TANIDING OV AN EXCAVATED PIT in 4 hush feld
beoween rusting prain silos and un aging dairy,
archaeclogisr Veselin Ignarov explains, in helpfully
unscientihe language, the diffecence betwes two
Thracian chariots he has juse uncovered.

“This one is a Mercedes” he says, as we look over
the remains of a chariot and harses buried in Bulgaria sumetime
herween the fiese and chird centuries A.m " The other one,” he says,
indicaring a pit 10 yacds away"is more economy class”

The musry, seraight crossbars of the luxury charior are studded
wirh nails shaped like railroasd spikes. Thin corner plares mark
where wooden components were onde attached. The hubs and
tims of two large ivon wheels lay as if they bad simply fallen over.
And ar the ront of the chariog, like Joval but macabee pers, are
the intact skelerons of three horses.

*The other burial, which dares co the same period, contains a
similar collection of armfaces, bus becanse che ron bucs are smaller
and more bent, it is nor clear whar went where; they appear 1o
have been scamercd in the general oudine of 2 charior. All che
arhers excavared in Bulgaria so far, including che lorious one
here, had passenger platkorms suspended over the axle by leather
rapes for a smoother ride. This is the firsc charior found with a
passenger platform mounced directly on the axle —T can only
imagine what kind of bone -jarcing cide it provided.

Ignatow, from the Historical Muscum in the town of Nova
Zagora, has worked on 11 Thracian chariots in nine burial sires
in the region, but these two are the frse complere cxamples any
archaeologist has found. Dozens of ocher such sives have been
loored, leaving archacologists with an incomplete picture of this
ke aspect of Thracian culisce, Fven wich che metal components
preseeved archis site, veconstructing these chaviocs is like putang
together a three-dimensional jigsaw puz=le. Bur all che pieces are
roughly in place, so Tgnacoy ckpoots new insights into how chese
vehicles were construceed, used, and cventually buried.

Teasing apart the mysteries
of Thracian chariot burials

by MatTHEw Brunwasser

photographs by Avprev Minanoy

He THRACIANS were a [ractious collecrion of

puwerful but illiverate tribes who lived in pares of

what are now Bulgada, Greece, Bomania, Mace-
donia, and Turlcﬂ'?' until the sevench CENCUCY Al when
they were aasimilaced by invading Shive. "Lheir archaeo-
logical remains are exceptionally importane because the
‘Lhracians left no weicten records, though references 1o
them do appear in the writings of their neighbors, che
Girecks and the Romans, Ancient soarces stare thar che
.Ihl'ﬂdms- AT l.'xl:l'f“t':nl ﬁg‘l“tﬂﬁp E.Li"'alltd i“ I'I.'I.CH.‘.WUI]S-
ing and horsemanship, Archacological linds include well-
crafred gold and silver rings, vessels, helnvers, and shield
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ornaments, a5 well as chariots for personal transport, racing,
and carrying cargo, all of which point to wealth. In 4.0, 45,
Thirace joimed the Roman Bnire, which then mcluded most
of the eilizations bordering the Meditersanean Sea.

“The Thracians entered the empire voluntarily, nor wirh
the Foree of arms,” EAVS ].gnau.w,"]hat gave the local Thractan
aristocracy the possibility 1o save its financial power. That's
why they were able o make these pompous burials, with a
chariot and three horses."

Transporration was more developed in ancient Roman
times than most people thinl, lgnaror says. According o
wall paincings, exes, and coins, Rome had 15 cavegories of

woswars el gy.ong

lan chariot; and another one
tby, are the oy compiets

# archasalogists have
rc-u_rd—as many 45 190 similar
burials have been looted.

chariots, as well as tathc laws, streets closed to vehiculas traf
fic, caxi regulations, rental chariots, and even a chariot wash.”
But Greeve and Rome had no consistent rradition of buryin:
their chariots, although some of them have been unearthed
in the ancient region of Pannonix in modern Hungary:

There are fewer records, however, of transport in the
Empires distam corners. Dirawings found in Thractan wmbs
30 miles away depicr charior races, which used a smaller,
sleeker kind of vehicle, during the fourth and fifch cencuries
#.. The resc of whar we know of Thracian chariors, espe-
cially personal ones, comes from excavarions.

