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LATE IRON AGE ARCHAEOLOGY IN ROMANIA
AND THE POLITICS OF THE PAST"

CATALIN NICOLAE POPA™

Keywords: archaeology, nationalism, Late Iron Age, Dacians

Abstract: The paper approaches the topic of nationalism in relation to the Late Iron Age archaeology of Romania. It
is argued that nationalist agendas have played a significant role in the development of Late Iron Age scholarly work
since the beginnings of the discipline in the 19" century and particularly after the start of the 20" century. This
phenomenon took extreme forms during Nicolae Ceausescu’ national-communist regime and continues today, albeit,
with reduced intensity. For illustrative purposes, four main ideas are discussed in connection to Late Iron Age
Romanian archaeology: the assumed unity of the Late Iron Age inhabitants, referred to as Dacians; the Dacians as
ancestors of modern Romanians; the issue of ethnic labelling in Late Iron Age archaeology; and finally the implicit
superiority of the Dacians. Although the relationship between nationalism and archaeology should not be condemned
intrinsically, in the case of Romania such a link is problematic because of three factors: the belief in the scientific
character of the discipline; the lack of theoretical discussions on ethnicity; and the archaeologists’ denial of political
responsibility for their research. This strategy has led most Late Iron Age scholars to retreat to the “ivory tower” of
positivist research, allowing for a large number of non-academic publications about the Dacians to flood the internet
and bookshops.

Cuvinte-cheie: arheologie, nationalism, epoca tarzie a fierului, daci

Rezumat: Articolul abordeaza tema nationalismului cu referinta la arheologia de epoca tarzie a fierului din Romania.
Pe parcursul textului este sustinuta ideea ca, inca din secolul al XIX-lea si in special dupa inceputul secolului al XX-
lea, ideile de tenta nationalistd au jucat un rol important in dezvoltarea arheologiei epocii fierului. Fenomenul a capatat
dimensiuni extreme in perioada regimului ceausist i continud pana astdzi intr-o formd mult atenuata. Patru idei
principale sunt discutate pentru a ilustra impactul ideologiei nationaliste asupra arheologiei epocii tarzii a fierului din
Romaénia: prezumtia de unitate a locuitorilor din epoca tarzie a fierului, adeseori numiti daci; dacii ca stramosi ai
romanilor; problema atribuirii etnice a materialului arheologic; si nu in ultimul rand, caracterul superior al dacilor.
Desi relatia dintre nationalism si arheologie nu trebuie sa fie obligatoriu criticata, in cazul Romaniei aceasta legatura
este problematica din cauza urmatorilor trei factori: arheologia este conceputa ca avand un caracter pur stiintific; lipsa
discutiilor teoretice cu privire la etnicitate; refuzul arheologilor de a accepta responsabilitatea politica aferenta
cercetarii pe care o conduc. Aceasta strategie a determinat majoritatea arheologilor care s-au ocupat de cercetarea
epocii tarzii a fierului sd se retragd in ,turnul de fildes” al cercetdrii de natura pozitivistd, facand astfel loc
numeroaselor publicatii non-academice, cu referire la daci, care inunda astazi internetul si librariile.

21* century Romanians have a great affinity with two past populations: the Romans and the Dacians.
These two peoples are considered the ancestors of today’s nation. However, it is the latter that were chosen to
represent a golden age, since it is the Dacian past alone, dating back to the Late Iron Age, that was able to
provide the unique character that Romanian nationalists were seeking and at the same time legitimated the
20™ century borders of the country.

* Parts of this paper have already been published in C.N. Popa, O Riagain 2012 and C.N. Popa 2013. Much of the
text also formed a chapter of my PhD thesis, defended in 2014 at the University of Cambridge.
** Excellence Cluster Topoi, Freie Universitit Berlin, Germany; pcatalinn@yahoo.com.
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338 Catalin Nicolae Popa 2

This paper deals with the relationship between nationalism and archaeology in the context of Late Iron
Age research in Romania. The first section explores the development of the discipline throughout the 20™
century and the role politics played in this process. The second section analyses Late Iron Age archacology
in Romania after the 1970s and today using many direct quotations from academic papers. The focus is on
four main ideas that have been introduced through the interplay of politics and archaeology: the assumed unity
of the Dacians, the Dacians as ancestors of modern Romanians, the issue of ethnic labelling in Iron Age
archaeology and finally the implicit superiority of the Dacians. The problems faced by archaeologists, as a
result of the propagation of these ideas, are presented in the third section, while the fourth section is aimed at
analysing the impact of the Dacian archaeological discourse on the broader Romanian population. Finally, the
fifth section represents a discussion of whether scholars should attempt to produce a demythicized past, one
without national heroes, and gives ideas of how Romanian archaeology as a discipline could move further in
such a direction.

Nationalism and Archaeology

Theoretical discussions in the 1980s have given rise to the idea that archaeological writings are not as
objective as we would want them to be'. Even though the object of our work, the material record, is usually
very tangible and ‘solid’, its interpretation represents a very subjective matter. We do not dig the past, we
construct it. Many factors influence what we see as a proper explanation of the archaeological data and one
of the most dangerous seems to be nationalism. Starting with the 1990s, more and more authors have begun
to acknowledge that in many cases there is a very strong relationship between archaeology and nationalism?.
Scholars have brought to light many examples where archacology was one of the fundamental elements in
the construction of national ideas® or where it was used to support various political agendas’. Romania is also
a country where nationalism has had a great impact on the development of archaeology, especially on the
research of the Late Iron Age. Moreover, political influence has determined that archaeological interpretation
of the evidence was used to create an ancestral link between two nations (one “real” and one “invented”)’
situated two thousand years apart.

1. THE BIRTH OF ROMANIA AND ROMANIAN ARCHAEOLOGY

Romanian archaeology appeared as a discipline in the second part of the 19" century, after the creation
of the first Romanian state (1859), the establishment of the National Museum of Antiquities (1864) and the
foundation of the two Universities of Iasi (1860) and Bucharest (1864)°. Alexandru Odobescu introduced the
first course of archaeology at the University of Bucharest in 1874 and played an important role in the
development of archaeological research in the country while the state was in a process of becoming. Like the
rest of the Balkans, the archaeologists of Romania looked primarily towards the German speaking countries
(i.e. Austria, Germany) for training and education’, thus importing the general principles which are still very

' Hodder 1982; Hodder 1986; Miller, Tilley 1984; Shanks, Tilley 1987; Shanks, Tilley 1989a; Shanks, Tilley
19890b.

2 e.g. Kohl, Fawcett 1995b; Schmidt, Patterson 1995; Diaz-Andreu, Champion 1996; Graves-Brown, Jones,
Gamble 1996; Meskell 1998; Hamilakis 2007; Kohl, Kozelsky, Ben-Yehuda 2007.

3Some examples are for Denmark: Kristiansen 1993; Macedonia: Brown 1994; Greece: Hamilakis 1996;
Hamilakis 2007; Albania: Gori 2012; France: Olivier 2012.

4 Kohl, Fawcett 1995a.

5 The word “real” is not entirely accurate; imagined, sensu Anderson 1991, would be more exact. However, I chose
to use “real” in order to contrast it to the “invented” pre-historic nation.

® The National Museum of Antiquities was created based on the earlier Museum of National History and
Antiquities, founded in 1834 (Paunescu, Casan-Franga, Diaconu 1984). For this reason, some trace the beginning of
Romanian archaeology back to the first half of the 19" century (see Suceveanu 2004; A. Vulpe 2004).

7 Kaiser 1995, p. 107-108.
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much in use today®, such as: the strong focus on typology; the stress on cultural groups which are perceived
as living entities with active agency; the natural evolution of one cultural group to another in parallel with
technological advancements; the direct link between material culture, culture groups and ethnicity’. These
ideas are easily identified when one looks at the works of one of the central figures in Romanian archaeology,
Vasile Parvan, especially his fundamental monograph, Getica'’.

The birth of Romanian archaecology needs to be put into its historical context in order to understand its
development since it is directly linked to the establishment of the modern Romanian state. In the second part
of the 19" century, Romania was struggling to define itself as a political entity after the unification of two of
the original medieval states, Walachia and Moldova, took place in 1859, by taking advantage of the favourable
international situation. However, the newly appeared political structure was still under Turkish suzerainty;
independence was only achieved after the Russian-Ottoman war of 1877-1878 and recognised internationally
in 1881. Finally, in 1918, following the First World War, four other provinces, inhabited partly by ethnic
Romanians'', were annexed by Romania to form one of the largest countries in Europe at that point, Romdnia
Mare'. This process of unification of several small provinces over a mere 60 years required an ideological as
well as a political effort, since the parts had historically been divided at least since medieval times. It was thus
necessary to create a common history for all the new Romanian citizens'?; and the best way to do so was to
find a historical precedent for such a large political structure.

