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Introduction 
According to F. G. Fedele, writing in 1984,1 mountains can be seen as a unique 
landscape that requires a specific research approach to both theory and 
methodology, preferably in sequences based on each area and taking into account 
the relationship between alpine areas and lower-altitude habitations around it. The 
same author also proposed a definition for the archaeology of mountain 
landscapes based on the configuration of the ground’s surface and altitude. 
Therefore the terms of mountain archaeology and alpine archaeology are used 
independently as they each treat different topographical environments. The former 
relates to the study of mountain landscapes that display characteristics of slope and 
topography significantly different to nearby areas, and are under the alpine ecotone 
(3,000 m), while the latter is concerned with traces of human habitation discovered 
over an altitude of 3,000 m, in areas that do not necessarily display significant 
changes in gradient (such as the Tibetan Plateau and the Central Asian Steppe). 

In Romania, given the low altitudes of the Carpathian Mountains (the 
highest peak, Moldoveanu, is 2,544 m, in the Făgăraş Mountains, Southern 
Carpathians) we can only talk about mountain archaeology. The scope of this paper is 
to review the studies undertaken in the mountains of Romania, with the intent of 
obtaining an overall view of this rare occurrence in Romanian archaeological 
research. 
 
Research into karst areas, mines and quarries 
The creation in 1871 of an Archaeological Questionnaire by Alexandru Odobescu 
allowed for the inception of a broad research project in Muntenia, titled The 
Campaign Project for Archaeological Explorations in the Buzău District, with the objective 
of exploring the caves and religious rock dwellings in the region. Following the 
First World War, research into cave dwelling in other regions of Romania, 
Transylvania, Oltenia and Bessarabia, was rekindled. After World War II, research 
was carried on only in Oltenia, where, in 1954, all the caves on both sides of the 
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Cerna and Olt Rivers were explored, and in 1964 also those in the Danube Valley. 
Even though caves have continued to interest archaeologists, up to this day there is 
no systematic approach for this type of monument, with the exception of a 
synthetic work that gathers together all cave research in Romania, including all 
natural and man-made caves, vertical caves, rock shelters, rocky areas, mines, clay 
mines, quarries and salt mines (fig. 1.1).2 

Beginning with the 1960s, Volker Wollmann carried out systematic research 
into metal mining, salt extraction and the stone quarries of Roman Dacia. By 
combining research in the mountain areas with epigraphical sources he managed to 
gather materials for a synthetic work concerning ancient mining practices in the 
territory of what is now Romania3. 

Another category of habitation in high areas that received distinct attention 
is represented by the mining settlements of Roşia Montană in the Apuseni 
Mountains. In early 2000, as a result of a wide corporate project to mine the area, 
the Ministry for Culture devised the National Research Program “Alburnus Maior” 
under the authority of the National History Museum of Romania from Bucharest. 
It involved various heritage management institutions, including a team of French 
archaeologists specializing in mining archaeology. The preventive archaeological 
research, starting in 2001, encompassed a large area, with numerous finds and 
contexts being excavated, belonging mostly to the Roman period (2nd and 3rd 
century CE) and also to the modern era (20th century onwards). More precisely, 
they identified a kastellum-type settlement belonging to the Illyrian settlers (in the 
Găuri - Hop - Hăbad - Tăul Ţapului area and at Valea Nanului), Roman habitations 
with public edifices (Carpeni area), a Roman road (at Găuri - Hop - Hăbad), mining 
galleries (Cetate and Cârnic areas), several sacred areas (at Hăbad - Brădoaia and 
Vasinca, Valea Nanului) with 37 votive epigraph altars, as well as three Roman 
incineration necropoli (at Hop - Găuri, Valea Nanului and Carpeni) with over 180 
graves. As for the discoveries from the modern era, several buildings, ore 
processing installations and spoil heaps were also documented. All the results of 
this research were or will be published in the monograph series Alburnus Maior.4 

