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FOREWORD
The readers hold in their hands the most recent and
very tangible evidence of the traditionally good relationship between Hungarian and Bulgarian archaeologists since Géza Fehér’s time. The deep historical roots of the friendship between these two
nations, however, would not have sufficed in itself
for a meaningful cooperation: for that we need joint
thinking. In fact, collaboration is a must due to the
close identity of certain historical structures and
archaeological relationships. Namely, the ancestors of both peoples arrived from the east European
steppe, from a common cultural milieu, to their present homelands; they both found during their respective conquests Slavic inhabitants; they both converted to Christianity; and the newly emerging
material culture of both were strongly shaped by
the cultural influence of Byzantium. Nevertheless,
no matter how obvious the latter is, many archaeologists still have not yet recognized this factor
and have not utilized it in their research approach.
Beyond the above-mentioned parallels of history and
material culture, in the past few decades such similarities have been found in the early medieval find
material of both countries that raise fundamental
methodological and cultural historical questions. For
a long time, especially thanks to Géza Fehér’s fundamental book, Bulgarian belt mounts have been
known that were the closest relatives of – if not identical to – certain belt mounts of the Hungarian Conquest Period. It has also been widely accepted that
a few ceramic sherds from Preslav had exactly the
same kind of palmettes that are otherwise held characteristic for the conquering Hungarians. The case
was similar with a few 7th–8th-century belt mounts
from Bulgaria that were identical with so-called
Avar mount types. These similarities were frequently referred to and illustrated by both Hungarian and Bulgarian scholars in their works, but in
most cases they did not reach any far-reaching conclusions beyond establishing the fact. In the light of
the above-mentioned new analogies, however, the
situation has become very different. They raise the
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fundamental question, what these similarities actually mean. Indeed, what do typological or ornamental similarities and identities generally mean? In
Bulgaria, “Avar” and “conquering Hungarian” belt
types, furthermore the workshops that had produced
them, have come to light in such large numbers that
to invoke “connections” as explanation today is simply not satisfactory, and no-one thinks now of resettlement of whole populations from one place to the
other (as happens in other similar cases in east central European research). At the same time it is also
obvious that this phenomenon cannot be explained
by the concept of “influence”; were it the Bulgarians, who influenced the Carpathian Basin, or were it
the Avars and Hungarians who influenced Bulgaria?
Their number and their joint importance in both
countries have become so large that a new approach
is needed. It has to be recognized that the close similarities and parallels stem from common cultural
roots, whether we are talking about certain jewellery types, belt mounts or pottery: simply, the material culture of the Carpathian Basin and the northern
Balkans – obviously differently and adapted to local
circumstances – took over many things from Byzantium. Similarly, analogous finds from the Crimea
and the east European steppe cannot be held directly
and with certainty the remains of the Onogur Bulgars or the ancient Hungarians, but were in fact the
local, idiosyncratic manifestations of Byzantine
peripheral culture. This was actually a Steppe Commonwealth, represented by the various cultures of a
multitude of peoples for the archaeologist.
While I greet the authors of the present volume, I am also looking forward to the publication
of many similar works presenting the syntheses of
central and east European archaeologists, that will
reveal and analyze both the common and the unique
characteristics of this vast and interesting world.

Csanád BÁLINT
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INTRODUCTION
In the last nearly 20 years, an agreement for cooperation in the field of archaeology has been in
place between the National Institute of Archaeology
and Museum at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences
(NIAM-BAS) and the Institute of Archaeology at
the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (IA-HAS).
The subject of the project is “Avars, Bulgars and
Magyars on the Middle and Lower Danube”.
This co-operation is implemented mainly
through exchange of archaeologists who visit
archaeological sites and museums, work at libraries and exchange ideas and publications – activities from which all participants in the project benefit hugely. Some time ago, together with Acad.
Csanád Bálint we discussed the idea to extend the
limits of our activities and to organize a bipartite
meeting aimed at presenting newly found materials,
comparing Avar, Bulgar and Magyar finds, sharing information about recent discoveries and opinions about the ethnic affiliation and the chronology
of the archaeological monuments.
