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THE POTOČANI MASSACRE. Interdisciplinary approach to death in prehistory

Fig 1: location of the site and excavations

Discussion and conclusion

The Potočani sample is the only skeletal sample from the

timeframe of the Lasinja culture so far discovered in Croatia.

Excavation data show that the remains were disposed without

much care and the bones were comingled. However, the

association of certain skeletal elements strongly suggests that

the remains were disposed as whole bodies, most likely

shortly after the time of death. Age and sex distribution is

typical for a small community, and together with the location

of injuries suggests execution rather than battle.

Cases of mass violence are known form archeological sites

from even earlier times (e.g. Lake Turkana massacre from

Kenya dated to c. 10 kya, see Mirazón-Lahr et al. 2016).

Closer in time to Potočani are mass graves from

Esztergályhorváti in Hungary (c. 4856-4728 cal BCE, see

Bronk Ramsey et al. 1999; Zoffmann 2007), Alba Iulia-

Lumea Nouă in Romania, (c. 4600-4450 BCE see Gligor

2010), Abony-Turjányos-dűlő in Hungary (7 pits dated

between 3780-3650 cal BCE containing the remains of at

least 48 individuals, see Köhler et al. 2009). Although ritual

has been suggested for the later three cases, a better

comparison for the Potočani sample may be the Early

Neolithic mass graves from Asparn/Schletz in Austria

(containing at least 67 individuals of both sexes and various

ages, see Teschler-Nikola et al. 1999), Talheim (containing

34 individuals of both sexes and various ages, see Wahl and

Trautmann 2012), and Schöneck-Kilianstädten in Germany

(a commingled mass grave with remains of at least 26

individuals of both sexes and various ages, see Meyer et al.

2015).

The detailed anthropological analysis of the whole sample

(including postcranial remains) is in progress, as are the

genomic analyses and analyses of stable isotopes (N and C).

Further work will include geometric morphometric analyses

(that may shed more light on the trajectory and etiology of

injuries) and microCT of dental remains. These approaches

will give us more data about relatedness, geographic origin

and other issues related to the Potočani sample. Further, the

Potočani data will be compared to similar cases and sites in

Europe, creating a clearer temporal and geographic insight

into patterns of interactions in Prehistoric Europe.

Anthropological analysis

Anthropological analysis included sex and age at death

assessment and trauma patterns (Buikstra and Ubelaker

1994; Maples 1986; Ortner 2008). Based on cranial remains

(and confirmed by postcranial data) the MNI is 41. Both

sexes and all age groups are present (11 males, 8 females, 21

subadult and 1 adult of indeterminable sex, age range from 2

to 50). 13 crania show perimortem trauma (a total of 27

trauma are present). Interestingly, no defensive wounds or

postcranial injuries are observed. At least three types of

injuries are observed (blunt force trauma, puncture wounds,

and cuts) suggesting different weapons/tools were used (Figs.

2-4). There is no differential treatment of females, males, and

subadults (Fig. 5). Injuries are concentrated mostly on

superior, posterior and lateral parts of crania (Fig. 6).

Figs 2-8: patterns, location and age distribution of the 

cranial trauma on the Potočani sample

Introduction

The site of Potočani is located in the Požega valley, Northern Croatia. A pit (1m in depth, 2 x 2

m in width) containing numerous comingled human skeletal remains was found at the site

during rescue excavations in 2007 (Potrebica and Balen 2008). No associated artefacts were

present in the pit except for a few pottery fragments of Lasinja Copper Age Culture (c. 4300 to

3950 BCE). Three direct dates on skeletal remains from different layers of the pit all showed

the same age (c. 4100 cal BCE) (Janković et al. 2017). Radiocarbon dates, patterns and location

of injuries, combined with the manner of disposal of the dead, and the characteristics of the

assemblage (e.g. sex and age) all point to a single episode of violence (massacre). It is likely

that metal axes and wedges caused cuts, puncture wounds and piercing injuries. Furthermore,

trauma patterns and the location of injuries on the crania suggest execution rather than battle.
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