Alongside this example of Roşia Montană, it is worth mentioning the 
inception, in the year 2006, of an action to identify mining works in Maramureş 
County, both on the surface and underground, including the remains of several 
industrial structures connected to this industry. Specific mining-based 
archaeological research was undertaken in the townships of Baia Mare (at Dealul 
Crucii, Valea Roşie, Valea Borcutului), Baia Sprie (Dealul Minei, Valea Borcutului, Şuior), 
Cavnic, Băiuţ, Poiana Botizii, Băile Borşa, Ilba, Nistru, Chiuzbaia, Băiţa, Budeşti 
and Dragomireşti.5 This research also included mines and caves in the higher areas 
of Maramureş, which were registered later on with the county’s archaeological 
repertory.6 
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Ethnoarchaeological research 
The widest and most comprehensive systematical studies in the Romanian 
mountains were performed as part of the Highland Zone Ethnoarchaeology Project 
(HZEP),7 which encompassed several mountainous regions of Europe, such as the 
Rhodopi Mountains in Greece and Bulgaria, the main ridge of the Pind Mountains, 
the Romanian Carpathians (the Banat and Orăştie Mountains, mountain areas in 
Moldova, and the Maramureş Mountains) and, in addition, the Tatra Mountains of 
Southern Poland. It also included mountainous areas of Yugoslavia (such as the 
Danube Gorges, the Velebit Ridge of Dalmatia, Cicarija of Istria, and the highlands 
of Macedonia), and areas in the Alps (for example the Trentino area and the 
Brescian Alps).8 Research into the higher Banat areas was initiated in 1982 by a 
Romanian-British team. In the Cerna Vâr Massif, part of the Cerna Mountains, 
three expeditions were organized, concluding in the study and mapping of over 70 
ethnoarchaeological objectives, including two prehistoric settlements, in use and 
ruined sheepfolds, rock shelters, wind shelters, mountain sheds, roads and border 
earthworks, shepherd’s marked trees, cherry trees orchards, copper ore areas, 
access paths, springs and so on. Also as part of this project, excavations were 
carried out at the settlement of Piatra Ilişovei (figs 2.1; 2.2), a site perched on a 
plateau at an altitude of 1,200 m, which has a seasonal Coţofeni II/III habitation 
and traces from the Hallstatt period and the early medieval age. In the year 1986, as 
part of the same project, research was also carried also in the Petrind Mountains.9 

Another large-scale ethnoarchaeological study was the Romanian-French 
project Etnoarheologia izvoarelor de apă sărată şi a munţilor de sare din zona extracarpatică a 
României [Ethnoarchaeology of salt-water springs and salt mountains in the outer 
Carpathian areas of Romania].10 The project set out to investigate an area of 
roughly 26,000 km2, encompassing the counties of Suceava, Neamţ, Bacău and 
Vrancea, known for a high concentration of saltwater springs (fig. 3.1). Between 
2004 and 2006, spatial analysis was undertaken, along with ethnoarchaeological 
research, across two thirds of the area of Neamţ County. The project’s objective 
was to emphasize saltwater springs’ role as territorial, development and stability 
resources for human communities throughout various periods of time. It aimed to 
identify all the local saltwater springs, whether still used or abandoned, to create a 
database describing the distribution of saltwater and re-crystallized salt, to create a 
model of the network of distribution of saltwater, and to critically support the use 
of ethnographic analogies in the explanation of archaeological phenomena and 
contexts. 

Worth mentioning, given their potential relevance to mountain archaeology 
research, are certain ethnography projects. From 1939 to 1987, several fieldwork 
investigations were carried out in the mountainous areas of Transylvania, Banat 
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et al. 2012-2013; Brigand, Weller 2013; Brigand et al. 2013-2014. 
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and Oltenia, with the objective of bringing to light aspects of the material and 
spiritual culture of the highland settlements, knowledge of their traditions, artistic 
values and customs. Between 1939 and 1943, the Apuseni Mountains were studied, 
in particular the eastern sides and the springs of Arieş River, mainly within the 
counties of Alba and Cluj. From 1967 to 1971 field research was carried out in the 
Iron Gate area, in the Almăj and Mehedinţi Mountains, and in 1972 an 
ethnographic study researched the subject of the perennity of populations from the 
scattered settlements on the heights of the Luncani Plateau of the Orăştie 
Mountains.11 In the same category of ethnography projects, we can include studies 
regarding grazing practices in the Rodna and Maramureş Mountains.12 
 
Surface archaeological research 
A first example concerns research carried out in the Sebeş Valley with the aim of 
identifying the Coţofeni habitations in the higher areas, this time not taking into 
account the habitations from the lower course of the Sebeş River, in its contact 
area with the Secaşelor Plateau and the Mureş Valley.13 Most of the Coţofeni 
settlements are situated on altitudes between 300 and 600 meters, with only one 
chance discovery at a higher altitude, of 1,100 m.14 Given the fact that the source 
of the Sebeş Valley lies close to 2,000 meters high, on the northern slopes of 
Cindrel Mountains, it would be interesting to systematically research the entire 
length of the valley, from its springs downstream (fig. 3.2). 

