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The Early La Téne belt hook from Prasnik

The accidentally found iron belt hook from Prasnik in western Slovakia ranks among exceptional artifacts of the early
Celtic art. Together with the nearby centre of production and power in Horné Oresany and with the burial grounds
in Stupava and Bucany, it confirms that this territory belonged to the core of the oldest Celtic settlement in the Central
Danube region.

INTRODUCTION

Evidence of early Celtic artistic craft with its unique graphic representation attracts attention of
experts as well as ancient fine art lovers. In the wider territory of the Central Danube region, such
artifacts were very rare and this craft was represented mainly by well-known finds, a bronze belt hook
from Stupava and a mask-shaped fibula from Slovenské Pravno. The image of western Slovakia as an
unimportant marginal part of the Early La Téne civilization has been changed by spectacular discover-
ies at the hillfort of Slepy vrch near Horné OreSany, from which several artifacts of exceptional artistic
quality have been published (Bazovskij 2006; Cambal 2005, 2012). According to the results of a field survey,
mask-shaped fibulae and other artistic craft works were also manufactured at the location (Pieta 2007,
with bibliography; 2014; Pieta/Jakubcinovd/Sebesta 2011). Early La Téne products arrived in the parts of
the Western Carpathian territory further to the north or east with the continuous Late Hallstatt settle-
ment. The complicated situation at the end of the Early Iron Age in Slovakia was dealt with particularly
by Elena Mirossayova, who has exceptionally contributed to our knowledge of this complex historical
period (Mirossayovd 2017). This short contribution is friendlily dedicated to her.

In 1999, an unknown person offered an iron belt hook reportedly discovered by searchers at the
hillfort of Tlsta hora near Prasnik, Trnava district, to the Museum of Trenc¢in. Around the same time, two
axes, a spear, a knife and a fragment of a zoomorphic artifact from the same site were presented to the
Institute of Archaeology of SAS. Details of the find context are unknown. The belt hook conserved and
documented in the museum is nowadays deposited in the Institute of Archaeology of SAS. I would like
to thank Jaroslav Somr for documenting of the find and kind provision of information and pictures. So
far, the artifact has only been mentioned in literature (Pieta 2007, 13).

THE SITE AND ITS HINTERLAND

Two hillforts, Tlsty vrch (426 m) and Hradok (above the hamlet U Fajnorov), are situated near the
village of Prasnik in the Little Carpathians. Both sites were rather thoroughly studied by the Western
Slovakia Museum in Trnava in the 1970s and 1980s. Results of excavations were published by the author
of the research P. Novak in several articles as well as in two monographs (Nowik 2001, 2011). According
to the documentation by J. Somr and the record of the author of this article, the belt hook and other
artifacts come from the hillfort of Tlsta hora. The research confirmed presence of intense settlement
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Fig. 1. Prasnik-Tlsta hora. Iron artifacts from the hillfort.
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in the Hallstatt period (Nowvdk 2001). It is an upland fortification of 2.07 ha where — unlike the nearby
polycultural hillfort at the site of Hradok — finds of the Kalenderberg culture with Lusatian influences
clearly prevail (Veliacik/Romsauer 1994, 154). The site is located in the immediate surroundings of one
of the passes through the Little Carpathians. Nearby, not far from Vrbov, a settlement with mixed Late
Hallstatt, Early La Téne population is situated (Romsauer 1981). The wider territory of the western slopes
of this mountain range was densely populated in the Early and Late Iron Age and several important
period centres were founded there (Stegmann-Rajtdr 2002). The approx. 25 km distant hillfort of Molpir in
Smolenice was the centre of settlement in the Hallstatt as well as Middle La Tene periods. The fortifica-
tion at Slepy vrch near Horné OreSany, approx. 30 km south of Prasnik, with documented production
of artistic craft products from that time was important for the Early La Tene settlement in the wider
territory of the Central Danube region.

