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DEER ANTLER MACE-HEADS FROM THE LATE BRONZE AGE IN
NORTHEASTERN ROMANIA

Vasile DIACONUa, Adela KOVACSb
a Neamţ National Museum Complex/Târgu Neamţ Museum of History and Ethnography, e-mail: diavas_n82@yahoo.com 
b Botoşani County Museum, e-mail: adelina_ab@yahoo.com

Keywords: Late Bronze Age, antler mace-heads, social symbol, Romania
Abstract: In the northeastern part of Romania (namely in Botoşani County) several deer antler mace-heads were identified in the last decades. The 
three artifacts discussed here come from settlements of the Late Bronze Age, the Noua culture. All the items were made from segments from the 
lower part of the antler, being subsequently perforated. In order to understand the manner of their manufacture, experimental archaeology data 
were also brought into discussion. There are very good analogies in Bronze Age cultural contexts for the specimens that are the object of our study. 
These items could have been used as weapons, but most likely they had certain social significance.

Cuvinte cheie: Bronz Târziu, sceptre de corn, simbol social, Romania
Rezumat: În zona de nord-est a României, în judeţul Botoşani, au fost identificate în ultimele decenii câteva piese din corn de cerb de tip măciucă. 
Cele trei artefacte discutate în cadrul prezentului articol provin din aşezări ale culturii Noua specifice bronzului târziu. Toate piesele au fost lucrate 
din segmente provenite de la baza coarnelor de cerb, fiind ulterior perforate. Pentru a înţelege modul de realizare a unor astfel de obiecte, au fost 
aduse în discuţie şi date de arheologie experimentală. În mediile culturale ale epocii bronzului găsim analogii foarte bune pentru exemplarele care 
fac obiectul studiului nostru. Din punct de vedere al semnificaţiilor, piesele amintite puteau fi folosite ca arme, dar, cel mai probabil, aveau o 
semnificaţie socială.

INTRODUCTION

Among the finds attributed to the Late Bronze Age, a number of artefacts display features which may have 
highlighted the social status of certain people or human groups. If certain symbol-like artefacts have been discussed 
repeatedly in the archaeological literature, such as the truncated-cone shaped stone scepters or certain metal items 
(daggers and axes), there are also other categories of artefacts worthy to be included and analyzed within the same 
framework. We refer here to certain items made of deer antler discovered in the Botoşani County (northeastern 
Romania) and which, as indicated by their characteristics, may be interpreted both as objects with a symbolic utility 
and weapons.

During the Late Bronze Age, such items appear very rarely in archaeological contexts, and that is why we 
believe that the publication of these three artefacts represents a useful contribution to the current state of the 
research.

MATERIAL AND METHOD

The three discussed deer antler artefacts originated in settlements specific to the Late Bronze Age (Noua 
culture). The objects were recovered during the last three decades and are in the patrimony of the Botoşani County 
Museum and of the Târgu Neamţ Museum of History and Ethnography.

The artifacts were analyzed macroscopically and, following a description of their characteristics, they will be 
discussed in the broader context of similar artefacts from the Noua culture, but also with references to other Bronze 
Age cultural milieus.

For each item, the technological observations will be discussed, as well as the morphological ones.
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In order to understand how these artefacts were produced, we resorted to experimental archaeology. Thus, the main 
stages of manufacturing such deer antler "scepters" were identified in order to make comparisons with archaeological 
specimens.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT

The three objects that are the subject of this study come from the localities of Cotârgaci (Roma commune), 
Corlăteni (Corlăteni commune) and Sărata-Basarab (Hăneşti commune), Botoşani County (Fig. 1).
The artefact from Cotârgaci was discovered on the surface of a Late Bronze Age archeological site, located to the 
southwest of the village, on the right bank of the Ratoş Valley, at the spot known as "La Rugi/Calul Alb" (Şovan 2013, 
p. 365, no. 10).

The second artefact was found in 1989 during the archeological excavations carried out at the spot known as 
"La Iaz/Cărămidărie", located to the southeastern part of the village, between Jijia Valley and Putreda Valley, in trench 
S.II (Tudor, Vulpe 1953, p. 429; Păunescu et alii 1976, p. 77; Dascălu 2007, p. 178). The trench also yielded ceramic 
materials typical for the Noua culture.

From the surface of an "ash-mound" of the Noua settlement from Sărata-Basarab -  Via lui Borcilă, a deer 
antler artefact was recently recovered, similar to the other two. This site lies to the west of the village, on the eastern 
slope of the hill near the Water House, to the left of the road leading to Hăneşti (Diaconu 2008; Diaconu 2010, 
p. 39-40; Şovan 2013, p. 232).

