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FOREWORD

The readers hold in their hands the most recent and 
very tangible evidence of the traditionally good rela-
tionship between Hungarian and Bulgarian archae-
ologists since Géza Fehér’s time. The deep his-
torical 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 ances-
tors of both peoples arrived from the east European 
steppe, from a common cultural milieu, to their pre-
sent homelands; they both found during their respec-
tive conquests Slavic inhabitants; they both con-
verted 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 archae-
ologists 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 sim-
ilarities 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 fun-
damental book, Bulgarian belt mounts have been 
known that were the closest relatives of – if not iden-
tical to – certain belt mounts of the Hungarian Con-
quest 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 char-
acteristic 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 fre-
quently referred to and illustrated by both Hungar-
ian and Bulgarian scholars in their works, but in 
most cases they did not reach any far-reaching con-
clusions beyond establishing the fact. In the light of 
the above-mentioned new analogies, however, the 
situation has become very different. They raise the 

fundamental question, what these similarities actu-
ally mean. Indeed, what do typological or ornamen-
tal 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 sim-
ply not satisfactory, and no-one thinks now of reset-
tlement of whole populations from one place to the 
other (as happens in other similar cases in east cen-
tral European research). At the same time it is also 
obvious that this phenomenon cannot be explained 
by the concept of “influence”; were it the Bulgari-
ans, 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 sim-
ilarities and parallels stem from common cultural 
roots, whether we are talking about certain jewel-
lery types, belt mounts or pottery: simply, the mate-
rial culture of the Carpathian Basin and the northern 
Balkans – obviously differently and adapted to local 
circumstances – took over many things from Byzan-
tium. Similarly, analogous finds from the Crimea 
and the east European steppe cannot be held directly 
and with certainty the remains of the Onogur Bul-
gars or the ancient Hungarians, but were in fact the 
local, idiosyncratic manifestations of Byzantine 
peripheral culture. This was actually a Steppe Com-
monwealth, represented by the various cultures of a 
multitude of peoples for the archaeologist.

While I greet the authors of the present vol-
ume, 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 co-
operation 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 
archaeo logical sites and museums, work at librar-
ies and exchange ideas and publications – activi-
ties from which all participants in the project ben-
efit 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, shar-
ing information about recent discoveries and opin-
ions 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 pro-
cess and the fact that not all participants in the proj-
ect 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 (Hun-
garian Natural History Museum, Budapest), Gábor 
Fancsalszky (Cultural Heritage Department, Buda-
pest), Csilla Balogh (Móra Ferenc Museum, Szeged) 
and Miklós Makoldi (Herman Ottó Museum, Mis-
kolc). Participants from the Bulgarian party were 
Lyudmila Doncheva-Petkova and Evgenya Koma-
tarova (NIAM-BAS, Sofia), Pavel Georgiev and 
Yanko Dimitrov (Shumen Branch of NIAM-BAS), 
Tsvetelin Stepanov and Maria Hristova (Sofia Uni-
versity), Nikolay Markov (National Museum of His-
tory, Sofia), Valentin Pletnyov and Valeri Yotov 
(Varna Regional Historical Museum), Ivo Topalilov 
and Kamen Stanev (Archaeological Museum, Plov-
div). The meeting was carried out with the support 
of Associated Professor György Szondi (Balassi 
Institute, Budapest) and Doc. Dr. Margarita Vakli-
nova, 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 mate-
rial culture of Avars and Bulgars as well as those 
of Bulgars and Magyars. These ethnic groups were 

either connected to Slavic tribes, or they shared ele-
ments 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 con-
cerning the ethnic affiliation and the dates of impor-
tant hoards such as those discovered at Nagyszent-
miklós, Vrap-Erseke, etc.

When studying the Avars and the Bulgars, the 
question about their common, most probably Turk ic, 
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 dur-
ing the various periods. The question about the ori-
gin 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 gener-
ally believed that the Bulgars belonged to the Turk-
ic-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 Cen-
tral 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 Inva-
sions (Völkerwanderung).

The information provided by the written 
sources concerning the settling down of the Bul-
gars 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 migra-
tion 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.

Avars, Bulgars and Magyars on the Middle and Lower Danube София − Piliscsaba 2014, 9–11
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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), Mid-
dle 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. ceme-
teries and burial rituals, personal ornaments, arms, 
elements of horse harness and pottery.

The material culture of the First Bulgarian King-
dom (681–1018) is divided into two periods: pagan 
(681–864) and Christian period (864–1018), the 
pagan period being represented by Slavic and Bul-
gar settlements and cemeteries. 

The written sources provide information about 
numerous Avar (Avaro-Slavic) attacks on the Bal-
kans, which started in the 6th and the early 7th cen-
tury. 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 for-
tresses dated to the First Bulgar Kingdom. Belt 
fashions sharing similar motifs, although differing 
in the preferred subject-matter as well as the pro-
duction technique, developed in both countries dur-
ing this period. Some of the most discussed ones 
are the Vrap–Erseke type of belt mountings and the 
constantly increasing number of finds from Bul-
garia related to them.

The belt mountings have been the most dis-
cussed find until present. However, the archaeo-
logical 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, bur-
ial rituals, religious beliefs and traditions as well as 
the physical anthropological type of the two ethnic 
groups. Future efforts have to be aimed at study-
ing these sites because even a glance at their finds 
reveals a number of similar features. 

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 Northeast-
ern 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 inva-
sions 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 repre-
sent shared details of 10th century fashion. The very 
popular belt and strap mountings can also be con-
sidered an element of a common tradition, although 
there are certain characteristics which are typi-
cal of the finds related to each ethnic group. Tradi-
tions brought from the old territories as well as ele-
ments 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 pres-
ent-day Bulgaria are related to the Byzan tine influ-
ence 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 situ-
ated in the vicinity of the second Bulgarian capital 
city – Preslav – yielded proofs of the manufacture 
of such belt mountings in the 10th century. How-
ever, in Pliska such metal finds are yielded by lay-
ers 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 Byz-
antine toreutics, it can be assumed that these per-
sonal ornaments coming from an unreliable context 
had been used for a longer period; it is also possi-
ble that they were manufactured in the first decades 
of the By zantine 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 



and to make microspectral analyses. Another pecu-
liarity also has to be mentioned – the Magyar mate-
rials 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 Pech-
eneg cemeteries (dated to the mid 11th century) exca-
vated in present-day Bulgaria.