Besides the belt hook, whose evaluation is the aim of this article, a collection of iron artifacts, obtained
at the same time as the analyzed belt hook, comes from the hillfort of Tlsta hora near Prasnik. Judging
by their narrow fan-shaped blades and closed sockets, both axes belong to older products of this type
and can be roughly dated to the end of the Hallstatt period or the beginning of the La Tene period (Fig.
1: 4, 5; Benedikovd 2014, 19; 2017, 360). A high number of axes of similar shapes was also found at the Early
La Tene hillfort in Horné Oresany. The knife with a curved blade and a higher slightly rounded tip and
possibly other artifacts can be classified similarly (Fig. 1: 1-3). The long narrow willow-shaped spear
point of a diamond-shaped cross-section is more difficult to classify (Fig. 1: 6). It can be only generally
dated in early protohistory (Pieta 2010, 281).

Fig. 2. Prasnik-Tlst4 hora. Iron belt hook.
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ANALYSIS AND DATING OF THE BELT HOOK

A box-shaped iron belt hook (Fig. 2). Its functional part, the hook, is wrought from a narrow strip of
iron and connected to the plate by two rivets which also attached the belt hook to the end of a belt. The
jutting hook is reinforced and plastically formed into a shape of a head of a fantastic beast with large
almond-shaped eyes, suggested nostrils and mouth. The eyes, nostrils and the interface of the head and
neck are framed by jagged lines. The box-shaped plate of the belt end was made of 1 mm thick iron sheet
inverted on three sides. On the front side with the attached hook, there is a rounded plastic cordon. Deco-
ration on the upper part of the rectangular plate is lined with three stamped lines on the shorter sides.
The area between both outer lines is filled with an engraved meandre, while a symmetrical composition
of two pairs of heads of birds of prey, griffins with bent beaks, pointed ears and long necks, is situated
in the central part. Heads of the outer pair face each other, while the inner pair’s heads are turned away
from each other. The space between them is filled with acanthi. Outlines of the creatures are engraved
and later decoratively stamped. The background is partly covered with stamped parallel lines respecting
the symmetry of the composition and they optically emphasise the design of both pairs of griffins. The
belt hook is 74 mm long, the plate is 78-79 mm wide and 39 mm long (Fig. 3).

The artifact belongs to the so-called box-shaped belt hooks also called bipartite belt hooks with plate
(“Glirtelhaken mit kastchenformigem Beschlag”), which are typical parts of belts in female and rarely
male garments in the Early La Tene period. They are frequent especially in a simple iron form without
ornaments (Frey 1996, 202, fig. 2; 6; Stdllner 2002, 96-98). The belt hooks of this type from the hillfort
of Slepy vrch near Horné Oresany belong mostly to simple iron exemplars (Pieta 2007, 13, fig. 10; Pieta/
Jakubéinovd/Sebesta 2011, 212, fig. 97: 10). The exemplar from Pradnik belongs to the variant with a large
rectangular plate and jutting hook which were part of buckles of wider leather belts. Our well-known
and often depicted bronze artifact from the burial ground in Stupava belongs to such type (Cambal 2012,
fig. 4; 5; Megaw 2011; 2012, 447). It seems that the exemplars with jutting hooks including the find from
Prasnik belong to younger variants dated to the end of stage Lt A or the beginning of stage Lt B1 (Bujna
2011, 127, 160) or a bit later (Ramsl 2011, 105).

Decoration on the belt hook from
Prasnik is concentrated on its visible parts,
the upper part of the “késtchenféormigem
Beschlag” and the hook in shape of an
animal head, mask. Typical features of the
early Celtic artistic expression are found
in its design, narrow almond-shaped
eyes and the plastic lines emphasised
with slashing similar to astragal. Round
nostrils resemble a strong mythical beast,
a quadruped (bull, ram, wild boar). The
composition of the decorated area is very
well correspondent with the Early La
Tene style using antithetically (opposite)
standing figures creating a symmetrical
composition of the scene. The pairs of
griffins with typical bent beaks, round
or almond-shaped eyes and big pointed
ears enter the Celtic art as an orientalizing
motif in its earliest phase when they are
applied on openwork belt hooks and other
. luxurious products. We find parallels to
0 T 5 cm the details of the ornamentation on several
' : : : : ! artifacts of the early Celtic art. The lines of
the meandres outlining the central scene
on the short sides of the rectangular plate
can be found e. g. on the belt hook from
Schwabsburg (Frey 2002, 291) or on the belt
hook from Zelkovice, Hofovice district

Fig. 3. Prasnik-TIsta hora. Iron belt hook.
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(Megaw/Megaw 2001, fig. 429B). A certain model to the analyzed exemplar can be seen in the well-known
bronze belt hook from burial 17 from the Austrian burial ground in Herzogenburg-Ossarn with the hook
shaped as an animal head and with an antithetically composed engraved figural decoration (Frey 2002,

288, fig. 173; Megaw/Megaw/Neugebauer 1989).