"The cradivion of burying chariors near their dead owners
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Archagsologists were tipped
off to the chariot burial sito
in Mova Zagora when a local
security guard saw looters
digging in a wheat field and
natified authorities,

was common in chis part of Theace, While each Thracian
chariot is unique, lgnatov says, idenrical versions of cerrain
irom parts, such as rings used in the horses bridles, have been
found in ditferent regions of Buigﬂﬂ'ﬂ. indicating some level
of mass production er standardizarion, The biggest known
chariot, he siys, had four wheels, cach 50 inches in diamecer.
All the burials had ar least two horeses, and some as many
as eight,

According to Greek and Roman sources, horses played a
vital role I'nn:%hr-h'-i-'m SOCIETY; & Man was noc a man wichour
this essendal companion IE}T hunring and war. Whereas
the Romans preferred mule-power for chariots—even
Agrippina, the mother of the emperor Mer, rode a chariar
pulled by mules—rhe Thracians only used horses, And as

thewr horses were prized in life, so they were needed in the |

afeerlife. The animals ave also found wichour charioms in
many Thracian graves.

HYDMD THE CHALLENGE of reconstructing 2,000-
yeir-old chariots based on aschacological remains,

Tgnarov’s larest finds pose an ineriguing myerery:
Why were these beloved vehicles symbolically slaughuered”
during burial?

lgnatoy points to one of the thick iron bars on the frame
of a sear in the by charior, and says it could only have
been bent with a powerhal blow from a heavy abject, such as
aswiord, A bronze cagle head—the equivalent of a Mercedes
hood ernament—was chopped off the carriage, he says, and
sent flying ro the other side of the orave,

“Look how it was hit!” he says.“Strrak!” (the Bulgarian
equivalent of Witack!"). He follows the are of the projectle
with his finger. "Tr was hir once and hir with force. It was 2
symbolic killing or destruction of the chariot, most likely
te make it easier to bring it to the afterworld. The person is
dead and 5o is his object,” Ignatow explaing “They could have
destroyed them so they wouldnt be used by contemporaries.
A car s an expensive thing. And so is a horse”

le was reasonably common for Thracians to own chariors,
bur not everyone had the means to rake one with them o the
afeeclife. The owners of these personal vehicles, who, based
on parterns obsereed atother sites, probabily lie in an unesxca -
vared mouind nearby, weree likely to have been aristocrats with
econeimic or political influence. Wealrth did nor decermine
whao swied a chariot, Tgnarow says, bur who could be buried

Chariats were ritually
“sacrificed” prior to burial—
this branze sagle head was
knocked clear b the other
side of the grave. Such items.
are among the most tempting
targets for looters.
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with one—crearing such a romb and
constructing a burial mound were more
expensive than simply owning a charior,
It is mot dear why the examples at this
gire are 5o different from one another, bue
high-ranking Thracans had different
tasres, and may have been buried with
either a favorice chariot or a spare.

The current excavanons are l".r'lping
ifluminace mals surrounding e buri-
alz. The Thracans du}_; api L'nr'n:sp..md-
ing to the size of the chariot and the
number of horses. Archacologists have
found fragments of vessels used for lig-
uids or animal bones under the chariots,
bur niever benearh che horses, suggesting
the animals were slaughtered in the pit
first. The horses in the smaller chariots
pit have similar faral skull Fractures
berween the eyes, burno broken rits rthar
would indicate stabbing—manalizing
clues abour rirual sacrifice. ]gnﬂm‘u determined chat two of the
horses in each burial were draft antimals, while one, the lead
horse, was & personal mount. Silver and bronze Barener covers
and a silver ornament on the forehead of the personal mount
indicare the animals were rich|}-' bridled and decoraeed.