Archaeology lent itself to this task. Even though common ethnicity represents the main element that
defines the European nations, a nation without a past is a contradiction in terms'*; hence there was a need to
add longevity to the element of ethnicity; to construct a ‘genealogy’. Archaeology is undoubtedly situated in
the best position for this task due to its access to material evidence. Taking this into account, it is no surprise
that material culture was given ethnic affiliations, thus creating ‘nations in the past’. Lockyear noticed that in
the case of Romania it was necessary to dig deep in time to find roots for the modern state'®, while for other
European countries the medieval past served this purpose. Yet even within Europe the solutions were not
chronologically fixed solely in the Middle Ages. In the Italy of d’Azeglio, the focus was both on the free
medieval comuni and the Renaissance cities, but also on the Bronze-Iron Age transition. In the politics of the
Italian past, there was a struggle between stressing multiple regionalism (e.g. the Etruscans) and the
prominence of one region (e.g. the Latins or Romans), complicated by papal politics'®. In France, the politics
of the past oscillated between Gallic (pre-Roman) and Frankish (Early Medieval) reconstructions'’. Two
English speaking countries at the limits of Europe, Ireland and Malta, have sought legitimation in a prehistoric
political past, safely located before British colonisation'®. The common factor is the search for a tangible
distinctiveness. In Western and Central Europe, this does gravitate towards the medieval period of Arthur and
Charlemagne, but lands at the boundaries of the Mediterrancan offer other opportunities. Imagined

8 The perpetuation of these principles from pre-World War I and inter-war Germany has been possible due to the
master-disciple relation that has dominated Romanian archaeology academia from its beginnings until today,
Dragoman 2009, p. 192-194, 197-198.

% It should be mentioned that following the Second World War the link between material culture and ethnicity has
been much problematized in the German speaking countries, e.g. Eggers 1950; Eggers 1959; for more recent ideas
see Brather 2002; Brather 2004.

10 Parvan 1926.

' The four provinces were Transylvania, Banat, Bucovina and Bessarabia and had previously been part of the
Austro-Hungarian and Russian Empires.

12 Hitchins 1992. The term Romdnia Mare basically means Big/Great Romania, as it is the point of maximum
territorial expansion of the Romanian state (larger than contemporary Romania). Additionally, it is also the name of a
present ultranationalist political party which has had a great deal of influence in Romania after the fall of communism
in 1989, although most of its power has recently faded away.

13 The situation is comparable to that of Italy in the second part of the 19" century, which made one of the main
contributors to the formation of the Italian state, Massimo d'Azeglio, supposedly say the famous words: “We have
made Italy. Now we have to make Italians.” (“L'Ifalia é fatta. Restano da fare gli italiani.”), Hobsbawm 1992, p. 4.

14 Hobsbawm 1992, p. 3; Rowlands 1994, p. 133.

15 Lockyear 2004.

16 Stoddart in prep.

17 Demoule 1999; Olivier 1999.

18 Stoddart 2013.
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communities'? thus seek ancient entities which they can define as indigenous, or if this search proves fruitless,
entities which can be locked into a heroic migration from outside.

In the case of Romania, the obvious candidate was the Late Iron Age, when the local inhabitants,
generally called Geto-Dacians®’ by scholars, are supposed to have created a political structure that spanned the
entire territory of modern Romania, and even beyond its borders. This state was intrinsically assumed to have
been ethnically homogenous. Hence, the Geto-Dacians achieved the status of ancestors of the Romanian people
and archaeology came to provide the material evidence which illustrated the might of the Geto-Dacian neam?'.

By the time Vasile Parvan finished his monograph, only eight years after the establishment of Romdnia
Mare, much of the groundwork, relating to the study of the Geto-Dacians, had already been undertaken by
people like Odobescu and Tocilescu®”. Even before that, Bogdan Petriceicu Hasdeu, an important Romanian
scholar, had already published The critical history of the Romanians (Istoria criticid a Romdnilor)™ in which
the link between the Dacians and the Romanians was already mentioned, although the essential component
was considered to be Roman. Nevertheless, the idea of the supposed superiority of the Geto-Dacians had
sometimes already taken an extreme form, going so far as to suggest that the cradle of all human civilization
lay in the Carpathian Basin with the Romanians’ ancestors®*. But it was only after the publication of Parvan’s
Getica that the national discourse in archaeology was clearly set up and the stress on the importance of the
Geto-Dacians started to take shape®, creating a situation that characterised much of the research from the
period between the two world wars, and especially after the 1960s%.

These circumstances changed after the Second World War, with the installation of a communist regime
in Romania. The new government was interested in stressing the links with the large neighbour to the East, the
USSR, which was supporting the communist party leaders ideologically and militarily. Consequently, it became
pivotal to express the importance of the Slavs throughout history and their close relations with the Romanians’
ancestors, pushing the discourse about the unique roots of the Romanians into the background, although far from
extinguishing it’’. This shift in topic was also accompanied by an apparent ideological transformation, since a
veneer of Marxist-Leninist discourse flooded the whole spectrum of archaeological writing®®.

With the 1960s, came yet another important ideological shift. In this period Nicolae Ceausescu became
the head of communist Romania and his intention was to break away from the strict control of the Soviets.
Hence, the regime diminished its control of academia to a degree, at least during the initial years of
Ceausescu’s rule”, and started to encourage nationalist writings in all disciplines, including archaeology. The
change in ideology allowed for the inter-war nationalist ideas to resurface and augment in strength®’. This
meant that priority was given to the research which, in a more direct or indirect manner, illustrated the
greatness of the Romanian nation and its people. Therefore, a more radical version of the contemporary French

19 sensu Anderson 1991.

20 The name was created by modern scholars through the combination of the Greek term Getae and the Latin term
Dacian, used in the antique texts to refer broadly to the population occupying the Northern part of the Lower Danube
and the river mouth. However, some authors prefer to use simply Getae while others refer to Dacians.

21 D. Gheorghiu, Schuster 2002, p. 289-290. The term neam, along with popor are preferred by Romanian archaeologists
when talking about populations of the past. They basically refer to an ethnic group, a nation (Neumann 2005).

22 Tocilescu 1877.

2 Hagdeu 1984 [1873-1874].

24 Densusianu 1986 [1913].

25 Lica 2006. Parvan’s Getica was highly appreciated at an international level. Following its completion, he was
invited to hold a series of lecture at the University of Cambridge, in St. John’s College (D. Gheorghiu, Schuster 2002,
p. 192). The lectures were later published in both English (Parvan 1928) and Romanian (Parvan 1937), and re-
published numerous times afterwards (Parvan 1956; 1957; 1958; 1967; 2002).

26 D. Gheorghiu, Schuster 2002, p. 293-298; Dragoman, Oanti-Marghitu 2006, p. 60-62. During the period before
the Second World War the main emphasis was on the Roman ancestry rather than on the Dacian one.

27 E.g. C. Daicoviciu, Ferenczi 1951. Some themes from the period before the Second World War, such as the
continuity of the indigenous Late Iron Age population from the Carpathian Basin and their Romanization following
the Roman conquest, continued to be highly present also after the installation of the communist regime in Romania
(see Matei-Popescu 2007, p. 272-276).

28 Matei-Popescu 2007, p. 288; Dragoman 2009, p. 192.

2 Dragoman, Oanta-Marghitu 2006, p. 62-64.

30 Matei-Popescu 2007, p. 284.
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‘archéologie nationale’' took shape, which prompted the focus of archaeological research in areas that had
the potential to illustrate the unique character of Romania and its glorious past.

Throughout this period, the Geto-Dacian legacy of Parvan was carried on and expanded particularly
through the writings of lon Horatiu Crisan, Constantin and Hadrian Daicoviciu. Crisan and the father and son
Daicoviciu, together with their students from the Babes-Bolyai University, the History Museum and the
Institute of Archaeology from Cluj-Napoca, carried out the archaeological investigations of the main Late
Iron Age settlements from Transylvania and Banat. This included the supposed capital of the Dacian
Kingdom, Sarmizegetusa Regia. The three scholars produced a plethora of books and articles that cemented
the nationalist Geto-Dacian discourse in archaeology>. A similar role was played by archaeologists from the
University of Bucharest, Institute of Archaeology from Bucharest and Institute of Thracology. Leading
scholars from the three key institutions of the country’s capital, influenced Romanian archaeological practice
by promoting a comparable discourse to that of Constantin and Hadrian Daicoviciu®>.

As the regime and top party members became aware of the unique potential of the Dacian ancestorhood,
under their guidance, the Thracomaniac/Dacomaniac movement was born. Its adepts considered the Dacians
the only, or at least the most important element that led to the ethnogenesis of the Romanians**. The birth of
this movement may be connected to Ceausescu’s visit to Iran in 1971, when he attended the 2500 year
celebrations of the Persian Empire in Persepolis. At this point he may have become interested in providing a
comparably grandiose narrative of the past for Romania. An important role in revealing the potential of the
Dacians to the communist leader was played by the pseudo-official historians of the Romanian Communist
Party, Mircea Musat and Ion Ardeleanu®, as well as by the activity of exiled regime collaborator Iosif
Constantin Drigan. Through their writings®® and close relations with the regime, the Thracomaniac views
were more or less established as state doctrine. Nonetheless, few scholars embraced the idea of the Dacians
as the only ancestors. Some archaeologists attempted to resist the party orders to stress the importance of the
Dacians and retreated to a positivistic discourse, similar to what was happening in Serbia during the same
period®”. However, such an attitude only helped to sustain and naturalize the dominant discourse®®. The result
was thus a gain in importance of the many writings which did reflect the ideas of the regime®. The peak of
the Thracomaniac phenomenon was reached in 1980, when, following the Iranian model that Ceausescu
witnessed, celebrations were held for the 2050 anniversary since the birth of the first Romanian state — that
of the Geto-Dacian king Burebista*’.