Fig. 4. Belt hooks with stems shaped as bird-of-prey heads. 1 — Blatnica; 2-5 - Horné OreSany. 1 - iron; 2-5 — bronze.

Griffin heads dominate in the decorative area of the belt
hook. The figure of this mythical animal arrived in the Medi-
terranean and, from there, also in the Celtic artistic craft from
the Orient; in a modified form (with a bird-of-prey head,
eagle and a body of a quadruped without wings), it belongs
to the frequently used motifs in the whole territory of the
early Celtic civilisation including its eastern part (Frey 2002,
201, 202; Szabé 2012, 693). This attractive motif in a stylized
form (as a so-called Greifenleier) is applied also in further
development of the Celtic art (Frey 1995, 171, 172; Megaw/
Megaw 1990; 2001, 66, 67, 133, fig. 199; Megaw 2012, fig. 7b).
In the Celtic iconography, it is probably predominantly an
accented image of a bird of prey, eagle which is identified
with one of the main deities of the Celtic pantheon, Taranis
in the mythological symbolism. The motif of a bird-of-prey’s
head with a distinct bent down beak belongs to frequent
motifs mainly on fibulae of the Early La Tene period. They
can also be found at sites in western Slovakia and rarely in its
mountainous area as well (Fig. 4).

The plastic figure of griffin is applied on the handle of the
decorative bronze artifact — probably a razor or a knife — dis-
covered on the slope below the hillfort at Slepy vrch in Horné
Oresany around 2010 (Fig. 5). The mythical animal connects
the terminal side of the rectangular frame of the handle. It
holds its head high with an open bent beak creating a ring,
maybe for a string used for suspension of the artifact. The
mouth and distinct round eyes are accented by enamel paste.

Fig. 5. Horné Oresany-Slepy vrch. Detail of
the bronze handle of a decorative artifact,
probably an iron razor or a knife. Bronze, ena-
mel and iron.
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Fig. 6. Iron belt hooks with rectangular plate from western and northern Slovakia. 1-4, 6, 7 - Horné Oresany (Slepy
vrch); 5 — Blatnica (Prasnica); 8 — Sklabinsky Podzamok (Katova skala).
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Claws of both feet are leaning against the frame of the handle, the back part of the body connects the
frame by a long snake-like twisted tail. The side of the animal is thickened by engraved lines and might
represent folded wings. The figurine with its design (upright head with open beak, big round eyes)
perfectly fits the standard artistic representation of griffins in the early Celtic art (Diirrnberg bei Hallein:
Frey 2002, fig. 180; Weiskirchen, Parlsberg, Somme-Bionne: Megaw/Megaw 2001, 66). Unlike the common
representation of the animal with the head turned back, the head directed to the front on the griffin
figurine from Horné OreSany is a less frequent depiction.

The belt hook from Prasnik has a specific feature — application of considerably complex and techni-
cally as well as aesthetically well done decoration on a simple iron product, which is, from the aspect of
the used material, much more complicated. In the Celtic artistic craft, it was used mostly in decoration
of sword scabbards.