With the sacrificed horses in the pit, the chariot was
taken apart, sometimes carefully and sometimes ronghly,
and placed behind the horses. All the buried charioes found
so lar had been used, as indicared by vizible wear and repair.
A gravesside feast may have followed—roasted boar bones
and broken day and glass vessels have been found ar other
Thracian burial sites in the area,

Mdver the chariot and the team of horses were buried and
the ground leveled, the owners were cre-
miated, placed on the ground nearby, and
covered with a mound of earth. Because
of their proximity, lgnatov is convineed
thar chese chariors are related, and thae
the owners' burial mounds may contain
rwn brothers or a Bather and son.

“Minety percent of the chariots [in
this region | are Jocared southeast of the
mounds containing the owner.” he says.
“Usually these graves are comparatively
rich.” For the moment, however, Ignarov
doesnt allow himself ro chink abour
excavating the owners’ burials, There is

Archaeologist Veselin lgnatow
has excavated the sites of

11 chariot burials, The intact

site In Nova Zagora attracted
nationwide attentizn, which he
hopes will lead to greator funds,
retaurcas, and sacurity.

WhAWLATCNASGE y.Org

Thracian chariets were buried with up
to eight horses, often decorated with
elaborate bridles. Mounts were assential
and revered in Thracian culture.

mare urgent work, His small ceam—an
artist and rwo assistants—must finish
digging and remove the chariors and
horses, as well a3 conserve and smdy
the finds.

T 15 AN IMPORTANT DAY at the sive.

While the weather has been warm,

a wind is kicking up and there have
been scarcered showers char could dam-
age exposed iron. The ream needs 1o
vemove all che ivon pieces, from sceuc-
tural bars to tiny nails, of the less osten-
tatious chariot, Ignatov says he is under
ehormous pressure to Binish today. Not
only are there always extreme shortages
aft e, ey, and manpower, and wel
weather looming, but he s constandy
racing Bulgarian archacology’s greatest
threat: looters.

Chariots make easy rargers, even for
the unskilled. In this At landseape, the raised burial mounds
Are L'l.:?-il:l'l.‘}' visible, and the iron in the chariots cin be pin-
pointed by the most basic meral detectors. Five men with
shovels can remove a chariot in one day, chough they are usu-
ally ingerested only in brass ornaments and other olyjects with

I ¥ &
marker value. Ipnatov estimates that 150 Thracian graves
with chariors have been robbed in the lnsr seven years.

If it werent for looters, however, lgnarov wouldn't be
waorkingar this site at all. In April, he was excavating a looted
grave 1 couple of miles away."The pie was already open and
the charior was complerely gone,” he says.”] have no words”
Then he ol call from a warchiman ar a 1|l.‘4|.r|'.‘.'}' facton ¥ who
had seen men digging a mound in the feld. "] inmediacely
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called the police and came here; lgna-
bow says, The looters had dug a hole
about a vard deep before they were
chased away:

MNow, o L‘.u.'u.'p the chariors safe
from thieves and the elements, Igna-
tov and his ream must remove chem
trom the ground, Before they can do
chat, they will need seyrofoan beds o
place the artifacrs in for rransporea-
rion and stoeage, and a soldering iron
o mielr grooves of the right size. 5o
Ignarov and [ ger in the Historical
Museum's bartered yellow van and
head to the hardware seore.

“We are a very rich counery in
archacological sites, especially Mova
Lagora, he rells me as we bounce over
the streers, slaloming around porholes
the size of bathrubs. The van smells of
dirt, diesel, and cigareree buns.

Mo matter where the conversation
begins, it uswally turns to money.
Egnarow says he started diggmg with a
single donation from an architecture
company of 5,000 levs, abour 53,500,
Bt thae was not enough even to start
ehe remaoval. 1 don'e receive any pay
and my expenses arent covered. ['m
a form of spansor, he saps. His sal-
ary from the museum is 250 levs, or about $172, a month;
most of the museum’ budger goes to storage and securiry.
But Ignatov’s [atest discoverses attracted attention from the
national media. In response, the city council announced it
would help fund the work, As a stopgap, the museum is
covering expenses until the Nova Zagora cry council decides
hew much i will offer.