31 Fleury-Ilett 1996.

32 E.g. C. Daicoviciu 1938; C. Daicoviciu 1941; C. Daicoviciu, Ferenczi 1951; C. Daicoviciu, H. Daicoviciu 1960;
H. Daicoviciu 1968; H. Daicoviciu 1972; Crisan 1968; Crisan 1977a; Crisan 1977b.

3 E.g. D. Berciu 1966; R. Vulpe 1976; A. Vulpe 1976. Although their ideas were rarely contradictory, the
Bucharest and Cluj-Napoca based archaeologists were in a competition that echoes until today.

3% The topic of Romanian ethnogenesis has been overall of great interest to Romanian archaeologists throughout
the 20™ century see Babes 1990; Magureanu 2007. Generally, before the Second World War, despite a great deal of
importance being given to the Dacians, the Roman heritage was considered primordial. However, during the
Thracomaniac movement, the Latin component was reduced to a minimum, a trend that is perpetuated today in some
popular publications (see section 4 below).

35 See Constantiniu 2007.

36 I.C. Driagan 1976; Musat, Ardeleanu 1983.

37 Babi¢ 2002.

38 Tilley 1998, p. 318.

3 E.g. Fruchter, Mihdilescu 1972; Scorpan 1972; Crisan 1977b; D. Berciu et alii 1980, p. 198; Mirghitan 1983;
Gostar, Lica 1984; D. Berciu 1986a; D. Berciu 1986b; A. Vulpe, Zahariade 1987. While some authors genuinely
believed what they were writing, many of them were over-emphasising the grandeur and importance of the Dacians
just to please certain Communist Party officials and allow their research to get published. It comes then as no surprise
that after 1989 some of these scholars began to analyse critically the work that had been done in the period before,
including their own, cf. Lica 2006.

40 The year was fixed by the Romanian Communist Party as archaeology could not provide a fixed date. The choice
of 1980 may be related to the fact that approximately at the same time Bulgaria was celebrating 1300 years from the
settling of the Proto-Bulgarians (Bulgars) in the territory of today’s Bulgaria and the establishment of their first state,
that of Asparuh, in 681 AD (Babes 2008, p. 9).
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2. LATE IRON AGE ARCHAEOLOGY FROM THE 1970S UNTIL TODAY

Even though the communist regime of Romania came crashing down in 1989, the idea of the united
Dacian ancestors did not decline because no break can be seen in the way archacology was practiced and
written. Indeed, while the Thracomaniac ideas were largely abandoned, most people continued to work within
the same nationalist framework as in the two previous decades, although most Romanian researchers were
retreating by now to the ‘ivory tower’ of objectivism/positivism*.

Archaeology in Romania today is very much dependent on that of the communist period. Most
archaeology courses in Romanian universities still rely heavily on the publications from the 1970s, 1980s and
1990s that provide the bibliographical basis for current students. While this situation is determined to a degree
by the poor supply of academic material, it led to current archacological works following broadly in the
footsteps of previous authors, especially in terms of style of writing and questions that are being asked.

A series of recurrent ideas were introduced at that time about the Geto-Dacians. They were propagated
through numerous contemporary publications and appear, less clearly and with less intensity, in more recent
volumes and articles, dated after the year 2000. Each of these points is discussed in this section with examples.
The quotations are not employed for discourse analysis*’. They are rather chosen purely for illustrative
purposes from what I consider to be some of the most widely used texts on the topic.

1. The Unity of the Geto-Dacians

The first point relates to the existence of the Geto-Dacians as one united neam or popor. The reality of
this ‘Late Iron Age nation’ was rarely questioned®.

“The historical conditions themselves were favourable and even demanded the unification of the Daco-
Getians...” (" Conditiile istorice insesi erau favorabile si chiar reclamau unificarea daco-getilor...”)*.

Their cultural, political, religious unity (or of any other kind) was stressed over and over again by
several authors.

“All these elements which prove the political and economic force reached by the Getic tribes do not
break the unity of the Geto-Dacian civilisation (sic!)” (“Toate aceste elemente ce dovedesc forta politica §i
economicd la care ajunseserd triburile getilor nu rup unitatea civilizatiei geto-dace (sic/). ’)*.

“We are thus seeing an evolved society, which has a remarkable unity in the way it expresses its
civilisation and culture. To this fact the political unification also contributed...” (“Ni se infatiseaza astfel, o
societate evoluata, cu forme de exprimare a civilizatiei si culturii de o remarcabila unitate. La aceasta a
contribuit i faptul unitdfii politice...”)*.

“The unity and specificity of this culture was often emphasised in specialised works and backed up by
numerous studies...” (“Unitatea si specificitatea aceste culturi a fost deseori evidentiatd in lucrarile de
specialitate si intdritd in numeroasele studii...”)"".

“After the unification of all the Geto-Dacians by Burebista...” (“Dupa unirea tuturor daco-getilor
realizatd de Burebista...”)*.

41 The situation was similar to the one from Asturia and Léon after the fall of Franco (Marin Suarez, Gonzélez
Alvarez, Alonso Gonzélez 2012).

42 See Imhof 2002; Schade 2005; Sarasin 2007; Koch 20009.

43 This phenomenon of taking the existence of the Geto-Dacians as a given reflects again the views from the end
of the 19" century when the Romanian state, and with it Romanian archaeology, was formed. In that period, loan
Ratiu, one of the leaders of the movement for the emancipation of the Romanians from Transylvania, which was at
that time under Austro-Hungarian rule, spoke a phrase that remained a symbol for the Romanian national idea: “The
existence of a people is not discussed, it is declared!” (“Existenta unui popor nu se discutd, ci se afirma!l”).

4 Glodariu et alii 1996, p. 28.

4 Turcu 1979, p. 191.

46 Gostar, Lica 1984, p. 161.

47 Ursachi 1995, p. 280.

4 G. Gheorghiu 2005, p. 220.
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Nowadays most researchers understand that umbrella names Geto-Dacian, Getae or Dacian are
primarily a modern invention. Y et, although some have pointed out that such terms are loaded with nationalist
ideology®, they are often dismissed as harmless convention™.

“The natives, who we conventionally call Dacians, although in the written sources they appear with
this name only in the 1* century BC, dominate Maramures, to the North, and Banat, to the South.” (“Indigenii,
pe care 1i denumim conventional daci, desi in izvoarele scrise ei apar cu acest nume abia in sec. I a. Chr.,
domina Maramuresul, in nord, §i in Banat, in Sud.”)5 I

It is hard to find a generalizing rule for when an author uses Geto-Dacian, Getae or Dacian.
Nevertheless if one considers the geographical spread, it is possible to observe that overall the term Dacian is
preferred for finds from within the Carpathian Arch®*, while Getae is usually utilised when speaking about
what lies to the South and East®, although there are exceptions™*; Geto-Dacians can be employed in any of
the two situations and remains the name which is used most often®. Apart from geography, there are also
changes in terminology according to the period being discussed. Between the 5" and the 3™ century BC, some
researchers talk about a Getic civilization®, and hence a Getic ethnicity, which is seen as naturally evolving
from the Babadag culture of the Hallstatt period, as Niculescu accurately pointed out’’. On the other hand,
from the 3™ century to the end of the 1* century BC, a time seen as belonging to a different evolutionary stage,
the finds are characterised as belonging to the Geto-Dacian neam, even though the first ancient use of the term
Dacian only appears in the 1% century BC, in the writings of Caesar. With the 1* century AD there is yet
another change, because at this point the name changes just to Dacian; furthermore, the territory itself takes
the name of Dacia. Last but not least, the Iron Age inhabitants undergo one more evolutionary ‘upgrade’ as
they integrate Roman civilization and culture, thus becoming Daco-Romans. However, some of them were
named Free Dacians instead (daci liberi), as they occupied territories situated outside the Roman province of
Dacia®®.

2. The Geto-Dacians as ancestors of Romanians

The second element that has often been repeated in Romanian La Téne archaeology is that the Geto-
Dacians, who were sometimes described as having their origins as far back as the Bronze Age or even the
Neolithic”, represent “our ancestors”, hence the ancestors of modern Romanians.

“Apart from the inventory of the Geto-Dacian settlements which show cultural unity, the same unity
is expressed by the spiritual life of our ancestors (my emphasis) through the sanctuaries that were
discovered, through the unity of the ornamentation of ceramic vessels made either by hand or wheel
thrown.” (“Pe ldnga inventarul asezarilor geto-dacice care prezintd o unitate de culturd, aceeasi unitate
ne-o exprimd §i viata spirituala a stramogilor nostri prin sanctuarele descoperite, prin unitatea
ornamentdrii vaselor de lut realizate fie cu mina fie la roata. ”)*.

The link between the Geto-Dacian ‘nation’ and the Romanian one was perceived as being so intrinsic
that the need to study them became an obvious, natural fact.