The first Bulgarian-Hungarian meeting provided 
a forum for discussing only part of the problems 
faced by the specialists from Hungary and Bul-
garia. More frequent contacts will provide forums 
for the specialist from both countries to report, pre-
sent, compare and discuss early medieval monu-
ments and finds. The Bulgarian-Hungarian meeting 
was accompanied by a small exhibition – finds and 
posters – presenting recent discoveries at the Bul-
gar 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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ETHNIC CHANGES IN PRESENT-DAY BULGARIA
IN THE 6 TH–9 TH CENTURIES

Lyudmila DONCHEVA-PETKOVA

In the period when the Byzantine Empire was born 
and gained strength, the Balkan provinces became 
an arena of constant collisions between the Empire 
and the waves of invaders who were part of the 
Great Migrations, arriving from the north, north-
west and especially from the east. The Goths and 
the Huns arrived first followed by the Bulgars, 
Slavs and Avars. While the presence of the Avars 
was only temporary – although very impressive – 
the Slavs and Bulgars permanently cast in their lot 
with the Balkan provinces of the Byzantine Empire. 
Settlements, houses, cemeteries and objects from 
the everyday and military life, which had remained 
from the time when these two components of the 
modern Bulgarian people settled down on the Bal-
kans, were studied intensively. The question about 
the local population found on these territories by 
the two above mentioned ethnic groups, from which 
few traces had survived after the years of destruc-
tion and devastation, was raised many times. 
Another frequently raised question is the impact of 
the local cultural heritage of the Early Byzantine 
culture, including its earlier Hellenistic and Roman 
components, on the formation of the culture of the 
Bulgar Kingdom. Recent excavations prove that no 
direct influence was found not only to the north of 
the Balkan, on the territory of the former Moesia 
Inferior and Scythia Minor, devastated by the “bar-
barian” invasions, but also to the south of the Bal-
kan in Thrace; the one which was found was of low 
significance. A number of the representative archi-
tecture and the elements of everyday life – certain 
pottery shapes and jewelry types – are not related 
to the “Greek and Roman heritage” but reflect the 
impact of contemporary, 8th–9th century Byzantine 
culture (BАКЛИНОВ 1977, 47–62; РАШЕВ 2008, 337–
338. with ref.).

The presence of the Slavs on the territory of 
modern Bulgaria in the 6th and 7th centuries is proved 
by written sources, linguistic data and results from 
archaeological excavations. Slavic settle ments and 
cemeteries were excavated mainly in the 1960s and 
1970s while in the last two decades the excavations 
on such sites have been very few. St. Angelova rec-
ognizes several Slavic waves, several groups of 
Slavs whose arrival is also mentioned in this article 
(АНГЕЛОВА et al. 1997, 141–154).

Burnt layers yielding coins, buried coin hoards, 
mainly fragmented pottery and radiate-head bow 
fibulae are related to the Slavic invasions (Fig. 1). 
About 30 sites yielding Early Slavic pottery and 
several sites yielding radiate-head bow fibulae with 
shapes similar to ones yielded by Slavic assemblages 
outside Bulgaria have been already found. There are 
almost 15 fortresses in Northеrn Dobrudzha as well 
(АНГЕЛОВА 1997, 486–487; АНГЕЛОВА–КОЛЕВА 
2000, 160–172, таб. 1–9). Slavic ceramic vessels are 
among the most typical finds pointing to the pres-
ence of Slavic groups. Handmade pottery was found 
in the fortresses along the Danube limes – biconical 
jars with a sharp or rounded carination at the largest 
diameter of the body. There are also jars with fine 
proportions and rounded body with a short, slightly 
inverted rim, whose largest diameter is at the shoul-
ders (there are also elongated jars with rounded bod-
ies and short everted rims, whose largest diameter is 
at the shoulders). As a whole, the dominant pottery 
yielded by the fortresses is of the Penkovka type or 
a combination of the Penkovka and Prague types. 
Such jars have been known since the early phases 
of the Penkovka culture in Ukraine and Moldova 
from where the Slavs pene trated into the settlements 
in Eastern Romania and the fortresses along the 
Danube. The earliest evidence for Slavic presence 
proved by pottery and coins of Emperor Justinian 
issued in 539/540 yielded by a burnt layer comes 
from Troesmis in North Dobrudzha. Numerous bur-
ied coin hoards are dated to the second half of the 
6th, first decades of the 7th centuries. The latest coin 
finds come from Tomis, Callatis and present-day 
Veliko Tarnovo – until 629–632 (АНГЕЛОВА 1997, 
488; АНГЕЛОВА–КОЛЕВА 2000, 162). The circum-
stances in which the majority of the archaeologi-
cal finds have been discovered support the thesis of 
I. Dujchev, V. Beshevliev and M. Comşa that dur-
ing their early settling to the south of the Danube, 
the Slavs had the status of foederatae. The domina-
tion of the Penkovka type of pottery provides rea-
son to assume that most of the Slavs-foederatae 
belonged to the Antae group (АНГЕЛОВА 1997, 489; 
АНГЕЛОВА–КОЛЕВА 2000, 163). These Slavs have 
not left settlements and cemeteries of their own. 
Their further fate is unknown. There is no distinct 
genetic and chronological connection between them 
and the bearers of the later Popina-Garvan group. 
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The archaeological and historical data reveal that 
some of the fortresses along the Scythian limes and 
the Black Sea littoral continued to function after the 
Slavic arrival although in a highly modified form. 
This situation is typical for South Bulgaria mainly.

The later Slavic group, the so-called Popina-
Garvan, named after the sites where it was identi-
fied for the first time, is the Bulgarian version of the 
North Moldavian Hlinca I (Fig. 2). It has been sug-
gested that the bearers of this culture had belonged 
to the tribal union of the Sclavinae. The reasons 
why these Slavs left the territories they had previ-
ously inhabited in West Ukraine and North Mol-
dova, have not been completely explained. M. 
Comşa supposes that the Slavs migrated to the west 
and south as a result of the new migrations of the 
steppe people in the 660s and 670s, including the 
migration of the Asparukh’s Bulgars (АНГЕЛОВА 
1997, 499). After they had crossed the Danube, the 
Slavs settled down in North Dobrudzha, in the Tul-
cea region and in South Dobrudzha, to the west of 

Silistra (ВЪЖАРОВА 1965; ВЪЖАРОВА 1986, 8–15; 
МИЛЧЕВ–АНГЕЛОВА 1971, 22–27, таб. ХV. 2–4). 
The settlements at the villages of Nova Cherna, 
Popina, Garvan and the Srebarna Reserve (Silistra 
region) are partially excavated. They are situated on 
low hills in marshy areas and even on river islands. 
The houses discovered in the lower and the mid-
dle building levels are rectangular or quadrangu-
lar semi-subterranean houses with trampled or plas-
tered clay floors, walls made of wattle-and-daub 
or wooden logs, and stone ovens in one of the cor-
ners. The pottery is handmade or turned; it is made 
from clay mixed with large organic inclusions. The 
pottery shapes include truncated conical jars with 
large mouth and slightly inverted rim (sometimes 
decorated with finger impressions) with or with-
out incised ornament and pans (ВЪЖАРОВА 1965, 
oбр. 3. 3–5; 4. 3, 12; 13. 3, 21; 24. 3. etc.; КОЛЕВА 
1992, 169–170, таб. І–ІІ).

Cemeteries with cremation burials have been 
excavated, showing that the cremated human bones 

Fig. 1: Late Antique fortresses yielding Slavic artifacts, 6th to early 7th centuries
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were most often put in ceramic vessels and buried 
in the ground or were placed in pits as well as, in 
few cases, in small chambers made from stones or 
bricks. So far the appearance of the pagan cemeter-
ies in Dobrudzha cannot be dated prior to the sec-
ond half or the end of the 7th century. This date is 
based mainly on the early Slavic Hlinca I pottery 
type discovered in the cemeteries at Popina and 
Garvan (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 108–110, oбр. 81). Beside 
the typical frustum shaped Slavic jars made from 
sandy clay and sometimes decorated with wavy or 
straight lines, the Garvan cemetery yielded a con-
siderable number of jars made from fine gray 
clay, with burnished or pattern burnished surface 
(ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 11–38; КОЛЕВА 1992, 170–171). 
Based on the pottery and some of the rituals, the 
specialists have suggested that the Garvan and Pop-
ina cemeteries must have belonged to a Slavic popu-
lation which migrated from Moldova to Dobrudzha 
(COMŞA 1972, 23–24; COMŞA 1973, 220–221). They 
were in contact with people from the steppes, which 

contributed other elements of the culture attested in 
these cemeteries. The excavated settlements at Pop-
ina and Garvan should also be dated to the second 
half of or the late 7th century, as well as the entire 
Early Slavic culture defined in Northeast Bulgaria. 
The cemetery at the village of Babovo, Russe region 
is also worth mentioning; it yielded jars varying in 
shape and way of manufacture. In one and the same 
burial a vessel made on a potter’s kick wheel was 
used as an urn and the cremated bones were cov-
ered by fragments of handmade pottery or frag-
ments of thrown or turned pottery or vice versa – 
the pot containing the ashes was handmade and was 
covered by fragments of pottery made on a kick 
wheel. Very often in burials yielding more than one 
vessel there is one handmade piece of pottery while 
the rest is thrown or turned – the former made from 
sandy clay and decorated with incised ornaments, 
and the latter are made from fine clay and are pat-
tern burnished (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 39–40, 57. Burial 
№ 48; КОЛЕВА–ДАСКАЛОВ 1993, 159–165). These 