ACKE TN THE TIELD, the ream measures each ivon
fastener, plaee, bar, and ring and melts correspond-
ing grooves into the styrofoam. As each pieee is then
remaoved from the ground, lmarov makes decailed notes and
marks where it was found on a large, complex dizgram.
The assistants remove the dire berween the remaining
pieces, squeezing each clump o find smaller meral fragments.
When a long, benr, rusty nail surfaces, Ignatov gets excired
and stands up: tlie end of the nail is benr 90 degrees, show.
ing the exact width of the wooden plank threugh which it
was once nailed.
"Each piece is a source of informarion, so we need ro be
able to reconscruct exactly where it was.” he says.
He poines to the bluish bronze plates and corner brackets.
“[ think they used places for ornamentation,” he says. " The
way roday someone buys a car of a certain mark, back then
it was the same thing."
T ask if ir's similar ro che time in the 19808 when car |
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Silvia Borisova, the arfist on lgnatov®s
excavation team, cowers the exposod horse
bones. The team contends with critical
shertages of money, ime, and manpowar.

phones were seill very expensive
and men put them in their vehicles
without n:=.|.|.'l.' |'|1.\.!'.HE'|'i|'4i,_11 l|1ﬂ11.j1.|.s.t
Lo HMPress wiimen.

“Ir has abweays been thar way” lpna-
eov says with a smile.

“Women avent stupid)” retorts
Silvia Borisova, the teams artist, from
the bottom of the pit, where she is
covering the last exposed pieces of
bone with gauze and a protective
solution. She has recently worked ar
three other sites i the area, and is
exhauseed. "l dont even remember
how long we've been working withour
any breaks!” she says.

A local conple wanders down the
dirt road. They shyly warch Borisova
ar work, The man, Seoyan Dimioy
who cleans the smokestack Alrers ac
alocal coal-burning power planr, says
rownspeople have been m!lcmgquu
the chariors. They saw the story on
relevision and decided to take a look
for themsches.

“Ies very beautiful,” says his partner
Taverelina Tsverhova, a seamstress in
a rextle Facrory "It noc samething
found every day, We'ne mose glad they
got it befare the loorers did””

[nspector Lyubwormir Vases from the local police stops by
o speak with Jgnatow. He has aanged 24-hour security
tor che sire, but says the p-::aiir.c force is so underfunded dhat
officers often have to pitch in from their own packets to buy
gas. With a licde more money, he says, he could conduct
rcg'ul;u‘ P;ltm|s of local sives.” Even if the law fan't utnrhing:lr
the moment, it would have an effect” he says."If one group
of loorers was convicted, the athers wouldi't risk digging”

ASED ON THE PARTIAL REMATNS [pnatov excavared
in ather burials, the Historical Museum creared an
exhibition in 2004 of charior reconstructions thar
Ignatow now says were not very accurate, His dream is 1o cre-
ate more precise reconstructions fora rr:wrlh\g exhibir, while
the director of the musenm, Krasimir Velkoy, would like
to house a permanent chanot exhibition in a &-toot-high
burial mound where Lot found I:J'H."".'l.:ll'[ ial rernains of the
Raolls Royee of chariots—one buried with eigle horses.
Ignarov says thar accurate chariot reconstructions would
offer visitors a new vehicle through which they could relate
to the ancient world. “The car was nor discovered 100 years
agﬂ,' says Igi‘l-.‘l.l:ﬂ\',".'\nd the Thracians were not so different
than contemporary people” We all love our cars. m

Marthew Brunwasser (s uﬁ'ﬂ:ﬁ;.rrcjunnmfisr based in
Sofia, Bulgaria.
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