Belt hooks of this type were common mainly in the central part of the area of the Early La Tene
civilisation (Frey 1996, 201, 202; Pieta 2007, fig. 10). Their production in Horné Oresany, where several
tens of belt hooks and their parts were found, explains their marginal expansion further to the western
part of the Carpathian basin; it is documented by the above described exemplar, grave goods from the
environment of the Little Carpathians (Stupava: Canmbal 2012; Bu¢any: Bujna/Romsauer 1983), as well as
two artifacts recently discovered in Turiec in the north of Slovakia (Blatnica, Sklabinsky Podzamok; Fig.
6: 5, 8). The find from Prasnik extended the number of Celtic artistic craft artifacts from Slovakia and
pointed to the key importance of the territory of the Little Carpathians as the easternmost part of the
Early La Téne civilisation again. Although the find situation of the Early La Tene belt hook at the Hallstatt
hillfort in Prasnik-Tlsta hora is not clear, it suggests that, like at the Slepy vrch near Horné OreSany (Pieta
2007, 3; Stegmann-Rajtdr 2017, 386, 387), this upland site was also used in the time of a new rise of the Little
Carpathians in the beginning of the La Tene period.
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Vcasnolaténska zapona z Prasnika
Karol Pieta

Sthrn

Pohlad nazapadné Slovensko, ako malo vyznamnui okrajovt sucast véasnolaténskej civilizacie, zmenili spektakuldrne
objavy na hradisku Slepy vrch pri Hornych Oresanoch, odkial boli doteraz publikované viaceré artefakty mimoriadnej
vytvarnej hodnoty (Bazovsky 2006; Cambal 2005; 2012). Podla vysledkov terénneho vyskumu sa na tomto mieste
maskovité spony a iné umelecko-remeselné predmety aj vyrabali (Pieta 2007; 2014; Pieta/Jakubinovd/Sebesta 2011). Podet
véasnolaténskych nalezisk z oblasti Malych Karpat rozsiril starsi nahodny nalez Zeleznej opaskovej zapony, ktory sa
spolu s dalsimi predmetmi podarilo zdokumentovat (obr. 1; 2). Podla ziskanych tidajov pochadzajt z hradiska Prasnik,
Tlst4 hora (426 m), okres Trnava, s intenzivnym osidlenim kalenderberskej kulttary s luzickymi vplyvmi (Novdk 2001;
Veliacik/Romsauer 1994).

Krabicova Zeleznd zapona (dvojdielna zapona s puzdrom; Bujna 2011, 125, 127) patri k typickym stcastiam opaska
zenského, ale ojedinele aj muzského kroja véaskolaténskeho obdobia (obr. 3). Casté st najmé v jednoduchom Zeleznom
prevedeni bez vyzdoby (Frey 1996, 202, obr. 2; 6; Stillner 2002, 96-98). Aj zapony tohto typu z hradiska Slepy vrch

ri Hornych OreSanoch patria prevazne k prostym Zeleznym exemplarom (Pieta 2007, 13, obr. 10; Pieta/Jakubcinovd/
Sebesta 2011, 212, obr. 97: 10). Exemplér z Prasnika patri k variantu s velkou obdiZnikovou platni¢kou a vy¢nievajicim
hacikom, ktoré boli sticastou zapinania Sirsich koZenych opaskov. Zda sa, ze kusy s vy¢nievajucim hacikom vcitane
nalezu z Prasnika patria k mladsim variantom, datovanym na koniec stupna LTA, alebo na zaciatok stupnia LTB1 (Bujna
2011, 125, 127), pripadne este o nieco neskor (Ramsl 2011, 105).