“The importance of knowing and, thus, studying the history of the Geto-Dacians has not been in a
long time a thing that needs a serious argument in order to be considered a truly scientific problem.”

4 Niculescu 2002.

S0 Cf. A. Vulpe 1998.

31 Sirbu 20064, p. 195.

32 E.g. I. Berciu, A. Popa 1971; Macrea, Glodariu 1976; Glodariu 1989; Florea, Vaida, Suciu 2000; G. Gheorghiu 2005.

33 E.g. Sirbu 1996; Serbinescu et alii 2010; Opait 2013.

54 E.g. Ursachi 1995.

55 E.g. Capitanu, Ursachi 1972; Babes 1979; 1999; Gostar, Lica 1984; Preda 1986; D. Ciugudean and H. Ciugudean
1993; Pescaru, Ferencz 2004; Mandescu 2006.

36 Sirbu 2006b.

37 Niculescu 2004.

8 The term Free Dacians has been criticised briefly for its meaningless character by several authors (Diaconu
1998, p. 650-651; Matei-Popescu 2007, p. 283-284).

3 Turcu 1979, p. 190; Glodariu et alii 1996, p. 24; Petrescu-Dimbovita 1999, p. 19.

 Turcu 1979, p. 192.
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(“fnseamndlatea cunoasterii si, deci, a studierii istoriei geto-dacilor nu mai este, de multa vreme, o
chestiune ce se cere serios argumentatd, pentru a fi socotitd cu adevirat o problema stiintificd.”)°'.

In some instances, they were depicted almost as martyrs who sacrificed themselves, when they were
conquered by the Romans, in order for the Romanian people to be born. This basically represents a
generalisation at an ethnic level of the fate of the last Geto-Dacian king, Decebalus, who supposedly
committed suicide instead of letting himself be captured. The death of one nation is the birth of a new and
better one.

“After the Roman conquest [of the Dacians] the complex ethno-cultural symbiosis with the grand
Roman civilisation started. The result of this deep entanglement, on all the spheres of both material and
spiritual life, was the appearance of a people which would write a glorious and grand destiny in this part of
Europe [the Romanians].” (“In urma cuceririi romane a inceput complexa simbiozd etno-culturald cu
grandioasa civilizatie romand. Rezultatul acestei adinci intrepatrunderi pe toate planurile vietii materiale
si spirituale a fost aparitia unui nou popor care va inscrie un glorios si maref destin istoric in aceastd parte
a Europei.”)*.

“The conquest of Sarmizegetusa and the death of the hero king [Decebalus] marked the Roman
victory and the end of two wars, that were as long as they were difficult, and which brutally ended the rise
of a wonderful civilisation through its own strength. Seen from the perspective of the time that passed since
then, the victory of the Roman armies actually meant the end of the history of a people but also the
beginning of the history of a new one, of the people born from the mix of the defeated with the winners, of
the people which today speak Romanian in this territory.” (“Cucerirea Sarmizegetusei si disparitia din
viata a regelui erou a consfintit victoria romand la capdtul a doud razboaie pe cadt de lungi, pe atat de
grele, care au curmat brutal ascensiunea in forme proprii a unei stralucitoare civilizatii. Privita din
perspectiva vremii scurse de atunci, biruinta ostilor romane a insemnat de fapt sfarsitul istoriei unui popor
dar si inceputul istoriei altuia noi, a poporului zamislit din amestecul invingilor cu invingatorii, a poporului
care astdzi vorbeste romadneste in acest teritoriu.”’)*.

After the year 2000, direct reference to the Geto-Dacians as ancestors seems to have disappeared in
the archaeological literature. This reflects, in most cases, a real, conscious, emotional distancing of the
scholars from the focus of their research. However, in some instances, it can be argued that the authors
simply do not express their thoughts openly anymore as they have come to acknowledge that it is not ‘good
practice’ to talk about your subject of study as your nation’s ancestors. From time to time, less censored
views are still expressed, usually coming from scholars of the older generation.

“Tocilescu used all the literary, numismatic and archaeological information available at the time
about the Getae and Dacians, as well as the acquisitions of modern historiography, achieving the first
historically adequate image and the first really scientific instrument about our ancestors [the Geto-Dacians]
(my emphasis)...” (“Tocilescu a pus la contributie toate informatiile literare, epigrafice, numismatice §i
arheologice disponibile la acea vreme despre geti si daci, precum §i achizitiile istoriografiei moderne, dind
prima imagine adecvatd istoric si primul instrument cu adevarat stiintific despre stramogii nostri...”)*.

3. Ethnic labelling
Romanian archaeological research after the 1970s has had a great affinity with ethnic identification,
a preoccupation that is still strong in today’s publications®. Despite a number of recent ‘rebellious’ voices®®,
the common opinion remains that archaeology is a discipline that provides an objective history of the
Romanians in which the actors are neamuri or archaeological cultures. As one understands from the ‘official

61 Gostar and Lica 1984, p. 10.

2 A. Vulpe, Zahariade 1987, p. 221.

63 Glodariu et alii 1996, p. 43-44.

6 Lica 2006, p. 1016.

% It should be stated, however, that Iron Age researchers from the entire European continent have had, and often
still have an unhealthy obsession with ethnicity and ethnic names (C.N. Popa, Stoddart 2014, p. 328-331).

 Babes 1990; Strobel 1998; Niculescu 2002; Niculescu 2004; Dragoman, Oanta-Marghitu 2006.
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history of Romanian people’®’, the job of the researchers is to identify those groups of people that
contributed to the birth of the Romanians and to study them in relation to the other ethnic groups with whom
they came in contact®®.

The indicator used to establish ethnicity is material culture. When it comes to the Late Iron Age,
as soon as an object is taken out of the ground it receives an ethnic label (e.g. Geto-Dacian, Celtic,
Thracian, Greek, Roman, Scythian, Sarmatian etc.). These labels are then deployed when referring to
different archaeological features (e.g. house, grave, temple), sites (e.g. settlement, fortification,
cemetery) and ultimately all aspects of human life (e.g. society, religion, culture). Consequently almost
anything can be described as Geto-Dacian. A brief survey of mainstream archaeological literature on the
Late Iron Age of Romania resulted in the following terms which are strongly associated with the epithet
Getic/Dacian or Geto-Dacian (e.g. Dacian cup, Geto-Dacian priests, Geto-Dacian civilization, Dacian
life etc.): archaeological discoveries (descoperiri arheologice), culture (culturd), material culture
(cultura materiala), pottery (ceramica), including individual types such as fruit-bowl (fructiera), cup
(ceasca), plate (farfurie), bowl (bol) etc., vessels (vase), gold (aur), silver (argint), treasure/hoard
(tezaur), jewellery (podoabe), fibula (fibula), house (casad), sanctuary (sanctuar), burial (mormdnt), wall
(zid), settlement (agezare), fortress/fortification (fortareatd/fortificatie), citadel (cetate), military
architecture (arhitectura militarad), vestiges (vestigii), [stratigraphic] level (nivel), traces (urme), art
(arta), centre (centru), political structure (structura politica), state (stat), kingdom (regat), royal
institution (regalitatea), tribes (triburi), communities (comunitati), aristocracy (aristocratie), warrior
(razboinic), priests (preoti), traders (negustori), [iron or silver] smiths (argintari/fierari), artisans
(artizani), agriculturist (agricultor), civilisation (civilizatie), society (societate), family (familie), period
(perioada), époque (epoca), territory (teritoriu), earth (pdmdnt), habitat (habitat), environment (mediu),
ethnic space (spatiu etnic), world (lume), beliefs (credinge), religion (religie), mythology (mitologie), life
(viata), [human] representations (reprezentari umane), character (caracter), agriculture (agriculturd) and
ploughing (arat).

Because practically everything can be ethnically labelled as Geto-Dacian it is no surprise that some
settlement monographs have chapters entitled “Ethnic Affiliation” (“Apartenenta etnica”)® in which it is
argued that there is no doubt that the inhabitants were Geto-Dacians:

“The ethnic belonging to the Geto-Dacians [of the previously enumerated pottery forms] not only
cannot be denied by anyone, but it represents an irrefutable ethnic marker which we can use to easily infer
who the owners of the material culture were in the context in which they are found.” (“Apartenenta etnica
la geto-daci [a formelor ceramic enumerate] nu numai ca nu poate fi contestatda de nimeni, formele, ca
atare, constituie un reper etnic de netagaduit, pe baza lor putem usor dezvalui cine sunt purtatorii culturii
materiale in contextul in care se gasesc.”)”.

The use of ethnic labels for individual objects or entire communities remains very popular in the
archaeological literature of the 21* century:

“The ethnicity of the inhabitants was undoubtedly Getic...” (“In privinta etnicitdtii locuitorilor,
acestia erau indubitabili gefi... )"

“The many ceramic vessels discovered in the settlement and in the graves, at least 100 items, are
characteristic of the Geto-Dacian pottery of the 5"-3™ ¢. BC.”"%.

The last quoted work deserves attention as it reflects a situation which is characteristic of most
archaeological works being written at present. After the preceding fragment, the authors stated on the
following page that, in some instances, it is difficult to give an ethnic affiliation.