Fig. 2: Slavic settlements and cemeteries, 7 th–9 th centuries

Ethnic changes in present-day Bulgaria in the 6 th–9 th centuries 15



vessels suggest different ethnic traditions: a simul-
taneous use of Slavic as well as Bulgar pottery in a 
typical Slavic cemetery, a fact which might indicate 
contacts between the two ethnic groups. This pot-
tery assemblage could also be interpreted as proof 
in favour of the hypothesis that the Slavs from the 
Popina-Garvan group came to the Balkans together 
with the Bulgars. This can also provide explana-
tion for the prevalence of gray burnished pottery 
in the excavated cemeteries at the village of Yuper, 
Razgrad region and the Targovishte region.

Another Slavic group named “Razdelna type” is 
attested along the Black Sea littoral, Northeast Bul-
garia and North Dobrudzha. The settlement at the 
village of Blaskovo, Varna region yielded semi-sub-
terranean houses as well as an oval one, defined as 
a “yurt-shaped house” (ДИМИТРОВ 1975, 228–230, 
oбр. 1. 7). The cemetery at Razdelna is the most 
typical of the cemeteries believed to have belonged 
to this group. 231 burials were excavated on an area 
of 3000 m2. The cremated human bones had most 
often been placed in urns or in urns, which some-
times were enclosed and covered by stones or bricks 
(83 burials). In nine cassette graves the bones were 
deposited without having been placed in an urn. 
In only 18 graves were the cremated human bones 
deposited in small pits. 30 burials yielded cremated 
and semi-cremated animal bones as well as egg 
shells (ДИМИТРОВ 1978, 121–123). The pottery had 
been made on a slow potter’s wheel and both main 
groups of ware were found – the ware made from 
sandy clay and decorated with incisions (the bulk 
of pottery 90.87%, displaying a considerable vari-
ety of shapes) and the pattern burnished ware made 
from fine clay (spherical and spherical-conical jars, 
a biconical jug, a plate) (ДИМИТРОВ 1978, 123–124, 
таб. VІ–ХІV; FIEDLER 1992, Taf. 57–91).

Studies on Northeast Bulgaria are limited 
(ДАСКАЛОВ 2009). A Slavic settlement yielding 
coarse, thick walled pottery that can be related to 
the pottery along the Lower Danube, was estab-
lished in the 7th century on top of the ruins of the 
ancient Dorticum (at the village of Vrav, Vidin 
region). The settlement continued to function until 
the 10th century. Slavic settlements were found on 
the left bank of the Tsibritsa River, at the villages 
of Yakimovo and Valchedram and the town of Mon-
tana. Cemeteries providing important results were 
excavated – these were the ones at the villages of 
Dolni Lukovit, Pleven region, Bukyovtsi (present-
day town of Mizia) and Galiche, Vratsa region. It 
is assumed that the Slavs inhabiting this region 
migrated most probably from present-day Slovakia 
and the western regions of present-day Romania – 
the Mediaş group dated back to the 7th–9th centuries 
(АНГЕЛОВА 1997, 508–509).

Central North Bulgaria has not been studied 
thoroughly, but there is information about a Slavic 
settlement on the Tsarevets hill in Veliko Tar-
novo and at the village of Hotnitsa, Veliko Tarnovo 
region. Another site yielding material which can be 
related to Slavs who migrated from Muntenia, is the 
medieval settlement on top of the Late Antique cas-
tellum Yatrus at the present-day village of Krivina, 
Russe region. The pottery had been made on a slow 
potter’s wheel and was decorated with incisions. It 
is suggested that in the early period of the settle-
ment, the pottery was made by craftsmen with spe-
cial skills and for this reason its quality was higher. 
The pottery is dated to the late 7th century (WENDEL 
1986, 137, 209, Abb. 64, Taf. 23. 3–7). In contrast 
to the pottery of the Popina-Garvan group, which is 
made from quite coarse clay with inclusions of sand 
and limestone pieces, the Krivina pottery is made 
from finer clay. In the later phases of the site, until 
the 10th century, the pottery was coarser and the 
decoration was of lower quality (АНГЕЛОВА 1997, 
510).

Two cemeteries at the village of Varbovka yield-
ing cremation burials are partially excavated. 
There the cremated human bones were put in pots 
(ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 80). 

Slavic settlements are found to the south of the 
Balkan, and they are usually situated on top of the 
ruins of ancient fortresses, for example, Serdica, 
Hisarya, Plovdiv, Konstantia, etc. An early Slavic 
unfortified settlement situated at the frontier-post 
near the village of Kapitan Andreevo, Svilengrad 
region, at the Bulgarian-Turkish border, was re -
cent ly excavated. Thirteen Slavic semi-subterranean 
houses and ten pits were unearthed on a large field 
with Iron Age pits. The excavators have divided the 
pottery into three groups: handmade pottery, turned 
pottery and Byzantine pottery made on potter’s kick 
wheel (fragments of amphorae, plates, bowls and 
jars). The establishment of the settlement is dated to 
the period after the last Avar invasion in 626, and its 
end is dated by a coin of Emperor Constantine VІ 
(789–797) (ПОПОВ 2009, 46; ГРОЗДАНОВА 2009, 59, 
таб. 1–9). A Slavic settlement was also discovered 
at the village of Piperkov chiflik, Kyustendil region. 
Four semi-subterranean houses, each of them with 
a stone or brick oven in one of the corners as well 
as several garbage pits, were discovered. The pot-
tery assemblage consisting of jars and pans is dated 
ca. to the 7th–8th century (СПАСОВ 2007, 103). As 
early as the beginning of the 19th century, Karel and 
Hermen gild Škorpil reported a secondary pot burial 
found in a Thracian burial mound near the village 
of Kamen vrah, Yambol region. A small iron knife 
was found in the pot among the cremated human 
bones. It was suggested that the burial was a Slavic 
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one (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 81). The two-chambered Late 
Antique brick tomb in the Bela voda living quarter 
in Pernik, destroyed by the charcoal mines, is also 
worth mentioning. One of the chambers was re-
opened, and four Slavic pots with cremated human 
bones were placed in the ashes of the primary burial 
(DONČEVA–LÛBENOVA 2004, 69–74, Abb. 1–4). No 
other Slavic burials or cemeteries were discovered 
to the south of the Danube on the territory of pres-
ent-day Bulgaria.