Another example concerns the research carried out in Bukovina. The 
territory of Suceava County is characterized by a complex ground surface, 
including the volcanic area of the Călimani Mountains, the crystalline areas of the 
Bistriţa Mountains, the sedimentary Carpathians and the pre-Carpathians. The 
valleys of the Bistriţa, Moldova and Suceava Rivers, which have sources in the 
mountain areas, have, since prehistory, represented important access and cultural 
trade routes. In the southern Bukovina region, together with at least 20 discoveries 
belonging to the Gravettian period, we also find older habitations belong to the 
Musterian culture;15 two of these habitations are situated at an altitude of 1,100 m, 
on the Suceava Plateau and at Rusca/Dorna Arini. The series of discoveries in the 
alpine area of Suceava County seem to indicate a positioning of sites on the main 
river courses: on the Moldova River we have sites from Breaza, Benia/Moldova 
Suliţa; on Bistriţa Aurie the sites of Ciocăneşti and Cârlibaba; while on the Bistriţa 
River we have the sites from Vatra Dornei, Crucea and Ortoaia. Several marginal 
discoveries are mentioned on the Teşna (Teşna/Coşna) and Negrişoara (Poiana 
Negri/Dorna Candrenilor) creeks, on the affluents of the Dorna River all the way 
to the town of Vatra Dornei, and on Coverca/Panaci and Neagra Şarului, both 
tributaries to Bistriţa River. We encounter a distinct location with the habitations 
from Câmpulung Moldovenesc (two sites) and those at Pietrele Doamnei-Rarău, the 

                                                            
11 See Apolzan 1987.  
12 See Morariu 1934; Morariu 1937. 
13 See Popa 2009; Popa 2012. 
14 Popa 2012, p. 132. 
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latter situated at a higher altitude and in a strategic location on the passage between 
two hydrographical basins, that of the Moldova and Bistriţa Rivers. Dating the 
discovered sites proved difficult given the scarcity of archaeological finds, which 
were mostly lithic materials. 

The authors of this research assume that most of these sites are attributed to 
the Upper Palaeolithic, namely the Gravettian Culture.16 The following habitation 
sequence in the alpine regions of Bukovina can be attributed to the Eneolithic.17 
Given the long existence of the Cucuteni-Tripollian tradition (almost a 
millennium), we consider that most discoveries belong to this manifestation; even 
since the Austrian administration there have been several chance discoveries, 
including in the mountainous area, such as three stone axes from Poiana Micului 
and five flint knives from Cârlibaba (fig. 1.2).18 Archaeological research on the 
grounds of the Cârlibaba commune could lead to the identification of several 
archaeological sites, especially if intense fieldwork is carried out at the junction of 
Cârlibaba creek with the Bistriţa Aurie River, a location that provided three flint 
tools (one without usage marks or patina); this particular location could be linked 
to activities related to the exploitation of prime material resources by the people of 
these Eneolithic communities. 

To the same period we can attribute the finds at the junction of Ortoaia 
creek with Bistriţa (at Ortoaia-Dorna Arini there are several lithics without usage 
marks or patina), Câmpulung-Deia, Molid-Doabra, Poiana Micului-Mănăstirea 
Humorului and so on. In relation to the alpine regions of Bukovina, we should 
mention several items of obsidian found at Cacica,19 an area known for salt 
exploitation. From later periods we have finds from Fundu Moldovei, within the 
researched areas of Handol and Centrul Satului. At Handol, fragments of pottery 
dating from the Iron Age were collected, and in the centre of the locality were 
Geto-Dacian discoveries.20 Another find is that of Podeni/Buneşti, where several 
pieces of pegmatite were recovered from a stag antler-crafting workshop and dated 
to the 4th century BCE,21 items most likely brought over from the Carpathian 
Mountains. To this time are attributed two Roman Imperial coins found at Straja, 
in the Suceava Valley and at Vama, on Moldova River: both important routes of 
communication. These discoveries could be linked also with the coin hoard from 
Plosca, on the Ceremuş River.22 