DESCRIPTION OF THE ARTEFACTS

1. The artefact is made from the burr area, and was obtained after removing the main branch and the tines. 
Based on the size of the antler, the raw material came from an adult deer. An approximately circular perforation was 
made in the central area of the object, and the entire surface of the item was carefully finished. The drilling was 
carried out with a sharp object, possibly a chisel. An extremely interesting detail is the fact that after cutting the tines, 
part of the spongy tissue was removed, and the hollows were filled with other antler fragments, stuffed in, causing the 
object to crack. A detailed analysis highlighted in various areas of the artifact the marks left by the object used for the 
cutting, most likely an axe or a metallic chisel.
Dimensions: length - 109 mm; maximum width - 89 mm; perforation diameter - 21 mm; base diameter - 83 x 52 mm 
(Fig. 2).

2. Artefact made from the burr of the deer antler. After breaking the main beam and cutting the two tines, 
the item was completely perforated by cutting a rectangular hole. In the case of this artefact, one may observe that all 
the spongy tissue was removed. Also, the burr and the cut ends of the tines were relatively well finished. The object 
originates from Corlateni.
Dimensions: length - 105 mm; maximum width - 60 mm; perforation diameter - 17 x 15 mm; base diameter - 53 mm 
(Fig. 3).

3. Object made from a deer antler main beam most likely from the middle area. The raw material was cut 
with a metal item (ax/chisel), the traces of cutting being visible at the extremities of the artefact. Also with a sharp 
object, a quasi-circular perforation was made at the intersection of the main beam with one of the tines, through 
which part of the spongy tissue was extracted. In order to be hafted, the spongy tissue was extracted from the 
preserved part of the main beam using a drill also. The perforation was carried out bi-directionally, as indicated by the 
fact that the resulted hole for the haft is not perfectly cylindrical. At both ends of the perforation, the macroscopic 
inspection identified traces of wear and slight polish. The artefact was discovered at the Sarata Basarab.
Dimensions: length - 114 mm; maximum width - 83 mm; perforation diameter - 15 x 18 mm/25 x 20 mm (Fig. 4).
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TECHNOLOGICAL OBSERVATIONS

For the manufacture of the above mentioned items, both burrs and a segment from the intersection of the 
main beam and the tines were used. In fact, at some Noua settlements were uncovered fragments of burrs, possibly 
serving as future raw material for manufacturing such maces (Sirbu 2011, fig. 10/5, 6; Sava 2014, fig. 158/2-4) 
(Fig. 5/1, 2).

The preference for the burr area of the antlers could be explained by their massiveness, which allowed the 
creation of sufficiently large perforations, required for hafting.

The primary cutting was done with very sharp tools, by firm, precise cuts, resulting regular sides of the 
extremities, in some cases finished by abrasion. The burr itself was also removed by cutting and abrasion.

Of the three items discussed here, one was perforated perpendicularly to the flat faces, while the other two 
have transversal holes at the intersection of the main beam and one of the tines. A characteristic of these "scepters" is 
that the perforation was not carried out in the classical way, by rotation, but by using a sharp object with which the 
hard outer layer of the antler was cut, obtaining a quasi-rectangular or quasi-circular hole.

It is also important to note that the spongy tissue from inside the antler was extracted, in varying 
proportions, at all three items. In one case the hollow space obtained was filled with other antler fragments (Fig. 2/1b, 
c, d), also seen at other similar Bronze Age objects in Romania, such as those from Lancram (Alba County) 
(Aldea 1973) and Oradea (Fazecas 2005).

Another observation is related to the fact that only the artefact from Roma had a finished surface, while the 
other two preserved the pearling typical of the deer antler morphology.

DEER ANTLER MACE EXPERIMENT

The raw material we used to make such an artefact was the antler from ca. 6 years old deer. The burr area 
was used to turn the raw material into a finished piece. The main beam broke during the lifetime of the animal and 
the fracture area shows traces of wear/abrasion due to the contact with various surfaces. The cutting of the branch to 
obtain the material for the artefact was carried out with massive flakes of siliceous sandstone (Fig. 6/5, 6), an 
operation that lasted approximately 45 minutes, and fracturing was achieved by repeted strokes with a stone.

The perforation was made in the area of the maximum width of the object. In a first phase, a massive stone 
point was used to create shallow depressions on both faces of the artefact, by repeated blows. Subsequently, a 
cylindrical perforation was obtained using a drill (a piece of flint shafted in a bone tube and fastened to a wooden 
rod). The perforation was initiated from both faces (Fig. 6/1-3). The complete perforation was achieved using a flint 
point, by successive rotations. The shape of the perforation was adjusted using a retouched flint blade. The whole 
drilling operation took 1 hour and 20 minutes. The extremity that was cut was finished on a medium-grained 
sandstone slab.