The burnt layers in the Byzantine fortresses, 
the trilobate arrow points, the bone elements of 
reflex bows and the single-edged swords pro-
vide proof for the numerous Avar attacks (some-
times in alliance with Slavs and Bulgars) on the 
Balkans during the period from the First Khaga-
nate until 626 (ТОТЕВ 2004, 16). The Late Antique 
unfortified settlement near the present-day vil-
lage of Odartsi, Dobrich region was most probably 
destroyed by a Slavic-Avar attack in the second 
decade of the 7th century. The burnt houses dated 
to this period (the latest coin belongs to Emperor 
Phocas (602–610) yielded trilobate Avar arrow 
points and the church yielded fragments of Slavic 
handmade pots (ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА et al. 1999, 
65, oбр. 113. 103).

In relation to our conference, special attention 
has to be paid to the Bulgar finds and possible con-
nections and similar elements with Avar monuments 
and materials have to be explored.

According to the written sources, after the death 
of khan Kubrat and the collapse of “Old Great Bul-
garia” in 651, the Bulgar tribes living in the area 
between Kuban, the Sea of Azov and the Don River 
parted under the Khazar pressure. With regard 
to Bulgarian history, the movement of the Bul-
gar tribes ruled by Kubrat’s third son – Asparukh 
– is the most important. Theophanes and Nice-
phoros wrote that the Bulgars crossed the Dnieper 
and Dniester Rivers, went westwards to the Dan-
ube and settled down in the so-called Onglos, the 
southernmost part of the territory enclosed by the 
Prut, Seret and the Danube Rivers, where traces 
of the Galats fortified camp were discovered, and 
became neighbours with Slavic tribes. This hap-
pened in the 660’s. The Byzantine writers are very 
certain that after settling down to the north of the 
Danube estuary, Asparukh’s Bulgars used to cross 
the river many times and attack the territories situ-
ated to the south of the river. The campaign under-
taken against them by the Byzantine Emperor Con-
stantine IV (668–685) in 680 ended with a victory 
for the Bulgars, who crossed the Danube, reached 

Odessos (the present-day town of Varna) and con-
quered the entire territory to the north of the Stara 
Planina Mountain. After settling down on the Bal-
kans, the Bulgars settled their relations with the 
neighbouring Slavic tribes (the seven Slavic tribes 
and the Severs) and continued the war against the 
Byzantine Empire. The Empire had to accept the 
loss of the territories to the north of the Balkan and 
to sign a peace treaty with the Bulgars in the sum-
mer of 681, which became the official recognition 
of the Bulgar Kingdom.1 Various opinions were 
expressed on the nature of the new state unit. Some 
authors believe that it was a result of the Bulgars 
activity only. Many specialists accept that the new 
state was established as a result of the joint activ-
ity of Bulgars and Slavs, found there by the Bulgars 
or arriving with them to the south of the Danube, 
becoming allies in the war against the Byzantine 
Empire. The state was headed by the ruler of the 
Bulgars – khan Asparukh – and Pliska became the 
capital city. There are no written sources which pro-
vide information about acts of hostility between the 
Bulgars and the Slavs.

The foundation of the Bulgar state, the settle-
ment of the Bulgars on the territories to the north 
of the Balkan, the change of the territories inhab-
ited by Slavic tribes, the construction of the western 
defensive border ramparts – all these events remind 
of the dislodgement of the Avars to the west from 
the territories of the Lower Danube. At the same 
time, some changes occurred in the culture of the 
Khanate, which according to some scholars can be 
associated with the settling of Kuber’s Bulgars and 
indicate the beginning of the Second Avar Khaga-
nate. What is the information provided by archaeo-
logical research?

As we know, no ail settlements similar to the 
Saltovo-Mayatski ones were discovered in Bul -
garia. The number of early medieval settlements 
in various stages of excavation, which emerged 
after the establishment of the state, is consider  ably 
lower compared to the number of the excavated 
cemeteries (Fig. 3). Both excavations and field sur-
veys reveal that some of them functioned as for-
tified centers – Pliska as well as the auls Drastar, 
Kabiûk, Preslav, Omurtag’s aul at the present-day 
village of Khan Krum, Shumen region, and others 
were fortresses established on naturally fortified 
places which had not been inhabited in the previ-
ous centuries, on strategic points on the Danube, on 
important roads inland or on top of the ruins of Late 
Antique fortresses. The unfortified villages were 
the most numerous; they were situated in the plain 
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around the Danube and the Black Sea, along river 
valleys or clustered around fortresses.

The question of the establishment of early medi-
eval settlements is complicated and related to long-
term researches. The latest coins and coin hoards 
yielded by the remains of Early Byzantine fortresses 
provide indirect information about the time when 
they were destroyed. The excavated pagan cemeter-
ies related to a number of settlements provide infor-
mation on the beginning of the occupation of a set-
tlement, since regular cemeteries emerge as a result 
of the establishment of regular settlements. Set-
tlements and biritual cemeteries associated with 
them were located at Capul Viilor-Istria (North 
Dobrudzha, Romania), Topola, Nozharevo, Hitovo, 
Velino, Kyulevcha and Bdintsi (Northeastern Bul-
garia), but only some of them have been studied. 
The distance between the pagan cemeteries and the 
settlements vary – from 150 m (Capul Viilor-Istria) 
to 400 m (Velino), 600 m (Hitovo 2) and 800 m 
(Topola).

Twenty-seven semi-subterranean houses were 
excavated in the settlement near the village of 
Topola, Dobrich region. They were quadrangu-
lar or rectangular in plan, and small rooms for eco-
nomic activities were attached to some of them. The 
house walls were faced with stones and clay, and the 
ovens were made from stones. Some houses yielded 
grinding stones evidencing the importance of farm-
ing. There are two semi-subterranean houses whose 
walls were not faced with stones (БОБЧЕВА 1976, 
122–130; БОБЧЕВА 1982, 100–101, 104). Four pot-
tery kilns were excavated as well as a forge for man-
ufacturing iron tools. Two of the pottery kilns were 
set up with gray burnished ware, the third one with 
sandy clay ware with incised decoration and the 
fourth with clay caldrons with inner lugs (БОБЧЕВА 
1977, 172–276; БОБЧЕВА 1980, 126–130, таб. І–VІІ; 
БОБЧЕВА 1981, 198–199, oбр. 1. 2; БОБЧЕВА 1982, 
100–101, таб. ІІ. 1–2). None of the other excavated 
settlements yielded so many and so varied sherds of 
gray burnished ware. The unearthed pottery kilns 

Fig. 3: Settlements and biritual cemeteries, 7th century to 860s
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explain this abundance. They also provide expla-
nation of the question why the cemetery yielded 
such a variety of pottery, and why it is identical to 
the one from the settlement. Various types of jars, 
jugs, bucket-shaped beakers, bowls (some of them 
of rare types) were found beside the burials as well 
as sherds from ritually broken cauldrons. The set-
tlement probably functioned until the mid-9th cen-
tury, and after that it was abandoned for unknown 
reasons. Undoubtedly the kilns were set up at this 
moment. Special attention was drawn on the set-
tlement at the village of Topola because although it 
is not completely excavated, we have considerably 
more information about it compared to other settle-
ments associated with biritual cemeteries. This set-
tlement provides undeniable proof for a settled pop-
ulation practicing farming, stockbreeding, fishing, 
pottery manufacturing and forging. The houses in 
the medieval settlement at Capul Viilor-Istria (situ-
ated to the south of the cemetery) were also semi-
subterranean houses. There were only two houses 
found; they were both faced with stones, but in one 
of them Roman bricks were also reused for the fac-
ing. Traces from the sockets of the posts support-
ing the roof and stone ovens were also found in both 
houses. Vl. Zirra emphasizes that the pottery from 
the settlement is identical with the one from the 
cemetery (ЗИРРА 1963, 401–404, oбр. 30–34).