A systematic approach to studying the Upper Palaeolithic was carried out 
starting in 2005 on the Bistriţa Valley, which has its source in the Rodnei 
Mountains and flows into the Siret River, a total length of 283 km. The Bistriţa 
Valley crosses two major geological units: the Carpathian orogenic belt and the 
plateaus of Moldova and Podolia. The region was focus of researchers for over 50 

                                                            
16 Andronic, Niculică 2012, p. 261. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Olinescu 1983, p. 64-94. 
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20 Boghian et al. 2004. 
21 Andronic 1993, p. 55. 
22 Iosep 1986-1987, p. 221. 
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years, with extensive excavations followed by on-going debates. This project aimed 
to analyze previous radiocarbon data as well as all the lithic material recovered in 
the old excavations in order to compare with the dates of materials excavated in 
recent studies. Until 2007, a total of 23 Palaeolithic sites had been documented in 
the area, two more having being found since. Systematic excavations were carried 
at Bistricioara-Lutărie I (2006-2007), Bistricioara-Lutărie III (2007-2008), 
Bistricioara-La Mal (2007, 2008, 2011), Poiana Cireşului and Ceahlău-Dârţu 
(2006).23 

A last example belongs to an endeavour which began in the year 2012, titled 
O arheologie a munţilor din Maramureş [An archaeology of the Maramureş 
Mountains].24 The purpose of this study is to understand the materiality of the 
mountains and the role that they played in people’s lives over time. The target area 
is between the junction of the Vişeu and Tisza Rivers in the west, the Vişeu Valley 
and Rodnei Mountains in the south, and the limits of Maramureş Mountains to the 
east and north. This area has provided only chance archaeological finds from 
surface research. In chronological order, researchers discovered Neolithic and 
Eneolithic stone axes from Petrova-Mociarschi,25 La Ţintirim26 and Leordina;27 they 
found Bronze Age settlements at Moisei-Tarniţa Purcăreţului and Poienile de sub 
Munte-Zarika; bronze hoards were found at Crasna Vişeului-Oloha, Moisei-Tarniţa 
Purcăreţului and Borşa; isolated discoveries of bronze artifacts were made at Vişeu 
de Mijloc and Vişeu de Sus;28 a bronze age cup with an over-raised handle was 
recovered near the peak of Geamănu at Borşa; several isolated items attributed to 
the Latène period were found; a Roman denarii hoard was recovered at Moisei;29 a 
coin issued during Trajan’s rule was found at Petrova; a bronze coin issued by 
Constantine the Great was found in the alpine region at Poiana-Borşa;30 the most 
important medieval finds were recovered from Poienile de Sub Munte, Bistra, 
Moisei, Vişeu de Sus, Petrova, Leordina, Borşa and so on. 

An archaeology of the Maramureş Mountains began in 2012 with a review of 
locations indicated by the archaeological repertory to be at an altitude of over 
900/1,000 m; on this occasion we also carried out a survey on the affected grounds 
of a newly-built ski slope in the Prislop Pass, managing to find, at an altitude of 
1,395 m, two lithic tools in secondary positions, most likely attributable to the 
Upper Palaeolithic (fig. 4.1).31 As a result, three regions were selected for more 
detailed study: Prislop Pass, Geamănu and the Pietrosu Rodnei Peaks. Research in 
2014 concentrated in the Prislop Pass and in 2015 was extended to the area nearby 
Geamănu peak and the possible routes towards the Fântâna Stanchii - old 
passageways from Moldova to Maramureş. In 2014 and 2015, at Pârtia de Schi, a 
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25 Bobînă 2009, p. 16. 
26 Kacsó 2011, p. 425. 
27 Ibid., p. 386. 
28 Ibid., p. 578. 
29 Ibid., p. 402. 
30 Ibid., p. 280, vol. II, p. 33, pl. XV. 
31 Dragoman et al. 2012, p. 221. 
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series of lithics were recovered at an altitude of around 1,420-1,456 m, all of them 
in secondary positions. As a result of a drone aerial survey,32 a 3D model of the 
slope was generated, in an attempt to identify the origin of the shifted lithics (fig. 
4.2). 