Such a meeting was organized and took place on
the 27th and 28th of May 2009 in Sofia despite the
difficulties and obstacles in the organizational process and the fact that not all participants in the project were able to attend. Presentations were made for
the Hungarian party by Attila Türk and Péter Langó
(IA-HAS, Budapest), Gergely Szenthe (Hungarian
National Museum, Budapest), András Bíró (Hungarian Natural History Museum, Budapest), Gábor
Fancsalszky (Cultural Heritage Department, Budapest), Csilla Balogh (Móra Ferenc Museum, Szeged)
and Miklós Makoldi (Herman Ottó Museum, Miskolc). Participants from the Bulgarian party were
Lyudmila Doncheva-Petkova and Evgenya Komatarova (NIAM-BAS, Sofia), Pavel Georgiev and
Yanko Dimitrov (Shumen Branch of NIAM-BAS),
Tsvetelin Stepanov and Maria Hristova (Sofia University), Nikolay Markov (National Museum of History, Sofia), Valentin Pletnyov and Valeri Yotov
(Varna Regional Historical Museum), Ivo Topalilov
and Kamen Stanev (Archaeological Museum, Plovdiv). The meeting was carried out with the support
of Associated Professor György Szondi (Balassi
Institute, Budapest) and Doc. Dr. Margarita Vaklinova, Director of the NIAM-BAS.
The subject of the meeting, “Avars, Bulgars and
Magyars on the Middle and Lower Danube” is very
important as it raises questions about similar, and in
some cases, identical typical features of the material culture of Avars and Bulgars as well as those
of Bulgars and Magyars. These ethnic groups were
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either connected to Slavic tribes, or they shared elements of the steppe culture or were influenced by
the Byzantine Empire.
The archaeological excavations taking place
both in Hungary and Bulgaria have yielded new
finds, some of them related to the material cultures
dated to the early medieval period. Apart from the
popular ones, new opinions were expressed concerning the ethnic affiliation and the dates of important hoards such as those discovered at Nagyszentmiklós, Vrap-Erseke, etc.
When studying the Avars and the Bulgars, the
question about their common, most probably Turkic,
origin comes first. The Hungarian colleagues point
out that various theories about the origin of the
Avars have been developed in the last 200 years.
Various hypotheses have been shared by specialists
about their Central Asian or Middle Asian origin
and the impact factors which caused changes during the various periods. The question about the origin of the Bulgars has a shorter history – it has been
an issue for the last century and the main theories
were published long time ago. It was almost generally believed that the Bulgars belonged to the Turkic-Altai linguistic and ethnic community together
with Huns, Khazars, Avars, Oguzes, Pechenegs
and Cumans. However, new hypotheses have been
shared recently about the Irano-Alanian origin of
the Bulgars, the Turkic origin of the nobility as well
as the North Iranian (Alanian) ethnic elements of
the main group of people, who settled down along
the Lower Danube in the late 7th century.
Both the Avars and the Bulgars came from Central Asia. They shared the same migration route,
which brought the Avars to Central Europe and
the Bulgars to Central as well as to East Europe, a
migration, which was part of the Barbarian Invasions (Völkerwanderung).
The information provided by the written
sources concerning the settling down of the Bulgars in Europe has been known for a long time and
has been discussed many times. There are three
stages of their settling down in Pannonia: the first
stage was in the early 5th century; the second – the
one of the Kutrigurs, dated between 562 and 565
and the establishment of the First Avar Khaganate
in 568; the third one was related to the defeat of
Khan Qubrat’s Old Great Bulgaria and the migration of Kuber’s Bulgars in Pannonia and later to the
Thessaloniki region. During the third stage, the
Bulgars led by Khan Asparukh settled down on the
Lower Danube.
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Archaeologists from Hungary, as well as from
Slovakia and Austria divide the material culture of
the First and the Second Avar Khaganate into three
periods approximately dated the following way:
Early Avar Period (568–626, 626–650/670), Middle Avar Period (670–680/710) and Late Avar Period
(710–725, 725–760, 760–830). This division is based
on finds yielded by various types of sites providing
information about settlement patterns, i.e. cemeteries and burial rituals, personal ornaments, arms,
elements of horse harness and pottery.
The material culture of the First Bulgarian Kingdom (681–1018) is divided into two periods: pagan
(681–864) and Christian period (864–1018), the
pagan period being represented by Slavic and Bulgar settlements and cemeteries.
The written sources provide information about
numerous Avar (Avaro-Slavic) attacks on the Balkans, which started in the 6th and the early 7th century. This data is verified by the archaeological
excavations in present-day Bulgaria, which yield
layers of fires and destructions in the Byzantine
fortresses, small metal finds, arms (trilobate arrow
points, bone plates of reflex bows), etc.