A medieval settlement, to which the cemetery 
Hitovo 2 or Hitovo 3(?) belonged, was located to 
the west of the village of Hitovo, Dobrich region. A 
vaulted oven and a semi-subterranean house faced 
with stones were excavated there (ЙОТОВ 1997, 
156).

The medieval settlement at the village of 
Nozharevo, Silistra region is also partially excavated. 
It is situated on a flat area in a deep and narrow val-
ley. Two semi-subterranean houses cut into the virgin 
soil with stone ovens in the corner were excavated. 
The biritual cemetery occupies the high part of the 
river terrace above the settlement and is connected to 
it (РАШЕВ–СТАНИЛОВ 1989, 214, oбр. 1).

In 2005 an early medieval settlement was dis-
covered in the northern part of Pliska field, near 
the present-day village of Velino, Shumen region. 
A rectangular semi-subterranean house cut into 
the virgin soil with a horse-shoe shaped stone oven 
in the northeastern corner and postholes, indicat-
ing the spots of the posts supporting the roof, was 
excavated there. Grain storage pits were unearthed 
in the southern part of the semi-subterranean house 
and outside it, beside its southeastern corner. The 
semi-subterranean house yielded pottery sherds, 
bone awls and a fragment of a melting pot for non-
ferrous metal casting (ДИМИТРОВ–СТОЯНОВА 2009, 
95–97).

There is no doubt that the already excavated 
biritual cemeteries, such as the one at Balchik, 
belong to settlements which have not been found 
yet. The excavated settlements reveal that the main 
house type was the semi-subterranean house typi-
cal for settled farmers. It is known that the ear-
lier building levels of several settlements, such as 
Kladentsi, Garvan, Nova Cherna and Blaskovo 
(ДИМИТРОВ 1975, 228–230) yielded remains of sin-
gle oval or yurt-shaped houses. They were cut into 
the ground between the regular semi-subterranean 
houses and have to be interpreted as relicts from the 
semi-nomadic way of life. The main occupations 
of the people who lived in the village were farming 
and stockbreeding. In some villages pottery man-
ufacturing, iron and non-ferrous metal processing, 
bone and leather manufacturing, wood processing, 
etc. were also practiced. As it has already been men-
tioned, the pottery center in Kovanlaka locality near 
the village of Topola manufactured pottery typical 
of the settled population, as well as clay cauldrons 
with inner lugs which were perhaps used by stock-
breeders pasturing their herds in the region. The 
pottery yielded by the settlements is identical with 
that yielded by the biritual cemeteries, but is much 
more fragmented.

The Avars inhabited the same settlements and 
houses – semi-subterranean houses with posts sup-
porting the roof and stone or clay ovens. It seems 
that the settlements were not constructed follow-
ing a special planning. It is assumed that the houses 
were separated by simple ditches (БАЛИНТ 1995, 
47, рис. 1; ДАЙМ 2002, 304–305, 316, Taf. 17). 
Grain storage pits, similar to the ones found only in 
Velino, Bulgaria, were not discovered in the settle-
ments because the grain was stored in ceramic ves-
sels. Ceramic vessels containing carbonized wheat 
were unearthed in a 10th century house in Odartsi, 
Dobrich region, where grain storage pits were also 
not found (ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА et al. 1999, 147, 
№ 138). There are no published Avar semi-subter-
ranean houses faced with stones. The analyzed ani-
mal bones from the settlements (mainly from cattle 
and pigs) also indicate a settled population (БАЛИНТ 
1995, 47–48; VIDA 2003, 306).

Impressive stone construction work – defensive 
walls, residential buildings and palaces, sanctuaries 
and baths – took place in the early 9th century in the 
capital city of Pliska and the related auls at the vil-
lage of Khan Krum, Kabiyuk, Preslav and Drastar. 
The Bulgarians are extremely proud of these monu-
ments because such buildings have been found nei-
ther in the rest of the Slavic countries nor on the ter-
ritory of the Avar Khaganate. 

More than 30 biritual cemeteries have been 
located from the 1950s and 1960s until present 
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(Fig. 3). They are situated in the conquered territo-
ries to the south of the Danube – in Dobrudzha and 
Northeastern Bulgaria. The number of the burials 
in these biritual cemeteries is not high in contrast 
with the Avar ones where the number of burials can 
reach 1000 (БАЛИНТ 1995, 47). The Topola ceme-
tery, which is not completely excavated, yielded the 
highest number of burials 460. It is followed by the 
Bdintsi cemetery with 307 burials and the Balchik 
cemetery with ca. 290 burials. The rest of the ceme-
teries yielded considerably lower number of burials 
(some of them were destroyed). It is probably due to 
the fact that the cemeteries dated back to the pagan 
period were in use no longer than a century or two, 
until the conversion to Christianity in 864. Few 
Christian burials dated to a later period were found 
in these cemeteries, and the cemeteries were aban-
doned soon after that. Christian cemeteries were 
established at new places.

It has to be mentioned that the Avar cemeteries, 
similarly to the ones excavated in Bulgaria, were 
situated at a considerable distance from the settle-
ments. Csanád Bálint points out that the question 
about the identity of those buried in rich male graves 
in the cemeteries dated to the Late Avar period 
remains unanswered: were the deceased represen-
tatives of the Middle Avar estate, were they warriors 
or noblemen? Unlike the Early Avar period, no bur-
ial of a representative of the highest levels of soci-
ety dated to the Late Avar period has been found. 
Since the rich burials in the Hortobágy-Árkus cem-
etery were found 4 m below the modern surface, the 
author assumes that the burials of the Avar nobility 
have not been discovered yet (БАЛИНТ 1995, 47).

The biritual cemeteries in Bulgaria are situated 
in various locations – on top of a hill (Kyulevcha), 
on river banks (Novi Pazar, Dibich), on river ter-
races (Hitovo 2, Hitovo 3), on terraces of hilly areas 
(Bdintsi, Varna І, Devnya 1, Devnya 3), beside ear-
lier burial mounds or in their fill (Topola, Balchik 
on a plateau above the sea littoral) (ВЪЖАРОВА 
1976, 84; ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА et al. 1989, 187; 
ЙОТОВ 1989, 221). Cremation and inhumation bur-
ials were found next to each other (Fig. 4. 1).2 The 
cremation burials (usually discovered at a lower 
depth compared to the inhumation burials) display 
several types of burial construction – grave pits of 
various shapes (round, ellipsoid, rectangular, quad-
rangular or irregular) (Figs. 5. 1–2), chambers made 
from bricks or stones (Figs. 5. 3–4), as well as urn 
burials which are similar to Slavic cremation bur-
ials – the ashes of the dead were placed in urns 
and buried in small pits. The ashes were placed in 

turned jars, made from sandy clay and decorated 
with incisions, as well as in pattern burnished jars 
made from fine clay. Both the chamber and the pit 
burials yielded jars which were placed next to the 
ashes of the deceased – jars made from sandy clay 
as well as various pots made from fine gray, gray-
black and ochre-red clay – jars, jugs, amphora-
shaped pitchers, plates, bowls, bucket-shaped bea-
kers. These vessels contained food or drink. No urn 
burials were found so far in the Balchik cemetery, 
which in my opinion is the earliest among the birit-
ual cemeteries. The studies of physical anthropolo-
gists reveal that some of the cremation burials con-
tain remains of two or three individuals – two adults 
or an adult and a child.