67 Pascu, Theodorescu 2001; Protase, Suceveanu 2001; Petrescu-Dimbovita, A. Vulpe 2001.

% Niculescu 2004.

9 Ursachi 1995, p. 280-282.

70 Ursachi 1995, p. 280.

7! Mindescu 2006, p. 116.

72 Sirbu, Cavruc, Buzea 2008, p. 204. The original publication is in English and thus no translation was required.
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“Of course, in the absence of written sources it is very difficult to identify the ethnical origin of
certain archaeological vestiges, since their characteristics make them “opaque” (sic!) and cannot provide
such information.””.

The last statement shows that the authors are indeed aware of the problems associated with ethnic
labelling in archaeological interpretations. Written sources have traditionally been preferred when naming
past people, as the information provided by the Greek and Roman writers is usually regarded as solid ground
for inferring ethnic allegiance’. In the absence of such a source, the authors are reluctant to employ ethnic
names. For this reason, Sirbu and his colleagues go on to add that:

“... we only wish to specify that when we use the terms of “Getae”, “Dacian” or “Geto-Dacian” (the
last being a modern collocation), we refer to the Northern-Thracian population from the inter-Carpathian
area, that was archaeologically attested through vestiges similar to those found in the Lower Danube
Region, where the written sources place the Getae.””.

The authors are aware that, at least at a basic level, direct ethnic interpretations cannot be done,
although similarities in terms of material culture forms can be pointed out. While they are attempting to be
more critical, it is obvious that they are struggling with the tradition of ethnic labelling. For this reason the
Getae, Dacian and Geto-Dacian labels are defined by referring to the population from a specific
geographical area. However, another label is employed to determine which exact population they are talking
about, namely the Northern-Thracian one.

In a similar example, Bondoc argues that:

“There is no doubt that the swords are of Celtic origin, but this does not automatically mean that their
owners... were Celts” (“Nu incape indoiala ca spadele sunt obiecte de origine celtica, dar aceasta nu
inseamnd in mod automat cd posesorii lor ... ar fi fost celti.”)’. This illustrates that the link between
material culture and ethnicity is slowly being eroded. On the other hand, the divorce between artefacts and
ethnicity is proving to be more problematic in the case of the Dacians, since the same author adds further
down on the same page that:

“As for the curved knives of the sica type, in general the form and type are rather common with the
Thracians, Dacians and Getae” (“Pentru pumnalele cu lama curba de tip sica, in general forma si tipul sunt
destul de commune tracilor, dacilor si getilor.”)"".

Therefore, although hidden behind a positivist discourse, Romanian archaeology still retains an acute
affinity for the Dacians. This shows how difficult it is to get away from the traditional research framework
in which past populations and material culture forms are assigned ethnic names; nonetheless there are
attempts to do so.

4. The superiority of the Geto-Dacians

The final major idea that repeatedly appeared in Romanian publications about the Late Iron Age is
that of the superiority of the Geto-Dacians over the other neamuri’®. Their civilization, material or spiritual,
was in numerous cases depicted as more advanced than that of the neighbouring populations, be they of
Celtic, Sarmatian, Scythian, or Germanic origin. Only the Greeks and Romans were seen as having a higher
level of development, but their knowledge was rapidly absorbed by the swift learning Geto-Dacians.

“Historiography and archaeology has shown, especially after Vasile Parvan, the links between Dacia
and the Mediterranean civilisations, links which were expressed especially through the adoption of
“imports” (sic!) of various types to the exigency of the Dacian civilisation and spirituality, but also the

73 Sirbu, Cavruc, Buzea 2008, p. 205.

4 Nevertheless, the written sources referring to the Dacians and Gatae have been critically reanalysed lately (see
Petre 2004; Dana 2008). Moreover, recent studies have also signalled the difficulties in linking Dacian ethnicity with
ethnonyms from Roman epigraphic texts, particularly in the case of military diplomas (Dana, Matei-Popescu 2009, p.
246-248).

75 Sirbu, Cavruc, Buzea 2008, p. 206.

76 Bondoc 2008, p. 147.

77 Bondoc 2008, p. 147.

78 This idea is a corollary, a direct implication of the Geto-Dacians being perceived as ancestors.
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contribution of the Thraco-Dacians to the Mediterranean civilisations. The conclusion that one can take is
that Dacia imposed itself on the general context of the time, starting with the great king Burebista.”
(“Istoriografia si arheologia au luminat, mai cu seama de la Vasile Parvan incoace, legaturile Daciei cu
marile cilivizatii mediteraneene, legaturi exprimate, in special, sub forma adaptarii ,,importurilor” (sic!)
de cele mai diferite naturi la exigentele civilizatiei si spiritualitatii dacice, dar i a aportului traco-dac la
civilizatiile mediteraneene. Concluzia care se degaja este ca Dacia s-a impus in contextul general al epocii,
incepdnd cu marele rege Burebista.”)"”.

Almost everything that the Geto-Dacians did was unique, extraordinary; it revealed their ingenious
character. It showed that they were true masters of their trade.

“The few technological and typological observations show that the Geto-Dacians artisans were
craftsmen that put their mind to good use (sic!) so as to find and apply the most advantageous options that
they had to achieve the highly difficult task of rendering human appearance...” (“Cele cdteva constatari de
naturd tehnologica si tipologica denota faptul ca artizanii geto-daci erau meseriasi ce si-au pus mintea la

de mare dificulate care era redarea infétisdrii umane...”)*.

“Overall, the Geto-Dacian agriculture appears as one of the peak moments of agricultural activity on
the territory of Romania...” (“In ansamblu, agricultura geto-dacilor apare ca unul din momentele de varf
ale evolutiei ocupatiei agricole desfasuratd pe teritoriul Romdniei... )",

Some archaeologists described the civilisation, the power, the skill, the riches and the fame of the
Geto-Dacians as being so great that they dominated much of Europe. Many of their neighbours, especially
the Romans, looked with envy towards them, making plans to conquer them and therefore destroy this
grandiose society®”. The quintessence of the Geto-Dacian spirit is embodied in their kings, Burebista and
especially Decebalus, both of whom represent true heroes.

“From his predecessors, Diurpaneus inherited the throne of a rich country, in full development,
towards which the Roman emperors had been looking for a long time. The king understood that in a
confrontation of such proportions, as the inevitable one with imperial Rome was likely to be, the bravery
and love for freedom of his people would not be enough...” (“De la predecesorii sai, Diurpaneus a mogstenit
tronul unei tari bogate, in plina dezvolatere, asupra careia privirile impdratilor romani erau atinite de
multd vreme. Regele a infeles ca intr-o confruntare de asemenea proportii, cum se anungea cea inevitabila
cu Roma imperiald, nu vor fi suficiente doar vitejia si dragoastea de liberate a poporului scu...”)*.

“The millennia-long history of the Geto-Dacians, ethnically and culturally individualised from the
rest of the Thracian people of Eastern Europe, contributed to the universal cultural heritage with one of the
most original and vigorous civilisations which had its attributes and virtues pointed out by contemporary
and later writers. With its entire existence taking place in the Carpatho-Danubian-Pontic region, its ancestral
territory, the Geto-Dacian people gave to the antique world an example of firm will when it came to
resistance against the attempts at oppression by the greatest powers of antiquity.” (“Milenara istorie a geto-
dacilor, ca popor individualizat etnic §i cultural de restul masei trace in rasaritul Europei, a oferit
patrimoniului culturii universale una din cele mai originale §i viguaroase civilizatii ale carei trasaturi §i
virtugi au fost relevate de contemporani §i de posteritate. Desfasurindu-si intreaga existentda in spatiul
carpato-danubiano-pontic, vatra sa straveche de locuire, poporul geto-dac s-a impus lumii antice ca un

7 Gostar, Lica 1984, p. 23.

80 Marghitan 1999, p. 251.

81 Moraru 1999, p. 397.

82 This is a reflection of one of the characteristics of Romanian society as identified by Verdery 1992 and Mitu
1997, that of trying to place the blame for anything negative on the outside, on the other. The neighbouring nations
are perceived as trying to destroy the well-being of Romanian society which, without their implication, would
otherwise flourish. Of course, when writing about Romanian ancestors, the situation can only be described in a similar
manner. Such a way of seeing one’s neighbours and the past is undoubtedly not unique to the Romanians.

8 Glodariu et alii 1996, p. 37.
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exemplu de vointa ferma pe planul rezistentei incercarilor de subjugare venite din partea celor mai mari
puteri din antichitate.”)**.

Nowadays, ideas of the greatness of the Geto-Dacians are sporadic in academic publications,
reflecting a more critical approach, although occasional passages indicate that such views can still be
encountered.

“As the level of development of the Dacian civilisation was by no means lower than that of the Celts,
on the contrary we could say that in some regards it was even superior...” (“Cum nivelul de dezvoltare al
civilizatiei dacice nu este cu nimic mai prejos decat al celei celtice, dimpotriva am putea spune ca in unele
domenii chiar a depdsit-o...”)®.

