all of the four items illustrated by drawings (Pandrea 2001,
fig. 3) are missing the central hole. Small corner holes are
present. Except for two cases where the rhomb motif is
present in the decoration, in two cases the spiral motif is
exclusive and in one case circles combine with rhombuses.
One of the plates, although tends towards a rhomb shape,
seems to have extremely rounded corners.

DISCUSSION
The space and time issues
Since the first item discovered (Petrescu-Dimbovita

1953) and until the end of the 20™ century (Skakun 1996),
these plates were attributed to the Stoicani-Aldeni cultural

aspect (except for the Liscoteanca plate, attributed to
the Gumelnita culture, A1 phase — Hartuche, Anastasiu
1976, p. 117), defined as a combination of Precucuteni
Il / Cucuteni A and Gumelnita A features developing in
the north-western part of Muntenia (Petrescu-Dimbovita
2001, p. 153). The synthesis published on the topic in
2001 (Pandrea 2001) attributes them to the Gumelnita
culture. Although we do not completely agree with this
bulk reattribution, we would like to point out that some of
the plates were found on the territory of the Vaslui County
(no. 1to 4 from the catalogue and map) where Gumelnita
culture did not reach.

The plate discovered near Alexandria is the
westernmost one and appears to be the earliest, as it was
attributed to the Boian culture, the Spantov phase (Mirea
2007, p. 143). The plate from lepuresti can be added to
this western areal of distribution. As recent analysis on
the materials from lepuresti concluded that the Copper
Age level from the site can be attributed to the phase Al
of the Gumelnita culture (llie, Kogdlniceanu 2023), the
decorative clay plate can be ascribed to the same phase,
being probably one of the earlier examples.

Trends

While compiling the catalogue of finds, several trends
were noticed that are worth highlighting.

The plates were not always made of burned clay; in
one case the item was made of stone (Suceveni), although
it is difficult to assess whether this particular plate can be
placed in the same category with all the others.

The plates do not always have corner holes as
stipulated before (Pandrea 2001, p. 105). At most plates
with multiple large central holes, the corner small holes
seem to be missing (Barlalesti, Igesti, Suceveni).

Also, in the case of the plates with multiple central
holes (Barlalesti, Igesti), and of several fragments that
might or might not come from plates with multiple
central holes (Stoicani), the drawings seem to indicate
the existence of some transversal small perforation at the
pointed corners — an element not mentioned before by
anyone, except once, when the plate from Liscoteanca
was first published (Hartuche, Anastasiu 1976, p. 117).
Though we initially suspected a drawing error, as the first
cases we encountered together one publication (Dragomir
1983), we noticed that they were also present in a much
earlier paper (Petrescu-Dimbovita 1953) and at completely
different artefacts. Moreover, by combining the textual
description of the transversal small holes at the pointed
corners, and the normal small corner holes in the case of
Liscoteanca plate, we completely eliminated the possibility
of a drawing error.

There seems to be a trend for multiple central holes in
the northernmost area of distribution (Vaslui County, no. 2
and 4 on the map, multiple items), with the stipulation that
a fragment from a plate with at least two central holes and
corner holes was found at Nagornoye (no. 11 on the map).
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Not all plates were decorated, as shown by the
fragment found at lepuresti and published here and as
mentioned in reference to some of the finds from Moldova
(Mistreanu 2003, p. 54).

Concerning the decoration, it should be pointed out
that, while most of the items found in the main distribution
area presented motifs related to the rhomb shape; further
away, at Liscoteanca, a possible solar motif is illustrated,
combined with curvilinear motifs (present also at Latesti),
while at Alexandria the decoration seems more abstract,
with circles and lines that are far from the rhomb shape,
but closer to the decoration encountered on the Bulgarian
plates from Drama (circular plus lines/abstract — Pandrea
2001, fig. 3/3, spiral motif — Pandrea 2001, fig. 3/4 and
rhomb plus circle — Pandrea 2001, fig. 3/1). The bi-facial
decoration of some items could be related to the manner
in which the plates were used.

Although the shape of the artefact is, in most of
the cases, that of a rhomb, there is one decorative plate
that is oval (Barldlesti) and other two that maintain the
rhomb shape in idea but are extremely rounded at corners
(Vulcanesti and Drama).

Symbolism and use

When first discovered and published, they were
described as “decorative plates” (Petrescu-Dimbovita 1953,
p. 106). After the discovery of the Liscoteanca plate and the
interpretation of the decoration as illustrating a solar motif
and of the context as a ritual one (Hartuche, Anastasiu
1976, p. 117-118), the clay plates became “ritual”. The item
from Liscoteanca was also interpreted at the time of the
first publication as a possible calendar/watch (Hartuche,
Anastasiu 1976, p. 117-118).

The rituality of the plates was reinforced not by an
analysis of their context of discovery (whenever possible),
but by the correlation drawn between their shape and a
certain set of figurines decorated with rhombuses either
in the pelvic (with the rhombuses placed horizontally)
or in the neck area (the rhombuses placed vertically)
(Dragomir 1983, p. 99, fig. 51/12-16; Pandrea 2001; 2003).
On the figurines, it seems that only the pelvic rhombuses
were decorated, while the neck ones were undecorated
and smaller in size. None of the rhombuses on figurines
had central holes represented. It should be mentioned that
a bird figurine discovered at Suceveni also had a rhombus
depicted in the neck area, in the same manner as on the
female figurines (Dragomir 1983, p. 102, fig. 59/9). We
consider the arguments brought by M. Secuiu (2016,
p. 18-24) against the wear of the plates as pendants to be
of the common-sense type, especially when considering
the weight of the rhomboidal clay plates. Size of and use
wear traces on the plates themselves and on the holes
should be checked, where possible, to determine how the
items might have been employed.

On the other hand, we do not dismiss the possible
rituality of this set of artefacts. The rhombus shape has

deep symbolic meanings (reinforced in the case of most
plates by the association of the general shape of the
object with decorated motifs of the same shape) (just
for exemplification purposes, see Cazac, Adascalita 2022;
Secuiu 2016, p. 24-25) and although the connection
between plates and figurines might not be as direct as
implied, they might bear the same message/meaning,
whatever that may be.

CONCLUSION

The plate fragment from lepuresti, part of the larger
category of similar items, is important mainly from the
point of view of their distribution area. One of the two
westernmost artefacts, together with the Drama pieces, fall
outside the more homogenous Stoicani-Aldeni / Gumelnita
cultural contexts in northern Muntenia, southern Moldavia,
Moldova and Ukraine, both in terms of location and in that
of decorative motifs.

Furthermore, a detailed analysis is definitely
required, both in terms of context of discovery, shape, size,
perforation number, location and direction, and decorative
techniques and motifs, especially since most of the
artefacts in this group have inadequately been published.
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