Another settlement, belonging to either the Palaeolithic or Mesolithic era, 
was also identified in 2014 and revisited in 2015, near the Prislop Pass: more 
precisely in the saddle between Tarniţa Ţifa (or Tifa) and Coasta Plaiului peak, near 
Gropşoare sheepfold, at an altitude of 1,568 m. All of the discovered items were 
assumed to be in situ (figs 5.1; 5.2). Following a preliminary analysis, most of these 
flakes and tools are made of menilite and some of the so-called Prut flint. Sources 
of menilite are found in the Maramureş Mountains at Budescu, Bărsănescu and 
Copilaşu and even closer by at Borşa, Toroiaga Massif, therefore we do not 
exclude a local provenance for these worked flakes. A current attempt to date 
these sites puts them in the Gravettian / Late Gravettian period, not excluding the 
Mesolithic era. Both sites are found nearby present-day sheepfolds, in a similar 
manner to contexts found in the Alps (e.g. Alpe di Pinet, Quinto, Tessin, in 
Switzerland).33 

Also in 2014, an attempt was made to identify in the field possible structures 
and the location of a 1717 battle between the locals and Tatar invaders, not far 
from the pass. As a reference we used the Josephinische Landesaufnahme (the 
Josephinian land maps), sheet 37 (XXXVII) with the area of Borşa township, 
Maramureş County. The map shows three Wachthaus, two at the exit from Borşa 
towards the Prislop Pass in the Vişeu Valley, and a third in the area of present-day 
Baia Borşa in the Cisla Valley, together with a written note of the Tatars’ defeat, in 
a different location to that of the current memorial monument. In 2015, near the 
Ştiol pasture, at an altitude of 1,527 m, we recovered two flint tools and several 
pottery fragments, probably dating from the 4th century CE.34 During 2014 and 
2015, ruins and structures belonging to the two World conflagrations were also 
documented, along with several abandoned sheepfolds. In its next stage, the 
project An archaeology of the Maramureş Mountains will carry out several test 
excavations at the Gropşoare sheepfold site and in some of the war-related structures, 
while also going further with the surface surveys in the three regions initially 
established. 
 
In place of conclusions 
As we can easily observe from the above overview, in contrast to the nearby 
regions of the Polish Carpathians and other regions in Europe, the number of 
archaeological studies in the mountains of Romania remains small. Most of the 
research which has been carried out has been oriented along ethnoarchaeological 
themes or confined to identifying and documenting a certain type of site (caves, 
mines, etc.) or cultural appurtenance (Palaeolithic, Eneolithic). With a single 
exception, the recent and contemporary past has received little or no attention 
                                                            
32 Photographs and image processing by Călin Şuteu. 
33 Della Casa 2009, p. 14, fig. 4. 
34 Report pending. 
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from archaeologists. Furthermore, also only a single attempt has been made to 
undertake a research objective that aims beyond the understanding of human 
traces and towards understanding the materiality of the mountain itself. 
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Fig. 1. Human inhabited caves in the territory of Romania (1.1); The Cucutenian 

settlement from Cârlibaba village, Suceava County, Austrian vintage engraving, 19th century 
(2.2) (after Boroneanţ 2000 - 1.1; Andronic, Niculică 2012 - 2.2.) 
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Fig. 2. Piatra Ilişovei survey plan (2.1); Piatra Ilişovii excavation plan (2.2) (after 
Lazarovici, Ardeţ 2015 - 2.1; Lazarovici, Ardeţ 2015 - 2.2) 
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Fig. 3. Location of the Bistriţa valley and Palaeolithic sites (3.1) (from Steguweit et 

al. 2009, p. 140, fig. 1); The Coţofeni habitation at Sebeşel-Gorgan and the upland road 
towards the plains below (3.2) (after Steguweit et al. 2009 - 3.1; Popa 2012 - 3.2) 
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Fig. 4. The site Pasul Prislop-Pârtia de schi (4.1); The site Pasul Prislop-Pârtia de schi, 

aerial photo and 3D model (4.2) (photo: Călin Şuteu) 
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Fig. 5. Stâna Gropşoare site from the Maramureş Mountains (5.1); Stâna Gropşoare 

site from Maramureş Mountains, aerial photo (5.2) (photo: Zamfir Şomcutean - 5.1; Călin 
Şuteu - 5.2) 
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