The perpetuation of such ideas is made possible by the still ever-present thought that past cultures
and people were in a process of evolution from an uncivilized, chaotic and barbarian condition, to a
civilized, orderly and literate society®. The latter case was represented par excellence by classical Greece
and Rome. Based on how many characteristic prehistoric people shared with the Greek and Roman
counterparts, one could estimate their level of civilization. The Geto-Dacians, unlike their Celtic,
Sarmatian, Scythian or German neighbours, are conceived as being very close to the Mediterranean world,
for which reason they are thought as being on a higher evolutionary stage.

Discussion

It is noticeable that phrases with nationalistic connotations usually appear in the introduction or
conclusion of archaeological papers and volumes. For the period before the fall of communism, the
inclusion of such language in the introduction and conclusion may have been a way to ensure that the
research received approval for publication from government authorities, given the high degree of control
imposed by the totalitarian regime. Much of the main body of the texts was usually engulfed in a culture-
historical — positivist attitude which was used, along with the obsessive repetition of words like “scientific”,
to give the illusion of objectivity, both to the readers and especially to the authors themselves®’. This last
observation still stands true for most of today’s archaeological literature of Romania.

In many of the books and articles published after the year 2000, the nationalist voice is undoubtedly
much quieter. Some authors®® give the impression of being reluctant to make ethnic correlations. They
attempt to clarify their language and to point out, in some instances, that ethnic inferences are not as direct
as we would think. There are also a small, but growing, number of authors who show an understanding of
the issues inherent to Romanian Late Iron Age research and who manage to bypass these difficulties through
their work®. Nevertheless, despite being substantially improved, many Late Iron Age studies still reflect,
to a degree, some of the nationalistic ideas related to an archacology of the united ancestors, especially
when there is a wish to interpret the material and put the results within the wider context. Moreover, the
ethnic labelling of material culture remains generalised.

However, in no manner can it be sustained that Romanian archaeologists are today investigating the
Late Iron Age with clear nationalistic aims and thoughts in their minds. Such an affirmation would be
entirely false! If one tries to position it using Gramsch’s principles®’, Romanian archaeology is situated
nowadays in the stage where researchers are implicitly working within a certain ideological frame of
reference, producing ideologically coloured interpretations. Therefore scholars are not directly, overtly
politicizing their research. Instead the situation has reached a point where the nationalistic discourse is so
subtle, so embedded in everyday archaeological practice and writing, that it becomes invisible to the authors
and academic readers of that environment. Nonetheless this does not make the phenomenon any less real.

8 A. Vulpe, Zahariade 1987, p. 220-221.

8 G. Gheorghiu 2005, p. 221.

% For a discussion of this idea, see Wailes and Zoll 1995, p. 23-25; Kristiansen 1996.

87 Dragoman 2009.

8 E.g. Bondoc 2008; Sirbu, Cavruc, Buzea 2008.

% E.g. A. Dragan 2012; Egri 2014a; Egri 2014b; C.N. Popa 2014; Egri and Berecki 2015.
0 Gramsch 1999, p. 122.
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Finally, although in the last couple of years there has been a push towards providing European uniting
narratives of the past, Late Iron Age archacology from Romania, like that from the entire European
continent, has rarely followed this trend. It is no surprise that in the current political environment, when an
unprecedented political organisation, the European Union, seeks to legitimise its existence and cultural
diversity model, archaeology is called upon once more to provide historical precedents and links across the
whole continent’'. In the 1990s there were attempts to employ the Iron Age for this purpose, most notably
the 1991 Venice exhibition on ‘Celtic’ Europe, followed by a luxuriously illustrated catalogue®, but this
chronological period was soon abandoned in favour of other ones that lend themselves better to the task.
Nowadays it is the (E)Neolithic and the Bronze Age which seem to be most responsive to the
Europeanisation discourse, which stands true also for Romanian archaeology®. Nonetheless the ‘rush’ for
European funding characterises the full spectrum of archaeological research.

3. THE MAIN ISSUES OF LATE IRON AGE ROMANIAN ARCHAEOLOGY

It has been pointed out by more than one author that one should not condemn the connection between
nationalism and archaeology per se; one should not conceive it as necessarily being negative®. This is
always a historically grown issue, since what was once nationalist can develop into the established practice.
Additionally, some researchers have argued that there is a natural, almost intrinsic relationship between
archaeology and nationalism®. Therefore the obvious question becomes: is there a problem with the Late
Iron Age archaeology of Romania?

The most obvious issue is that related to the projected ‘scientific’, objective character of the
discipline. Many Romanian researchers would claim that they are entirely detached from their research and
are thus producing purely objective knowledge. This is hard to concede since it is still tacitly accepted that
the Late Iron Age people whom archaeologists excavate and write about represent the ancestors of their
entire nation, which makes it difficult not to get personally involved with the data and thus produce a biased
account of the past. Hence, a first issue is that most Romanian academics do not accept and do not
acknowledge their subjectivity.

An immediate post-processual objection might be that no archaeology is objective’. This is
undoubtedly true. However, much of the Romanian academic literature is not produced within the post-
processual theoretical framework, but rather within the culture-historical perspective’’ and the issue of
objectivity is one major distinction between these two approaches. Romanian archaeology is characterised
by a quasi-total lack of archaeological theory which leaves antiquated cultural-historical ideas
unchallenged®®. Therefore, unlike in ‘post-processualism’®, there is little acknowledgement for the ideas

o1 Kristiansen 1996; Gramsch 2000; Gramsch 2005; Mante 2007, p. 195-217; 0O Riagain, C.N. Popa 2012, p. 6-7;
Holleland 2012.

92 Moscati, Arslan, Vitali 1991; see also the ideas of Dietler 1994.

93 Helleland 2008; see examples from Romania in Dragoman, Oanta-Marghitu 2014, p. 334-336, 343. The latter
authors, however, chose to generalize the Europeanist trend for the entire archaeological research environment of
Romania.

%4 See Hamilakis 1996, p. 977; Gramsch 1999, p. 117. Nonetheless, there are numerous examples, some of them
classic (e.g. Kossinna 1926), where nationalistic influenced archaeology has been used by political powers to justify
unacceptable actions; multiple examples can be found in Kohl, Fawcett 1995a; Diaz-Andreu, Champion 1996; Fleury-
Ilett 1996.

95 Kohl, Fawcett 1995a, p. 3; Hamilakis 1996 seems to support more or less a similar idea, although slightly
nuanced.

% Hodder 1982; Hodder 1986; Miller, Tilley 1984; Shanks, Tilley 1987; Shanks, Tilley 1989a; Shanks, Tilley 1989b.

97 Trigger 2006.

% Anghelinu 2001; Anghelinu 2003; Niculescu 2012.

9 1 used apostrophes because I personally think that there are very few researchers who can be labelled as post-
processual archaeologists. Generally people seem to just keep in mind the theoretical guidelines and critique of post-
processualism while using whatever methods seems to better fit with the data they are dealing with, cf. Hegmon 2003.
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that objectivity is unattainable and that all writings are strongly influenced by the authors’ views and by the
context in which knowledge is produced. Instead a sense of a single objective truth is retained. Late Iron
Age archaeology in Romania is written with the belief that scholars are the holders of real, ‘scientific’,
objective knowledge'®. What is written is thought to represent an accurate depiction of what society was
like at that time. Any errors that occur are a product either of logical mistakes within the interpretative
framework or of insufficient data.

A second problem is that although ethnic terms are very present in archaeological papers, ethnicity
itself is rarely defined. Since all scholars employ terms like Getae, Dacian, Geto-Dacian, Thracian, Celt
and many more, it is necessary to make it clear how the authors perceive ethnic entities in general and how
these can be reflected in the archaeological material.

Graves-Brown and Jones'®' persuasively argue that in the Eastern European schools of thought
ethnicity is perceived in a different way than in Western Europe. They think that much greater emphasis
has been placed in countries like Romania on the internal integrity and historical continuity of the ethnic
unit. The essence of the ethnos is conceived as being composed of very real cultural and linguistic
components which constitute the nucleus of a group’s identity; this means that ethnicity is not perceived as
a dynamic ‘we’/’they’ construct with numerous nuances and multi-layered entanglements, but rather as an
objective reality. Finally, ethnic identity is considered to be distinct from socio-cultural and economic
circumstances.

The paragraph above sums up in an adequate manner how ethnicity is understood by Romanians, in
general, and archaeologists, in particular'®?, and thus gives an idea of why material culture is considered to
be such a direct signal of ethnicity, and why the Geto-Dacians are seen as being part of a natural ethnic
unity. Since cultural components are one of the main ethnic binders, and in the culture-historical approach
material remains are considered to reflect cultural traits directly, artefacts become cultural and thus ethnic
flags. In other words pots, houses, walls, sanctuaries can all be identified as being Geto-Dacian by observing
their typological, and inherently cultural, characteristics.

Building on the view of ethnicity suggested by Graves-Brown and Jones, it is easy to understand
why the terms Getae and the Dacians, mentioned by the Greek and Roman authors, can be naturally put
together to give the name of one people, the Geto-Dacians. This has to do with a fragment, well known to
Romanian La Téne archaeologists, left to us by Strabo (Geography, VII. 3.13) which states that “The
language of the Daci is the same as that of the Getae”. Since the linguistic component also represents one
of the core elements which determines an ethnicity, and the information given to us by Strabo is thought of
as accurate or at least reflecting an approximate reality, it is only ‘natural’ to think that the Getae and the
Dacians were actually part of the same neam, the Geto-Dacians.