As a final step, the object was fastened into a wooden handle (Fig. 7/2).

DISCUSSIONS

Because the items discussed above were discovered in contexts of the Noua culture, it is worth noting that 
similar objects are known at settlements of the same cultural milieu in the Republic of Moldova at Slobozia-Şirăuţi 
(Sava 2014, fig. 18/1) (Fig. 5/3), Odaia-Miciurin (Sava, Kaiser 2011, fig. 84/15; Sava 2014, fig. 84/15)(Fig. 5/4), Cobîlea 
(Sava 2014, fig. 158/1) (Fig. 5/5) and Ukraine at Mahala (Smirnova 1972, fig. 7/2) (Fig. 5/6). Although their number is 
small, two slightly distinct types may be discerned: those perforated perpendicular to the main faces, and those with 
the perforation carried out transversely to them.

Another observation worth making refers to the fact that the artifacts we presented are undecorated, 
although at other Bronze Age cultures decorated artifacts are known, such as the specimens from Boarta (Sibiu 
County) (Popa, Ştefu 2009), Lancrăm (Alba county) (Aldea 1973), Ulmu (Călăraşi county) (Morintz 1978, p. 135, 
fig. 73/9; Florescu 1991, p. 153-154, fig. 146/1; Bolohan 2018, pl. 8/4-7) and Oradea (Bihor county) (Fazecaş 2005). As 
indicated by the discoveries so far attributed to the Late Bronze Age, in the case of these "scepters" the emphasis was 
on their functionality and less on their aesthetic. This latter detail is observed only in the case of the artefact from 
Cotârgaci, whose surface has been carefully polished.
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As we have shown above, the artefacts we discussed come from settlements of the Noua culture, and so do 
the specimens discovered on the left bank of the Prut. For other Bronze Age cultural areas, antler "sceptres" were also 
discovered in cult complexes, such as the one from Sibişeni/Vinţu de Sus (Alba County) (Andriţoiu, Popa 1999, p. 106; 
Andriţoiu et alii 2004, p. 151), and even in graves, as is the specimen from Sărata Monteoru (Bârzu 1989, p. 66, 
fig. 16/T.71.1). From this perspective, we may consider that these deer antler artefacts had a special functionality 
which must be contextualized. The fact that some of these items were decorated, supports the idea that they could 
have played the role of objects of social distinction. In the case of the artefact from Cotârgaci, it is obvious the care for 
the external aspect, the surface being carefully finished, while the stumps of the tines were filled with antler 
fragments, most probably, for aesthetic reasons. An extremely important detail is that it has a very good analogy in 
the northern area of the Botoşani County, at Oroftiana (Suharău commune). Although the respective artefact was 
made of a volcanic rock, it replicated closely the specimen from Cotârgaci (Diaconu, Ciucălău 2015).

We do not rule out the possibility that some of these objects may have been just weapons for clubbing, 
although their light weight does not fully support such functionality. Of course, we must also take into account the 
fact that some of these artefacts may have served as symbolic weapons and were used during ceremonial purposes.

CONCLUSIONS

In the previous pages we presented a series of data regarding three items made of deer antler discovered in 
Botoşani County, dated to the Late Bronze Age. The mentioned artefacts bring consistent additional information on 
this category of objects, mainly considering the fact that their number is quite limited on the Noua culture area.
In order to understand certain aspects related to their manufacturing technology, we also resorted to experimental 
archeology, thus managing to approximate the time required to make such an object.
As for the functionality of the three maces discovered in northeastern Romania, we cannot be very categorical as 
there no consistent details on their archaeological contexts, other than the fact that they were recovered from Late 
Bronze Age settlements and that they have very good analogies during this chronological period.
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Figure 1. Map of antler mace-heads from northeastern Romania.
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Figure 2. The mace-head from Cotârgaci, Botoşani County (photo and drawing - A. Kovacs).
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Figure 3. The mace-head from Corlăteni, Botoşani County (photo and drawing - A. Kovacs).
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Figure 4. The mace-head from Sărata-Basarab, Botoşani County (photo and drawing - A. Kovacs).
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Figure 5. Deer antler fragments and mace-heads: 1, 2, 5, Cobîlea; 3, Slobozia-Sireuti; 4, Odaia-Miciurin; 6, Mahala
(1-5, after Sava 2014; 6, after Smirnova 1972).
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Figure 6. Experimental manufacture of an antler mace-head (photo - V. Diaconu).
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Figure 7. Antler mace-head resulted from the archaeological experiment (photo - V. Diaconu).


