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Bird Images on Serbian Bronze Age Ceramics
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The first appearance of birds on pottery in Serbia can be traced back to the Neolithic period. The 
most significant finds from this period, both in terms of high level of crafting skill and exceptional votive 
purpose, are the ‘Hyde Vase’ and the ‘Ornithomorphic vessel’ (Pl. 3/1–2), discovered at Vinča. From the 
artistic perspective they are also regarded as one of the most beautiful objects ever crafted in the Neolithic 
pottery production. Representations of birds in the form of vessels in which craftsmen invested more time 
and care to fashion than depicting any other animal, and the fact that they are rich in stylization, decora-
tions and modifications of the bird’s body, tell about special attitude towards these animals in comparison 
to the other, economically more significant species. During the research of faunal assemblages from Vinča, 
just a few bird bones were identified, which strengthens the assumption that Neolithic society that lived on 
the banks of the Danube rich in bird fauna, saw a higher purpose in birds than for fowling, because they 
prey on malady-causing insects.

During the Bronze Age, the representation of birds in Serbia is often found in various forms 
of pottery production, especially during the LBA. Pottery objects with ornithomorphic characteristics, 
from Middle and LBA, are found in greater numbers than before, appearing mainly in funerary con-
texts where they are often deposited as grave offering found together with incineration burials of Žuto 
Brdo–Gârla Mare cultural group. Professor M. Vasić has shown particular interest for this period when 
he mapped the sites of this cultural group in north-eastern Serbia during the first decades of the 20th 
cent. (Васић 1907). It should be noted that these objects are rarely found in the context of dwellings and 
settlements.

Ornithomorphic pottery objects can be sorted in several forms: cult vessels-rhytons, rattles, lamps 
(or incensories), altars in form of kiln models, decorative elements on pottery vessels, and votive chariots. 
As far as votive chariots are concerned, like the examples from Dupljaja (Pl. 3/4) and Vršac, the context 
of both finds is not known, but it is rather assumed that they came from burial contexts (Letica 1973, T. 
X/1; Vasić–Vasić 2000). Their image is widely-known and they were the subject of many discussions, so 
that they will be mentioned here as a masterpieces of figural plastics and artistic tendencies of the Bronze 
Age craftsmen. The aim of this paper is to present ornithomorphic pottery finds that are less common in 
literature, but are equally important and associated with the Transdanubic region.

Rhytons
Rythons are ornithomorphic vessels for which it is not clear whether their main purpose was to be 

kept in household shrines, or whether they were used only in funeral contexts. Rythons are comprised of a 
head, hollow body, lid and tail. The opening of the vessel is situated on the top of the bird’s back, which was 
sometimes covered with the lid. In majority of cases only the top and the sides of the vessel were decorated. 
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The ornament imitates plumage or decorative forms seen on other types of pottery, especially in the Žuto 
Brdo–Gârla Mare cultural group. The corresponding lid of the vessel has been discovered just as in the 
case of the rhyton from Bela Crkva. By contrast with the other examples, rhytons from Korbovo-Pesak 
necropolis were not fashioned to be freestanding on legs, but were meant for suspension from the ceiling, 
as suggested by perforations along the rim of the vessel.

Korbovo-Pesak, rhyton A. Is an ornitomorphic vessel (Pl. 1/4) discovered at the necropolis 
Pesak in Korbovo, Serbia, which belongs to the Žuto Brdo–Gârla Mare cultural group (Цермановић–
Кузмановић 1960, сл. 7; Летица 1975). It has a deformed, flattened opening on the top of the bird’s back. 
The neck is long with head facing upwards. The beak is flat and the eyes are represented by the motive of 
radiating rays. The entire body and tail are decorated with garlands, volutes, hanging hatched triangles and 
concentric circles from which radial rays spread, representing the sun. Decoration was done by incision 
and white incrustation. On the upper part of the body four perforations are visible around the opening, 
perhaps for suspension, rather than for fastening the lid to the vessel. 

Korbovo-Pesak, rhyton B. Is an ornitomorphic vessel, which is known only on the basis of archae-
ological documentation, since it disappeared during the Second World War (Цермановић–Кузмановић 
1960, сл. 7; Летица 1975). All that remains is one photograph (Pl. 1/3) and documentation which indi-
cates that it was discovered at the Korbovo necropolis. There is little similarity with the previous vessel, 
although they both share the absence of modelled legs. The head is more realistic, resting upon a short 
neck. The ornamentation is not as elaborate as on rython A, and was done in the form of volutes and 
superimposed notches, pits and incised parallel lines. There are no perforations for suspension.