The third and final issue with how La Tene research is practiced today in Romania is that the political
implications of this type of writing and of archaeology in general are not recognised'®. Considering that
one is writing about a ‘real’ ethnic group, a ‘nation’, from two thousand years ago, which is believed to
represent practically the Late Iron Age equivalent of the Romanians, any knowledge that is produced can
have political reverberations today and thus can be easily employed by political actors. The archaeological
discourse of deep seated millennial ethnicity is especially susceptible to exploitation by extreme
nationalistic movements, as it was the case with the Romanian Legionary movement from the inter-war
period. Also members of Partidul Romdnia Mare (Great Romania Party), a party which had a radical
nationalistic, even xenophobic doctrine'™, and which has occupied seats in the Romanian and EU

190 Dragoman 2009.

101 Graves-Brown, Jones 1996, p. 8.

102 Reading these lines, some Late Iron Age Romanian authors could argue that they would not theorize ethnicity
in such a way. Their objection may well be entirely grounded, but ethnicity is seldom directly discussed in
archaeological papers. Yet the way ethnic labels are used in Late Iron Age publications as well as their abundance,
suggests that the intrinsic, non-discursive ideas of ethnicity that are deployed correspond to Graves-Brown and Jones’s
description.

103 Dragoman, Oanta-Marghitu 2014, p. 327-328.

104 Their discourse is orientated mainly against the Hungarian minority from Transylvania.
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parliament after 1989, occasionally brought the Geto-Dacians, the Romanian’s mighty ancestors, into their
arguments in order to give justification to their views. Therefore there is an urgent need for archaeologists
to state their political goals. As mentioned by Kristiansen'®®, we need to set the political agenda for our
work or others will do it for us.

4. FROM ARCHAEOLOGY TO MYTHOLOGY.
THE ANCESTORS BEYOND ARCHAEOLOGISTS

The reason for the current state of archaeological writing, but at the same time its effect, lies in the
huge success of what can be called the ‘Dacianisation’ of the Romanians. The work of archaeologists,
starting from Parvan, has had a great deal of influence on society, on the common, non-academic Romanian
citizen who never, or rarely, came in contact with raw archaeological material. With the deliberate
intervention of the state and with the help of museums and national education, the inhabitants of Romania
were literally transformed into descendants of the Dacians as this quotation from a 5th-form history text
book shows:

“The Getae and the Dacians are the same people. They [...] broadly occupied the current territory of
our country, which in antiquity was named Dacia. The Geto-Dacians are ancestors of the Romanian
people.” (“Getii si dacii constituiau acelasi popor. Ei [...] ocupau in linii mari actualul teritoriu al tarii
noastre, care in antichitate se numea Dacia. Geto-dacii sunt stramogi ai poporului roman.”)"*.

The Dacian discourse also spilled over into other disciplines. In an important geography atlas from
the 1980s, an introductory section entitled “The unity between the land and the Romanian people”
(“Unitatea dintre pamintul si poporul romadn ) starts with:

“The Carpatho-Danubian-Pontic region has been inhabited since the earliest of times, since the dawn
of history, by the tribes of the Getae and of the Dacians, which formed one single people.” ( “Spatiu carpato-
danubiano-pontic a fost locuit din cele mai vechi timpuri, din zorile istoriei, de triburile getilor si ale
dacilor, care alcatuiau un singur popor.”)'"’.

The modern Romanian citizens have entirely incorporated the Dacian ancestorhood into their
identity. Many people are at this point keen on hearing and reading about their ancestors. This interest stems
from the heroic image of the Dacians that citizens get by going through the educational system and by
coming in contact with cultural institutions, especially museums. The current positivist archaeology, despite
operating within an intrinsic nationalist framework, cannot provide them with the knowledge they want.

It is possible to observe that a sort of mystic aura has been formed around the Geto-Dacians and their
civilization. This aura is determined by a series of concepts, which may be named altogether “the Geto-
Dacian myth”, and which represent a much exaggerated reading of the work of archaeologists who have
generally ignored and in some cases encouraged their propagation. This myth thus represents the outcome
of the popular reinterpretation of loosely presented and interpreted archaeological results. Some of the main
ideas of this myth could be summarised as:

1. The Geto-Dacians were the holders of very advanced knowledge. This knowledge was brought
to them by Zalmolxis, the Geto-Dacian supreme god, and by Deceneu, a high priest, from the Egyptians
and the Greeks. The evidence for this knowledge can be observed in the massive religious monuments from
Sarmizegetusa Regia, the capital of the Dacian Kingdom. Some of those structures, such as the “andesite
sun” or the large circular temple, still have some of that hidden knowledge within them which we cannot
understand anymore.

2. Burebista and Decebal were heroes of the Geto-Dacian nation, bringing together all the qualities
of legendary leaders. Through his qualities, and that of his people, Burebista built an empire that spread
across much of Eastern and Central Europe.

105 Kristiansen 1993, p. 3.
196 Bilutoiu, Vlad 1999, p. 77.
107 Badea, Gasteanu, Velcea 1983, p. 27.
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3. The wealth of the Geto-Dacians was unimaginable and it was obtained by exploiting the
Carpathian Mountains, extremely rich in gold and silver. Many of the Geto-Dacian treasures are still hidden
in the Oristie Mountains, the region near the capital Sarmizegetusa Regia'®.

4. The Geto-Dacians represented an incredible military force in ancient times; all the people
defended their land with unprecedented bravery using their specific curved weapons, the sica/falx.

5. The Geto-Dacians represented a model for bravery and righteousness. An episode that is often
used to depict their superior nature is the one when, under the rule of king Burebista and at the indications
of the high priest Deceneu, the Geto-Dacians cut down all the vineyards so that they would not be tempted
anymore by wine.

This myth came out of a void of knowledge about the Dacians that is now being filled by a wave of
non-academic publications that enjoy a great deal of popularity. Numerous books'” and magazines (e.g.
Dacia Magazin) have thus appeared, in which authors lacking archaeological training discuss different
aspects of the Dacians. Even the Romanian Orthodox Church has integrated the Late Iron Age ancestors
into some theological volumes''’. Most of these writers continue the discourse from the 1980s and
propagate the ideas from the Ceausescu era, leading to the creation of this mythical aura around the Dacians.
These publications are often backed up by organizations, such as Dacia Revival International Society or
Dacia Nemuritoare, that have wealthy financial contributors. Some of them also hold symposia, such as the
yearly International Dacology Congress, where Dacian enthusiasts present their ideas.

As a more recent development, Dacian re-enactment groups have appeared, recreating the Dacian
dress, crafts and especially fighting technique'''. While the wish to inform people about the past behind
such groups may be genuine, the way the information is presented and the facets of society that are depicted,
only serves to further glorify the Dacian ancestors. Furthermore, due to the need to give an entertaining,
‘authentic’ performance, gross liberties are taken in nearly all aspects''%.

The flourishing of re-enactment groups and of publications like those outlined above has been
possible due to two main factors. The first one has to do with state propaganda. The Geto-Dacian heritage
was advertised by the state in order to shape the ideal Romanian citizen and to increase national solidarity.
The process started from the end of the 19" century, became highly accentuated during Ceausescu’s regime
and even continues today. Its success has been ensured through the establishment of the official national
history of the Romanian people which is illustrated in the history textbooks used in primary and secondary
schools'"®. Additionally, the Romanian Academy has published between 2001 and 2013 the so-called
treatise of The History of the Romanians'', in ten volumes, the first three referring to prehistory''’,
antiquity and late-antiquity''®. The massive books were the result of the collaboration of an impressive
number of archaeologists and historians. Although several scholars have spoken against some of the ideas

108 Because of this myth, the region around Sarmizegetusa Regia has become a magnet for treasure hunters. If one
visits the site it is easy to observe the hundreds of holes made by the gold-searching opportunists. It should be
mentioned that the thieves sometime have succeeded in finding important treasures, as it is the case with the golden
bracelets, which were recovered by the Romanian state from the black market (Ciutd, Rustoiu 2007).

109 F g, Savescu 2002; Oltean 2007; Panculescu 2008; Crainicu 2009.

OF o Viaduca 2012, p. 16-49.

! The largest Dacian re-enactment group is Terra Dacica Aeterna (http:/terradacica.ro/).

112 For a discussion on re-enactment groups, see Samida 2012; Samida 2014.

113 Even though in the last couple of years alternative history manuals were introduced in schools, these still follow
the general lines of an official Romanian history as they need to be approved by the Ministry of Education.
Nonetheless, the situation can be said to have improved slightly from the years before.

114 The project of compiling the massive volumes started already in the 1980s, at the height of the Thracomaniac
movement. While alterations were made following the fall of communism, the concept remained the same and many
of the original texts were kept. One should also remark the choice of the title; it implies that the history of the
Romanians starts with the Palaeolithic since this is the first period discussed in the volumes. Previous editions of such
treatise were published during the 1960s, e.g. C. Daicoviciu et alii 1960.