The inhumation burials were designed in a 
different way. Predominantly, the dead were placed 
in rectangular or trapezoid grave pits (Figs. 5. 5–6). 
There are burials lined with one, two or more stones 
(Fig. 6. 1), burials covered with stones and cist 
burials – lined and covered with stone slabs (Figs. 
6. 2–3). The most common type is that of burials in 
ordinary rectangular or trapezoid pits. In the cases 
when animals were also placed in the burial, there 
is an enlargement at one of the long sides of the 
grave pit or at the narrow southern side, at the feet. 
The depth of the grave pits varies and in some of the 
cemeteries it reaches 1.80–2.50 m. The children’s 
burials are the shallowest ones. The orientation also 
varies, but N–S is the prevailing one, the deviations 
being more often to the east than the west. Almost all 
cemeteries yield E–W oriented burials, dominating 
especially in Hitovo 2 (ЙОТОВ 1989, 225; ЙОТОВ 
1997, 155) and Hitovo 3 (ЙОТОВ 1991, 101). Single 
E–W oriented burials have been uncovered in Cherna 
(ВАСИЛЧИН 1989, 200), Devnya 1 (ДИМИТРОВ 
1971, 61), Devnya 3 (ДИМИТРОВ 1972, 49), Bdintsi 
(ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 141; ВЪЖАРОВА 1981а, 81), and 
recently in Balchik – 6 burials. The number of S–N 
oriented burials is very low: in Nozharevo (РАШЕВ–
СТАНИЛОВ 1989, 214), Devnya 1 (ДИМИТРОВ 1971, 
61), Devnya 3 (ДИМИТРОВ 1972, 49), Varna 1 
(ДИМИТРОВ 1976, 110), Balchik (2 burials). There 
are also W–E oriented burials, and while in most of 
the cases the pagan element prevail, e.g. Kyulevcha 
(ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 86), Balchik (2 burials), Cherna 
(ВАСИЛЧИН 1989, 200), in very few cases Christian 
elements were detected as well, e.g. in Hitovo (2–3 
burials) (ЙОТОВ 1989, 222). Most probably several 
burial from the cemetery at Topola are also Christian 
(АНГЕЛОВА et al. 1997, 143). They were situated 
in the southeastern periphery of the cemetery; they 
were lined with stones and yielded no grave goods. 
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Their number is higher (29) in Devnya 3 (ДИМИТРОВ 
1972, 49; ДИМИТРОВ 1974, 69) and Karamanite 
(?) (РАШЕВ–КРАСИЛНИКОВ 2007, 98). There are 
two interesting burials in the cemetery at Balchik: 
one of the burials is N–S oriented and the second 
one is W–E oriented, situated at a right angle and 
is connected with it (Fig. 4. 2). In both cases the 
burials are made observing all pagan ritual rules, 
which becomes obvious from the position of the arms 
and the grave goods in the grave pit. The deceased 
were most often placed on their back, with extended 
arms and legs. The position of the arms, which 
differs from that mentioned above, is an exception. 
Almost all cemeteries yield pseudo-crouched 
burials. Most of them are female burials; their 
orientation often differs from the main orientation 
in the cemetery and they contain no grave goods 
(ДИМИТРОВ 1974, 69). This suggests that they were 
burials of people suspended or neglected by the 
community. Three burials excavated in Devnya 3 
and Varna 1 cemeteries are especially interesting – 
two individuals were placed in a pseudo-crouched 
position in each grave pit (ДИМИТРОВ 1974, 71, 
oбр. 17). Another interesting burial was excavated 
at the Topola cemetery: burial № 135 yielded three 
individuals – a 50 year old male, a 45–50 year 
old female and a 15 year old juvenile male. All 
three were buried in a pseudo-crouched position. 
Artificial cranial deformation is detected most often 
on children’s and female skulls and more rarely on 
male skulls, e. g. in the cemeteries at Novi Pazar 
(СТАНЧЕВ–ИВАНОВ 1958, 34), Devnya 1 (ДИМИТРОВ 
1974, 74), Balchik (РУСЕВА 2009, 207–208) and 
Topola it reaches 40% (АНГЕЛОВА et al. 1997, 143). 
The physical anthropological study carried out by Dr. 
S. Cholakov revealed that the skulls of the female and 
the juvenile male from the triple pseudo-chrouched 
burial in Topola were artificially deformed. Ritual 
cranial trepanations were not attested and probably 
had not been practiced. Charcoals and mortar were 
placed in burials as precautions. Some burials at 
Devnya 1 and Devnya 3 (ДИМИТРОВ 1974, 72–73) 
and Karamanite (РАШЕВ–КРАСИЛНИКОВ 2007, 97) 
yielded evidence for post mortal destruction of the 
skeletons – cutting off or tying up the feet, placing 
stones on top of the dead body (ДИМИТРОВ 1974, 
85). In pagan cemeteries the deceased were placed 
alone in the grave pits. Double (an adult and a child 
usually) or triple (the abovementioned grave in the 
Topola cemetery) burials are an exception. The 
published mass graves excavated at the periphery of 
the two biritual cemeteries at Kyulevcha and Devnya 
3 are worth mentioning here. The burial at Kyulevcha 

yielded the skeletons of 25 hurriedly buried young 
males placed in an elongated grave pit of irregular 
shape (10.20 m long, 0.65–1.70 m wide and 0.40–
0.65 m deep). The lowest 10 dead bodies were N–S 
oriented and more assiduously placed, while the rest 
were thrown on top of the other in the narrow section 
of the grave pit, the majority of them E–W oriented 
(ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 126–135). It is assumed that the 
buried people were warriors, killed in a battle, related 
to the events in 811 when the Byzantine Emperor 
Nicephorus І (802–811) burned down the nearby 
capital city of Pliska (РАШЕВ 2008, 203. with ref.). 
The second mass grave was excavated in the Devnya 
3 cemetery. It is a ring shaped pit with a diameter 
measuring 5.48–5.78 m; it is 1.20 m wide at the upper 
part and narrows to 0.20 m at a depth of 2.20 m. The 
pit yielded 76 skeletons, young females and children 
mainly, and only 3 male skeletons (ДИМИТРОВ–
МАРИНОВ 1974, 109; FIEDLER 1992, 318–319). Most 
of the authors tend to believe that this structure can 
be dated to the period of the persecution of Christians 
when knyaz Vladimir-Rasate made an attempt to 
restore Paganism (ДИМИТРОВ–МАРИНОВ 1974, 127–
128). The structure is also interpreted as a sacrifice to 
the supreme pagan god during these events (СТАНЧЕВ 
1991, 82–86).

The anthropological studies of human remains 
yielded by biritual cemeteries reveal that the buried 
individuals were Caucasians with slightly Mongol-
oid features (KONDOVA–CHOLAKOV 1997, 89, Fig. 8).

Hungarian archaeologists report that shaft-
shaped graves dated back to Middle Avar period 
were uncovered in the cemeteries as well as graves 
with a niche at the long side. Graves sealed with 
several stones were also unearthed in the Car-
pathian Basin (SIMON 1993, Fig. 2–3, 9–11, 13).3 The 
Avar burials are usually W–E orientated, but there 
are Middle Avar N–S and SE–NW oriented buri-
als as well. The Avar burials were usually supine, 
and there are few burials in which the position of 
the arms differs from the standard one. Crouched 
and semi-crouched Avar burials were also uncov-
ered. Some of them yielded skulls with traces of rit-
ual trepanation (БАЛИНТ 1995, 44).