Bela Crkva. An ornithomorphic vessel was discovered by Petar Uzunov in a section of an irriga-
tion ditch, on the road between Bač and Vajska at the location called Bela Crkva (Pl. 1/1). This vessel has 
an opening on the top of the back and a corresponding lid. The bird is modelled with a long neck, and the 
head is represented just as an outline. The plumage is stylized in the form of polished channels, the tail is 
short and not exceptionally accentuated, and the vessel is standing on two clumsily modelled legs. The find 
is part of a private collection, and only one known photograph shows strong calcination on the surface of 
the vessel, possibly hiding additional decoration.

Vatin. The ornithomorphic vessel was discovered in the course of F. Milleker’s investigation at this 
site in the 19th cent. and represents an exceptional example of Vatin decoration and stylization of animal 
species (Pl. 1/2). The shape of the bird’s body is aerodynamic, which is best seen when observing it from 
above. Although it is missing its head and legs, this example with an opening in the upper part of the body 
certainly represents a rhyton. The ornamentation is reduced to two horizontal parallel areas that encircle 
the entire body, filled in with volutes and half-moon nail imprints.

Velesnica, rhyton A. During the salvage excavations at Velesnica, two bird heads were found 
thought to be fragments of ornithomorphic rhytons belonging to Žuto Brdo–Gârla Mare cultural group. 
The closest analogy for the head of ‘rhyton A’ is rhyton A from Korbovo in terms of style and decoration 
(Pl. 1/5). It is ornamented by incised lines with traces of white incrustation.

Velesnica, rhyton B, the second head of a bird from Velesnica has more similarities with rhyton 
B from Korbovo (Pl. 1/6), being ornamented in a similar way as the previous vessels.

Rattles
In the assemblage of ornithomorphic vessels from the Bronze Age there is a greater number of 

rattles. They vary in size, from larger ones like those from Starčevo and Glamija, to miniature ones, such 
as those from Usje and Mala Vrbica. It is interesting to note that all rattles were set on a tall, hollow foot, 
which is only absent on the rattle from Starčevo. This particular rattle shares more crafting characteris-
tics with rhytons, since it could stand on legs or both on legs and the tail (sitting duck position). A small, 
intentionally made resonance opening on the right side of the bird’s body clearly shows that the rest of the 
pottery object was entirely enclosed. Depending on preservation, some of the rattles still have a weight 
inside for producing the rattling sound, like the specimen from Kasidol.

Starčevo. The fragmented rattle from Starčevo represents the largest object of its kind. It has very 
simple decoration on the dorsal part of the body, comprising of vertical parallel lines and two bands inter-
secting in the form of a cross, filled by incising zigzag waves and hatched rhomboids. The upper part of 
the head is missing, the beak is modelled simply, and slightly bent to the left, which is a trick used to break 
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the frontal canonical form which is well documented in other zoomorphic figurines of the Vatin cultural 
group. On the front part of the chest, an ornament of double volutes and rhomboids is incised. 

Vatin. The rattle was found in the course of F. Milleker’s investigation at this site in the 19th cent. 
A long and massive neck and head almost have the same dimensions like the rest of the body. On a rela-
tively small surface of this rattle an extraordinarily detailed decoration was performed, especially the eyes 
depicting the silhouette of a human figure. The rest of the body is decorated in the form of flattened paral-
lel rhomboids and half-moon imprints.

Mala Vrbica–Livade, rattle A. The ornithomorphic rattle discovered at this site situated upon 
the place where the Danube leaves the Iron Gorges represents an example of a quite schematic and much 
reduced decoration (Vukmanović–Popović 1996, 7–26, Taf. 5/7–10). Only the back of the bird is deco-
rated with a combination of parallel lines and volutes. The head is damaged.

Mala Vrbica–Livade, rattle B. Ornithomorphic vessel which lacks the upper half, assumed to be a 
rattle (Vukmanović–Popović 1996, 12, fig. 8/10). The preserved part represents the birds body situated on 
a tall hollow foot, with the tail. It is decorated with incised circles and notches filled with white incrustation.

Mala Vrbica–Livade, rattle C. The last example of a rattle from this site is without a head 
(Vukmanović–Popović 1996, 12, fig. 8/12). Observed from above, the body is modelled in the form of 
a symmetric sphere, and it remains unclear whether it was modelled with a standing foot. In comparison 
to other specimens it is more richly decorated, with hatched bands and circles done by incising and filled 
with white incrustation.

Kasidol. An ornithomorphic rattle was discovered at a location ‘In the village’, and represents an 
example of a quite reduced ornithomorphic representation (Cтојић–Јацановић 2008, Тaf. XLII/30). It stands 
on a hollow foot, modelled without a head, with the tail pronounced. Decoration comprises of a double zigzag 
line, forming surfaces of irregular shape. The perforation was made near the tip of one of the wings.