115 Pascu, Theodorescu 2001; Protase, Suceveanu 2001; Petrescu-Dimbovita, A. Vulpe 2001.

116 Babes 2008, p. 11.
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presented in the first volumes, as well as against the overtly nationalist discourse that is employed'"’, they
currently represent one of the main textbooks for university''®,

The second factor that has allowed the flourishing of popular literature on the Geto-Dacians, as
suggested by Dragoman'', is linked to the retreat of archaeologists to ‘the ivory tower of science’. As
mentioned earlier, the overemphasis on description instead of interpretation was thought to be an efficient
way to resist the nationalist pressure during the Ceausescu regime, but one of its effects was the opening of
an enormous gap between archaeologists and the general public. However, nowadays, the general
Romanian public has already incorporated the idea of their Geto-Dacian ancestry into their view of the
world. Many people are very interested in finding out more about what they perceive as being their national
ancestral heritage. The ‘scientific’ archaeological papers and books, with their descriptive style, are
naturally unappealing to the public. Consequently, magazines and organisations, usually established by
non-archaeologists, have appeared in order to satisfy the Romanians’ thirst for the past, stirred up, but
unquenched by scholars.

5. CONCLUSION. LEAVING THE PAST BEHIND

The position of the Geto-Dacians appears thus to be extremely well established both in the Late Iron
Age archaeology and in Romanian society in general. The ancestors are present everywhere: in the land'*’,
in the objects found in the ground, in the language, in the emotions and especially in the blood'?'. The past
seems to have taken an extremely firm grip and shaking it off will not prove to be easy, even if anyone is
willing to try.

In recent years, there have been people starting to point out the myths present within Romanian
history'?* and their manipulative impact on targeted archaeological interpretations'?. The overall reaction
of much of Romanian academia and the general public has been sceptical at best. On some occasions, fierce
responses from the readers are obtained when such publications are aimed at the general public. This was
the case with an article by Petre'?*, professor of Ancient History at the University of Bucharest, where she
argued against the ancestral relationship established between the Romanians and the Dacians and against
the opinions expressed in two documentaries of non-archaeologists which enjoyed a wide degree of
attention in the press and especially over the internet'?. Petre was denigrated for expressing her opinion by
part of the media and even declared by some commentators a national traitor'*®.

7 Niculescu 2004; Mihailescu-Birliba 2006; Preda 2007.

118 When, in a personal discussion, this problem was raised with an influential Late Iron Age archaeologist of
Romania the answer received was that, although everyone is aware that the volumes contain many errors and that the
discourse is nationalistic, there is currently nothing better that can be given to the students to read.

119 Dragoman 2009, p. 197.

120 See Hofmann in press for a discussion on the transfer of modern land units in the past.

121 A song that was very popular in the 1990s and is still listened to by many people, both young and old, has as
one of the first lines: “I feel within my body the long-haired comati Dacians” (“Sim¢ in trup pletosii daci comati’)
(Pasarea Colibri — Vinovatii fara vina).

122 Boia 2000; Boia 2001. For recent a non-academic approach of the topic see Alexe 2015.

123 E.g. Teleaga 2014.

124 Petre 2012. In her earlier work, Petre had argued for a non-heroic view of the Dacians as seen through the
written sources, Petre 2004.

125 In the two documentaries, named “The Dacians. Unsettling Truths” (“Dacii. Adevdruri tulburdatoare”) and
“The Dacians. New Revelations” (Dacii. Noi dezvaluiri”), the basic Thracomaniac idea from communist times is
perpetuated. It is argued that the Dacians are the sole ancestors of Romanians and that their society and achievements
are the pillars of much of the European civilization. Numerous non-archaeologists appear in the two films, including
journalists and current or former university professors, thus constructing a convincing illusion of a scientifically based
argument (http://adevaruldespredaci.ro/dacii-adevaruri-tulburatoare/ and http://adevaruldespredaci.ro/dacii-noi-
dezvaluiri-documentar-iunie-2012-hd/).

126 It is interesting to note that Petre was one the few academics to denounce officially the ideas expressed in the
two documentaries. Only a few other archaeologists considered it worthwhile to contradict the opinions from the two
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Similar situations have developed following some of the articles of Diaconescu, a lecturer at the same
University of Bucharest. In one of his papers, he argued that the current image created around one of the
Wallachian medieval princes, and national hero of Romania, Vlad Tepes, was pure invention and that the
documents show a much plainer, unheroic picture'?’. The article generated an enormous amount of response
from the readers, most of them expressing extreme discontent at its publication'?®. The reactions against
Diaconescu were so hostile that the editor considered it necessary to publish in the following number of the
magazine a small article defending the university lecturer’s opinion'?’. These examples beautifully reflect,
in my opinion, what people think about the past and what they want to read about it'*’.

Since Romanians are used to hearing about their heroic ancestors, be they from medieval times or
from the Late Iron Age, and the archaeology of Romania is funded almost exclusively by the state, using
public money, one cannot help to wonder whether there is any viable solution at this stage. Considering
that scholars should answer the needs of society, if the ancestors are taken out of the archaeological
interpretation would they still be accomplishing their goal? Would it not just lead to publications like Dacia
Magazine becoming even more popular? The question of what the next step should be is very much an open
one, lacking an easy and straight answer.

Nonetheless, there is potential for the situation to improve. One of the possible solutions is to allow
the development of a new generation of archacologists by providing adequate funding to higher education
institutions. This would give the opportunity for university libraries to purchase more recent publications,
thus enabling students to become familiar with today’s archaeological literature and become acquainted
with alternative discourses. Another requirement is to internationalise the teaching staff. Vacant university
positions should be advertised internationally and often given to people from outside the country, so as to
break the monopoly that Romanians have over how and what archacology undergraduates and graduates
are taught'*'. Additionally, the national education curriculum should give departments and professors the
freedom to select how and what they want to teach.

Last but not least, archaeologists need to become more introspective before they can decide on the
next step'*2. Researchers should enunciate the theoretical framework in which they operate and be aware
of the preconceptions with which they work. Simply importing concepts from Western scholars is, however,
not the answer, since it would be naive to think that Western archaeology is the holder of truth and
objectivity'*>. Nonetheless, in order to situate oneself, it is necessary to explore the diversity of
archaeological approaches'** and understand how knowledge is created'*. Also, scholars have to be
conscious of the intricate relationship between the subject and the object of research, as well as the
fundamental role played by the social context of the researcher'*. At the end of this process, archaeologists

films despite their wide popularity (e.g. http://adevarul.ro/locale/cluj-napoca/istoricul-ioan-piso-despre-dacii---
adevaruri-tulburatoare-2012-sunt-bazaconii-comunistoide-fascistoide-apar-periodic-peisajul-subcultural-
1_50aeb34a7c42d5a6639f4b7d/index.html).

127 Diaconescu 2010b. He continued attacking the mythological created aura around Vlad Tepes and other medieval
Romanian heroes in a radio show (http://www.historia.ro/exclusiv_web/actualitate/articol/filmele-istorice-romanesti-
sunt-pline-minciuni).

128 Unfortunately, the webpage holding the article and the comments has been deleted.

129 Nahoi 2010.

130 A following article from the same magazine and by the same author, which analysed the deeds of another
Romanian medieval hero prince, Stephan the Great, generated a similar reaction from the public (Diaconescu 2010a).

31 Such a solution has been adopted at the University of Vienna, where the dean of the Historisch-
Kulturwissenschaftlichen Fakultdt is now a former professor from Berlin. Additionally, a recently advertised
professorship from the Institut fiir Urgeschichte und Historische Archdologie has been given to a British archaeologist.
In numerous other world universities, this is common practice.

132 Gramsch 1999; 2000.

133 Doing so would contradict the post-processual ideas, which sustain that there is no truth and that archacology
is ultimately subjective (Hamilakis 2007, p. 13). Additionally, it would encourage a colonialist relationship between
the West and Romania.

134 Bintliff 2011, p. 8.

135 Latour 1999, p. 24-79.

136 Jenkins 2003; Shanks and Tilley 1987, p. 29-60.
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will become more aware of the role they play and thus more capable of deciding on the future direction of
their research and the impact it can have on the broader public.

Personal reflection

In the context of my arguments for subjectivism in archaecological writing, I consider it necessary to
reflect on my own personal background, which influenced the opinions stated in this paper.

I am a Romanian citizen and have lived within the country for the first twenty two years of my life,
which means that I was raised with the concept of the Geto-Dacians as my mighty ancestors both in the
family and school environment.

I am aware that my academic background, as an undergraduate student in Romania, followed by a
masters and PhD at the University of Cambridge and a Postdoctoral position at the Freie Universitét Berlin,
certainly contributed to my perception of nationalism within Romanian archaeology as somewhat stronger
than Romanian colleagues who have rarely had the opportunity to step outside the system. Moreover,
because of my current political views, which can be defined as centre-left and pro-European Union, I could
also be inclined to overemphasise the presence of the nationalistic discourse.

Finally, it is imperative for the reader to be aware that, even though I intended to go through a broad
spectrum of Late Iron Age Romanian archaeology, the chosen quotes also reflect my interests. Additionally,
only a very limited number of organisations, magazines and websites which promote a nationalistic view
of the past were mentioned.
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