Vyzdoba zapony z Prasnika sa sustredila na jej viditelné casti, na hornt cast puzdra a na prinitovant zachytna
cast. Hacik ma tvar zvieracej hlavy, masky s tizkymi ocami mandlového tvaru a plastickym oramovanim linii obrv,
zvyraznenych presekavanim. Okrthle nozdry evokuja silné fantastické zviera, Stvornozca (byk, baran, diviak).
Kompozicia zdobenej plochy velmi dobre zodpovedd vcasnolaténskemu Stylu s vyuzitim antitheticky (proti sebe)
postavenych figtr, ktoré vytvaraja symetricki kompoziciu vyjavu. Dvojice gryfov s charakteristickym zahnutym
zobakom, okrihlymi alebo mandlovymi o¢ami a velkymi hrotitymi usami vstupuji ako orientalizujiici motiv do
keltského umenia uz v jeho najstarsej faze, kedy su aplikované na prelamovanych pasovych zaponach i na dalsich
honosnych vyrobkoch. K detailom vyzdoby nachddzame paralely na viacerych artefaktoch vcéasnokeltského umenia.
Linie meandrov, lemujtice centrdlny vyjav na kratSich stranach puzdra nachddzame napriklad na bronzovej zdpone
z0 Schwabsburgu (Frey 2002, 291) alebo na zapone zo Zelkovic, okr. Hofovice (Megaw/Megaw 2001, obr. 429B). Ur¢itda
predlohu k analyzovanému exempldru vidime v znamej bronzovej zapone z hrobu 17 z raktiskeho pohrebiska
Herzogenburg-Ossarn s hacikom v tvare zvieracej hlavy a antitheticky komponovanou figuralnou rytou vyzdobou
(Frey 2002, 288, obr. 173). Postava gryfa sa do keltského umeleckého remesla dostala z Orientu a v modifikovanej podobe
(s hlavou dravého vtaka, orla a telom Stvornozca, ale bez kridel) patri k ¢asto pouzivanym motivom na celom tizemi
véasnokeltskej civilizacie véitane jeho vychodnej casti (Frey 2002, 201, 202; Szabé 2012, 693). V keltskej ikonografii ide
zrejme dominantne o zdoraznenie dravého vtaka, orla, ktory je v mytologickej symbolike stotoznovany s jednym
z hlavnych bozstiev keltského pantedénu, s Taranisom. Motiv hlavy dravého vtaka s vyraznym nadol zahnutym
zobakom patri k ¢astym motivom najmé na sponach vcéasnolaténskeho obdobia. Nachadzame ich aj na lokalitach
zapadného Slovenska a vynimocne aj v horskej oblasti (obr. 4). K nalezom zo Slovenska pribudol exkluzivny artefakt
keltského vytvarného umenia z Hornych OreSian. Je to rukovit noza alebo britvy s aplikovanou postavou gryfa (obr. 5).

Zapony s puzdrom boli rozsirené hlavne v centralnej oblasti rozsirenia v¢asnolaténskej civilizacie (Frey 1996, 201,
202; Pieta 2007, obr. 10). Ich vyroba v Hornych Oresanoch, kde sa naslo niekol'ko desiatok zapon a ich casti, vysvetluje
okrajové prenikanie tohto typu opaskovych zapon dalej do zapadnej casti Karpatskej kotliny, ¢o doklada vyssie opisany
exemplér, hrobové nélezy z okolia Malych Karpét (Stupava: Cambal 2012; Bu¢any: Bujna/Romsauer 1983), ako aj dva kusy,
najdené v ostatnom case v Turci na severnom Slovensku (Blatnica, Sklabinsky Podzamok; obr. 6: 5, 8). Nalez z Prasnika
poukazal na klticovy vyznam malokarpatskej oblasti ako najvychodnejsej sticasti véasnolaténskej civilizacie. Naznacil,
ze podobne ako na Slepom vrchu pri Hornych Oresanoch (Pieta 2007, 3; Stegmann-Rajtdar 2017, 386, 387) aj toto halstatské
hradisko bolo opdtovne vyuzité v case nového vzostupu malokarpatského regiénu na pociatku doby laténskej.
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Obr. 1. Pragnik-Tlst4 hora. Zelezné predmety z hradiska.

Obr. 2. Pradnik-Tlst4 hora. Zelezn4 zapona.

Obr. 3. Pragnik-Tlsta hora. Zelezna zépona.

Obr. 4. Spony s patkou v tvare hlavy dravého vtaka. 1 — Blatnica. 2-5 — Horné OreSany. 1 - Zelezo; 2-5 — bronz.

Obr. 5. Horné Oresany-Slepy vrch. Detail bronzovej rukovite ozdobného predmetu, pravdepodobne Zeleznej britvy
alebo noza. Bronz, email a zelezo.

Obr. 6. Zelezné zapony s puzdrom zo zéapadného a severného Slovenska. 1-4, 6, 7 - Horné Oresany, Slepy vrch; 5 - Blat-
nica (Prasnica); 8 — Sklabinsky Podzamok (Katova skala).

Translated by Viera Tejbusovd
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