Golubac. A rattle with fragmented head uncovered at the site of Ušće Tumanske reke (Cтојић–
Јацановић 2008, Тaf. XXIX/8). In terms of crafting it has similarities with the specimen from Kasidol, 
with a deltoid shape when observed in orthogonal projection and a high standing foot, respectively. It is 
decorated by radially spreading notches around the neck, while the solar symbol depicted on the front 
part of the chest.

Korbovo-Glameja. A rattle discovered in burial 24 presents one of the most beautifully crafted 
objects of this kind (Крстић 2003, 36, Тaf. ХХI/1a-ф). It is larger than most of the specimens, lacking the 
head, but the other elements being extraordinarily crafted, especially the tail, which together with the pro-
filed sides contains perforations. It stands on a tall hollow foot, and the back of the bird has a sharp ridge 
modelled in axial direction. The entire surface is richly decorated in symmetrically hatched triangles and 
a vertical series of notches.

Lamps
It is rare to observe clay lamps from the Bronze Age bearing ornithomorphic traits. Some research-

ers assume that the ornithomorphic vessels from the Alpine group of the Urnenfelder culture were rhy-
tons, while some specimens from Eastern Europe could have been used as lamps (Kossack 1954, 51). It 
is not clear whether G. Kossak came to this conclusion through the functional analysis or by analyzing 
trace-elements and traces of burning. They have not been found in Serbia so far.

Ranutovac. One ornithomorphic kiln model was discovered during the course of excavations of 
a burial with incinerated human remains at the necropolis from EBA near Vranje in south-eastern Serbia 
(Pl. 3/5, 6). The model is similar to the examples from adjacent regions (northern Macedonia), it has a 
rectangular shape opening on the front, but instead of a vertical cylinder, or the chimney, the upper part 
of the object was modelled in the shape of a bird’s head and body (pigeon), with small perforations. Inside 
the vessel, remains of wooden charcoal have been found (Ulmus genus), which could be the remains of 
a funeral pyre, or for burning the incense or fumes inhaled by a priest in achieving another state of con-
sciousness during funeral rites (Mitrevski 2003, 45). This is the sole find of an ornithomorphic vessel 
south of the Danube.

Altars in the form of kiln models
Models of kilns are known from the end of the EBA (III period), and have been found in north-

ern Greece, western Albania, FYRO Macedonia and south-eastern Serbia, belonging to the Armenochori 
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group. On the basis of the context in which they were discovered, their assumed use is for ritual and funer-
ary purposes. 

Finds of vessel fragments
The remaining finds are comprised of fragments of various vessels depicting birds as protomes. In 

some cases fragments are small and it is hard to tell which part of the vessel they belonged to.

Vajuga-Pesak. At this necropolis of the Žuto Brdo–Gârla Mare cultural group, near Korbovo, in 
burial 3, a fragmented, richly ornamented bowl was found containing a bird protome (Premk et al. 1984, 
113, sl. 101/4–5). 

Usje. A fragmented depiction of a bird from the site of Grad in Usje was probably part of a handle 
or rim decoration on the bowl, similar to that from the Pesak necropolis.

Mala Vrbica–Livade. A miniature ornithomorphic depiction found at the site of Livade at Mala 
Vrbica probably represents a decoration from the handle of a bigger pottery vessel, similar to that from 
Usje (Vukmanović–Popović 1996, 12, fig. 8/11; Вукмановић–Поповић 1996, Тaf. 5/7). Dimensions of 
the protome are small with the lower part missing, so it is not clear in which way it was connected to the 
vessel. 

The attempt to identify bird species from their depictions in pottery proved to be a very complex 
and difficult task. Personal impressions, stylization and artistic impression of the craftsmen made identifi-
cation impossible. It could be generally assumed that birds represented on pottery objects probably belong 
to the river and swamp dwelling Anseriformes order (ducks and geese), while in the case of the kiln model 
from south-eastern Serbia, the depicted bird probably belongs to the Columbidae (pingeons) family. 

In the current state of research, depictions of birds are most numerous in the Carpathian Basin 
and the lower Danube, a territory which matches with distribution of incrusted pottery, produced by a 
multitude of regional cultural groups, Žuto Brdo–Cârna among others, to which we assign the ornitho-
morphic pottery objects from Serbia. Ornithomorphic motives are common in Aegean Bronze Age civili-
zations, where they seem to have more of a decorative role than in northern Balkans, where their function 
is sacral. Judging by the context of the finds from Ranutovac, their function is unequivocally connected to 
the afterlife. The decision to depict the bird is not accidental. In prehistoric mythology the bird symbolizes 
the soul, transcendence, ancestral spirits, the journey of the dead from the earth and to the underworld/
heavens, while in ancient Egyptian mythology the soul (Ba) leaves the body in the form of a bird (Cirlot 
2001, 26–28).