The establishment of the Bulgar state in 681 and
the settling of the Bulgars to the south of the Lower
Danube, the inner migrations of the Slavic tribes
already living on the Balkans, the construction of
the western border ramparts resulted in the further
decrease of the already weakened Avar influence on
the Balkans. It was also a time of change in Avar
material culture, a change related by some scholars
to the process of the settling of Kuber’s Bulgars and
the beginning of the Second Avar Khaganate.
There are certain Avar influences in the late 7th,
the 8th and the early 9th centuries documented by
finds yielded by cemeteries, settlements and fortresses dated to the First Bulgar Kingdom. Belt
fashions sharing similar motifs, although differing
in the preferred subject-matter as well as the production technique, developed in both countries during this period. Some of the most discussed ones
are the Vrap–Erseke type of belt mountings and the
constantly increasing number of finds from Bulgaria related to them.
The belt mountings have been the most discussed find until present. However, the archaeological excavations of Avar and Bulgar settlements,
houses and especially cemeteries with thousands of
burials provided extremely interesting information
about the everyday life and military customs, burial rituals, religious beliefs and traditions as well as
the physical anthropological type of the two ethnic
groups. Future efforts have to be aimed at studying these sites because even a glance at their finds
reveals a number of similar features.
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The ways through which Bulgars and Magyars
influenced each other’s material culture did not
differ very much. The first mention in the written
sources about Magyars invading to the south of the
Danube, who had shortly before that settled down
in the Atelkuzu region (probably between the Prut
and Seret Rivers), is dated to the 9th century. Urged
by Byzantine diplomacy, in 895/896 the Magyars
defeated the army of the Bulgarian king Simeon
(893–927) and devastated present-day Northeastern Bulgaria. In the same year (896), the Pechenegs
were given a fillip by the Bulgarians to move to the
territories occupied by the Magyars, which made
the latter shift westwards and conquer the “new
motherland” situated between the Tisza, Maros and
Körös Rivers. It is believed that the Magyar invasions to the south of the Lower Danube in the late
9th century and to the south of the Middle Danube in
the early 10th century are related to certain details of
the armour and horse-trappings – mainly sabers and
stirrups. The direct link of these finds to a certain
ethnic group is relevant since they mostly represent shared details of 10th century fashion. The very
popular belt and strap mountings can also be considered an element of a common tradition, although
there are certain characteristics which are typical of the finds related to each ethnic group. Traditions brought from the old territories as well as elements from Byzantine toreutics can be found in the
Magyar belt and strap mountings manufactured
after the Magyar’s settling on the Middle Danube.
The appliqués are often bigger in size and cast in
silver. Hundreds of metal finds discovered in present-day Bulgaria are related to the Byzantine influence and the new artistic style established in the
late 9th and the early 10th century in the Empire.
The belt mountings from Bulgaria are smaller in
size and are usually cast in bronze. The palmette
in a heart-shaped frame is the most common motif.
Recent excavations near the villages of Nadarevo,
Novosel and Zlatar of production centers situated in the vicinity of the second Bulgarian capital
city – Preslav – yielded proofs of the manufacture
of such belt mountings in the 10th century. However, in Pliska such metal finds are yielded by layers dated from the late 10th century until the 1060s,
which is the period of Byzantine domination. Since
there are no parallels of such belt mountings in Byzantine toreutics, it can be assumed that these personal ornaments coming from an unreliable context
had been used for a longer period; it is also possible that they were manufactured in the first decades
of the Byzantine domination in Bulgaria (1018–
1186). One way of solving the problem is to publish
the finds from the excavated production centers and
Pliska, to compare their shapes and ornamentation
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and to make microspectral analyses. Another peculiarity also has to be mentioned – the Magyar materials include metal ornaments for decorating leather
bags, quivers, women’s boots, women’s braids as
well as heart-shaped pendants for necklaces. Such
objects have not been discovered among the finds
related to the Bulgar material culture until the late
10th century (until the collapse of the First Bulgarian
Kingdom in 971). Such finds (round appliqués and
heart-shaped pendants) were found in later Pecheneg cemeteries (dated to the mid 11th century) excavated in present-day Bulgaria.

11

The first Bulgarian-Hungarian meeting provided
a forum for discussing only part of the problems
faced by the specialists from Hungary and Bulgaria. More frequent contacts will provide forums
for the specialist from both countries to report, present, compare and discuss early medieval monuments and finds. The Bulgarian-Hungarian meeting
was accompanied by a small exhibition – finds and
posters – presenting recent discoveries at the Bulgar cemetery excavated at Balchik. It is my sincere
hope that this event will be the beginning of a long
lasting and fruitful partnership.

Lyudmila DONCHEVA-PETKOVA
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