Apart from the way the diseased was buried, 
common burial rituals are attested in both crema-
tion and inhumation burials in the biritual cemeter-
ies along the Lower Danube – breaking ceramic ves-
sels, placing ritual food and drink at the head, the 
feet or at the side of the dead body. The food in the 
cremation burials consisted of small pieces of meat 
from which burnt and more often unburnt animal 
bones survived. A low number of burials yielded 
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large parts or complete animals (lambs, pigs). Com-
plete animals or parts of them – sheep, goats, calves, 
cows, cattle or birds – were placed at the head, 
beside the dead body, but most often they were 
placed on top of the legs of the skeleton in the inhu-
mation burials. An especially large number of such 
burials were found in the Balchik cemetery, where 
15 burials, deeply cut into the virgin soil, yielded 
bones of large animals – cows, cattle and calves. The 
animals had been chopped up into large pieces and 
then put in the grave pit without any parts missing. 
One of the burials in the Balchik cemetery yielded 
an imprint of cattle skin, which suggests that the 
skin had been removed from the animals before 
chopping them up. In other three connected burials 
bones of two cows, a calf and two lambs were dis-
covered. The studies on the osteological remains by 
Lazar Ninov revealed that the animals had been cut 
up along the tendons by an experienced person leav-
ing the bones intact. Cremation and inhumation bur-
ials, children’s ones usually, yield egg shells. Ani-
mal bones and egg shells were unearthed in the Avar 
cemeteries as well (БАЛИНТ 1995, 48). Animal sacri-
fices (cattle, sheep, domestic birds, pigs) were placed 
(mainly on top of the feet and the lower leg bones 
of the deceased) in the burials between the Danube 
and the Tisza Rivers after the mid 7th century, and 
bones of domestic birds prevailed in the Late Avar 
period.4 Bones of wild animals are extremely rare in 
both the inhumation burials along the Lower Danube 
(СТАНЧЕВ–ИВАНОВ 1958, 176) and the Avar ones 
(ДАЙМ 2002, 305). Cremation burials in the Balchik 
cemetery yielded tiny shells.

None of the cremation and the inhumation bur-
ials in the Balchik cemetery yielded parts or com-
plete skeletons of horses, a fact leading to the firm 
conclusion that these animals, which were sacred 
to the Bulgars, were not used for food. Similarly, 
the rest of the biritual cemeteries provide the same 
information. Single burials from the cemeteries at 
Novi Pazar, Kyulevcha and Nozharevo (СТАНЧЕВ–
ИВАНОВ 1958, 166, oбр. 3–8. Burial № 33; 
ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 116, oбр. 68, 69. 1. Burial № 55; 
РАШЕВ–СТАНИЛОВ 1989, 218, oбр. 5) are believed 
to be definite burials with horses. The horse skele-
tons were placed in a niche or at the level of the dead 
body in an enlargement at the western side of the 
grave pit. The limbs of the horses are flexed and the 
heads point to the south, in a direction opposite to 
the human head. A horse skin with the limbs, the tail 
and the head was placed at the feet in the southern 
part of a grave pit in the Kabiyuk cemetery (РАШЕВ 

et al. 2006, 375). Perhaps in these cases the horses 
were killed together with their owners and for that 
reason were buried together. Or perhaps the ritual 
underwent a change after settling down on the new 
territories? It also seems possible that horses were 
killed only in special cases – when burying war-
riors or representatives of the elite. Much more bur-
ials with horses are yielded by the Avar cemeteries, 
where different variants are attested. Early Avar bur-
ials yielded horse scarecrows and sometimes com-
plete horse skeletons; both burial rituals are attested 
in one and the same cemetery (БАЛИНТ 1995, 42; 
ДАЙМ 2002, 306). The number of the burials yield-
ing horse parts decreases in the Middle Avar period. 
If there is a horse skeleton in the burial, it is usually 
placed at the right side of the deceased, and the head 
is usually at the feet of the horseman (БАЛИНТ 1995, 
44).

The grave structures of cremation burials 
yielded by single ritual cemeteries and cremation 
burials yielded by the biritual cemeteries in Bul-
garia are identical – pits with burnt bones, pits 
with urns, chambers made from bricks or stones. 
Urn graves are the predominant type in Slavic sin-
gle ritual cemeteries, while pit graves prevail in the 
biritual cemeteries. Chamber burials are found in 
both types of cemeteries. A typical feature of birit-
ual cemeteries is the presence of ritual food, while 
animal bones are quite rarely found in single ritual 
cemeteries with cremation burials. Biritual ceme-
teries yield more numerous grave goods and there 
is a greater variety of ceramic vessels. All clay pots 
are thrown. There are urns (large jars), but usually 
the pottery in the burials consists of ritual vessels 
containing ritual food or drink – pattern burnished 
jars made from fine clay, jars, amphora-shaped 
pitchers, bowl and bucket-shaped beakers. Jars dec-
orated with incised straight or wavy lines are dis-
covered in Avar burials dated to the 6th–7th and 8th 

centuries (VIDA 1999, Taf. 3–7, 10, 13, 17–21, 23, 
33–37, 99–102, 115, 116, 121–123, 174; ДАЙМ 2002, 
302, 308, Taf. 33). Other shapes, including flasks, 
are attested in the Early and Middle Avar Periods 
(VIDA 1999, Taf. 93–95, 166–172). Only one flask 
was found among the numerous ceramic vessels 
yielded by biritual cemeteries in Bulgaria. It is a 
stray find from the area of the Hitovo 2 cemetery 
before the start of the excavations.5 It is worth men-
tioning that beakers shaped as deep conical bowls 
on a pedestal are known from Avar cemeteries. 
They are handmade and dated to ca. 700 AD (VIDA 
1999, 175, Taf. 90, 1–3). Such a large beaker-bowl 
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with a hollow pedestal, which was, however, made 
on a slow potter’s wheel, was unearthed in burial 
№ 56 in the cemetery at Topola (АНГЕЛОВА et al. 
1999, таб. 5). The Avar cemeteries (ROSNER 1999, 
Taf. 13. 182: 1, Taf. 22. 329:5, Taf. 29. 406:1, Taf. 57. 
6, Taf. 58. 9) yielded beakers resembling the bucket-
shaped beakers from Bulgaria (ЗИРРА 1963, oбр. 24. 
7; ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 160, oбр. 101. 5; АНГЕЛОВА et 
al. 1997, таб. 1–3). Handmade ceramic vessels pre-
vail in the Late Avar Period and represent 80% of 
the pottery. It was the time when new ceramic 
types appeared – turned ceramic jars decorated 
with wavy and straight lines (БАЛИНТ 1995, 46, 
таб. ІІІ. 28) as well as the so-called Yellow ware. 
However, Yellow ware is also found in the birit-
ual cemeteries in Bulgaria – jars in Balchik (bur-
ial № 261), Novi Pazar (СТАНЧЕВ–ИВАНОВ 1958, 
47–48. № 8. 50, № 18), Hitovo 2 (ЙОТОВ 1997, 157, 
№ 5), burial mound ХХХІІІ in Pliska (ДОНЧЕВА-
ПЕТКОВА 1977, 77, кат. № 247. таб. ХVІІІ. 247). 
Yellow ware was manufactured in an unidentified 
production center in Pliska (layers yielding waste 
production have been excavated so far) – jugs, 
bowls, jars, large jars, amphorae, “tea pots” sim-
ilar to the Avar ones (DONČEVA-PETKOVA 2007a, 
306–310, Fig. 19). This center has also produced 
luxurious vessels; such were found in the secret 
tunnel at Krum’s palace (РАШЕВ 2004, 68–100, 
oбр. 10). Some of the ceramic vessels yielded by 
the cemeteries were copies of metal prototypes 
(Fig. 8). Their shapes are related to vessels 
from Malaya Pereshchepina, Kiskőrös-Vágóhíd, 
Ozora, Bócsa, Кunbábony, Vrap and Nagyszent-
miklós hoards (ЗАЛЕСКАЯ et al. 2006, № 21, 24; 
GSCHWANTLER 2002, № 2–7, 10, 19, 20; GARAM 
2002, Abb. 1, 8, 10, 13, 14).