Representations of birds during the Bronze Age are rare in neighbouring FYRO Macedonia, but 
they appear often on bronze pendants from the Early Iron Age (Videski–Temov 2005, kat. br. 132–145, 
with indicated literature). These, however, have a decorative function in comparison to the pottery objects 
from around Danube, where they have a sacral function. The situation is different in the Helladic and 
Minoan Bronze Age, where birds are among favourite motifs depicted in different ways and techniques on 
objects for various domains of use. Birdlike deities appear embossed in silver sheet on diadems, bronze jew-
ellery is modelled in the form of bird’s heads, birds are depicted on amphorae and frescoes in Mycenaean 
palaces, but also modelled in form of rhytons, similar to those in the Danubian region (Vermuele 1974, 
fig. 9, 19, 26/e, 35/t, p, pl. XLII/B; Hood 1971, photos 28, 35, 36, 49, 59). The common feature is a recogni-
tion of desire by Bronze Age craftsmen to attain realism when depicting birds.

In Bulgaria, depiction of birds is also related to the Danubian region, to the Cârna-Žuto Brdo cul-
tural group, respectively, or the cultural complex of incrusted pottery according to Bonev (1996, 43–48). 
The majority of ornithomorphic finds has been found at the LBA necropolis of Orsoja near Vidin (Бонев 
1996, 43–47).

We conclude that ornithomorphic pottery objects are most frequent in the Carpathian Basin. The 
earliest depictions in the Bronze Age can be traced to its very beginning (Guba–Szeverényi 2007, 83). 
Still, they appear more often during the MBA and LBA, following characteristic ornamentation patterns, 
with symbolic shapes such as bird-vessel or sun-vessel, bearing the mythical image of the Sun travelling 
on a ship, towed by waterfowl birds birds (Булатовић et al. 2013). Bird models are often ornamented 
in motifs associated with the Sun (swastikas, the Sun disk), which further confirms the role of birds in 
cosmogonic myth. These motifs are found on bird pottery objects from Serbia (Mala Vrbica, Golubac). 
Human figures on votive chariots could have similarities with the cult of Apollo, the god whose centre of 
worship existed at this time somewhere in the Danubian region, maybe as a relic from the Aeneolithic, as 
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suggested by quite common depictions of the Sun on pottery in the Vučedol cultural group (Čović 1983), 
culminating in the example of the ornithomorphic pottery vessel known as the ‘Vučedol dove’ (Pl. 3/3). It 
is ornamented with circles from which rays extend out, also witnessed at the ornithomorphic rattle from 
Kasidol, pointing to the existence of a solar cult which was widespread in areas that were affected by the 
Aegean cultural influence (Benac 2012, 34). The role of birds in cosmogonic travel is confirmed by the 
find from Ranutovac, where the bird itself is a symbol of the journey to the afterlife. After all, the myth 
of Apollo speaks about his ever repeating journey – one part through the skies and the other through the 
underworld. Waterfowl birds appearing on most of depictions are not chosen by coincidence, since most 
of them are migratory, they announce the beginning of spring, a new growth cycle for plants and crops on 
which humans were so dependant during that time.
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Plate 1. Rithons. 1. Bela Crkva; 2. Vatin; 3–4. Korbovo-Pesak; 5–6. Velesnica.
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Plate 2. Rattles. 1, 2, 3, 6. Mala Vrbica–Livade; 4. Starčevo; 5. Usje; 7. Kasidol; 8. Vatin.
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Plate 3. 1. Hyde Vase; 2. Орнѕтоморпхиц Васе (photo after НИКОЛИЋ 2008); 
3. Female-dove from Vučedol (drawing after BENAC 1979); 4. Dupljaja chariot (with prermission 
of National Museum in Belgrade); 5. Ornytomorphic lamp from Ranutovac (Photo A. Bulatović).     
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Plate 3. 1. Hyde Vase; 2. Орнѕтоморпхиц Васе (photo after Николић 2008); 3. Female-dove from Vučedol (drawing 
after Benac 1979); 4. Dupljaja chariot (with prermission of National Museum in Belgrade); 5. Ornytomorphic lamp 

from Ranutovac (photo A. Bulatović).
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VÖAUF Veröffentlichungen der Österreichischen Arbeitsgemeinschaft für Ur- und 

Frühgeschichte, Wien
WPZ Wiener Prähistorische Zeitschrift, Wien
Zalai Múzeum Zalai Múzeum, Közlemények Zala megye múzeumaiból, Zalaegerszeg
Zborník SNM Zborník Slovenského Národného Múzea, Bratislava
ZE Zeitschrift für Ethnologie, Berlin