Metal finds are not numerous, but they are found 
in all cemeteries and verify their dating. Small sin-
gle-edged iron knives, similar to the ones yielded 
by Avar burials, are very common. Metal elements 
of wooden buckets have also been discovered in 
the cemeteries in present-day Bulgaria (Kyulevcha, 
Balchik, Topola, Devnya 1) and sickles in few cases. 
Three folded sickles were placed in burial № 18 – 
an urn-jar – in the Hitovo 3 cemetery (ЙОТОВ 1991, 
101, таб. 3) and one more sickle was unearthed in 
Hitovo 2 cemetery (ЙОТОВ 1997, 156, Burial № 3). 
A highly corroded sickle was yielded by the rich 
burial № 3 discovered in the Divdyadovo living 
quarter in Shumen (АТАНАСОВ et al. 2007, 58–59, 
oбр. 1. 1). These tools confirm the settled agricul-
tural lifestyle of the Bulgars at that time. A burial 
of a 50–60 years old female from the Balchik cem-
etery yielded a pruning-knife. Sickles were also 
found in the Late Avar period (БАЛИНТ 1995, 46; 
KISS 2001, Taf. 92. B-555: 11).

Weapons are extremely rare in biritual cem-
eteries in Bulgaria – arrow points (mainly trilo-
bate) are known from cremation burials in Kyule-
vcha (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 152, oбр. 95. 2–3), Bdintsi 
(ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 148, 152, oбр. 91. 4, 95. 2–3), 
Hitovo 3, (ЙОТОВ 1991, 101, таб. 2. 13) and bur-
ial № 202 in the Balchik cemetery. Only two bur-
ials yielded iron sabers – Novi Pazar (СТАНЧЕВ–
ИВАНОВ 1958, 103, таб. ХХVІІ. 1) and the Kabiyuk 
burial (РАШЕВ et al. 2006, 374–375) and five burials 
yielded battle axes: Novi Pazar (СТАНЧЕВ–ИВАНОВ 
1958, таб. ХХХІІ), Kyulevcha (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 
122, oбр. 73. 2), Divdyadovo (АТАНАСОВ et al. 2007, 
59, oбр. 1. 4), Nozharevo and Krassen (ЙОТОВ 2004, 
кат. 548–549. таб. XLVI.). Iron elements of a lance 
were found in Novi Pazar (СТАНЧЕВ–ИВАНОВ 1958, 
98, Burial № 33. таб. ХХХІ. 1) and Divdyadovo 
(АТАНАСОВ et al. 2007, 59, oбр. 1. 5); two spurs 
and a bridle-bit in Kyulevcha (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 
119, 133, oбр. 70, 5, 82. 1–2). The limited number 
of finds reveals that because armour was expensive, 
it was kept by the living and was not placed in the 
burials, which also lack stirrups, in contrast to Avar 
burials. Two stirrups and a sword were uncovered 
in the vicinity of the village of Dobroplodno, Varna 
region (ЙОТОВ 2007, 125–126, oбр. 1а–б). A sword 
dated to the late 7th–mid 8th century was found in 
the Rishki pass (ЙОТОВ 2006, кат. 420. таб. ХХІХ). 
Bone appliqués of reflex bows (СТАНЧЕВ–ИВАНОВ 
1958, 104–105, oбр. 29) are extremely rarely found 
in Bulgar burials (СТАНЧЕВ–ИВАНОВ 1958, 98, таб. 
ХХХІ. 2–6) in contrast to the Avar ones (MADARAS 
1994, Taf. LI–LVII; TÖRÖK 1994, Taf. XX; KISS 
2001, Taf. 93. 1–10). The biritual cemeteries as 
well as the Avar burials yielded bone needle-cases 
(ГРИГОРОВ 2007, 87–97) and bone horns-amulets: 
Novi Pazar (СТАНЧЕВ–ИВАНОВ 1958, таб. ХХХІІІ. 
4), Kyulevcha (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 105–106, oбр. 
594, 119; 69. 3) and Balchik (from a cremation bur-
ial and two inhumation burials). The biritual ceme-
teries also yield lamb knucklebones – small open-
ings were made in some of them and others, found 
in cremation burials, were burnt. 30 knucklebones, 
more than half of them pierced, were unearthed at 
the right elbow of a 9–10 year-old child buried in 
the Balchik cemetery. 

Personal belongings comprise mainly personal 
ornaments – earrings, iron quadrangular or rectan-
gular belt buckles and iron fire strikers. Such arti-
facts were discovered in Avar cemeteries as well. 
Some of the belt buckles unearthed in the Balchik 
cemetery (almost all of them made from iron) are 
related to Byzantine pieces – the Corinth type, 
Yası Ada type having B-shaped or fixed cross-
shaped plate – and date the earliest burials to the 
last decades of the 8th century (ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА 
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2007, 134–136, oбр. 8. 2; ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА 2009 
oбр. 8. 1–3). This cemetery as well as Topola, 
Novi Pazar, Bdintsi and Devnya 3 yielded copper 
lamellae with hammered hemispheres, with small 
nails and rivets, belt buckles with rivets, folded 
lamellae with preserved parts from wooden ves-
sels, similar to the ones found in monuments dated 
to the Second Avar Khaganate and on the Crimea, 
bronze belt buckles, and belt pendants resembling 
the ones from the Vrap-Erseke hoard (ДОНЧЕВА-
ПЕТКОВА 2009, oбр. 8. 4). The early date of the 
cemeteries is confirmed by the small bells and the 
earrings with a twisted end, with a conical pen-
dant, “Pastirskoe” types and with wired spheres 
(ДАСКАЛОВ 1999, 138–140). It is known that the 
“Pastirskoe” type of earrings is very common on 
the Lower Danube as well as in Pannonia, Serbia, 
Transylvania, South Slovakia and South Ukraine 
(АТАНАСОВ et al. 2007, 63–64, oбр. 4).

Two copper bracelets with missing ends were 
yielded by burial № 149 (a cremation burial) of the 
Balchik cemetery. They are decorated with longi-
tudinal channeling and incisions. Similar opened 
bracelets are published from the village of Karapelit, 
Dobrich region. The cited parallels come from the 8th 
century Avar cemetery at Pilismarót-Basaharc, Hun-
gary and the biritual cemetery at Platonesţi, Ialamiţa 
county in Romania (ЙОТОВ 2007, 127, oбр. 3. with 
ref.). Bracelets similar to the ones from the Balchik 
cemetery were found in the biritual cemetery at Sul-
tana dated to the 8th century by B. Mitrea, although 
he assumes that the cemetery might have been in use 
from the late 7th century until the early 9th century 
(MITREA 1988, 102, Pl. 10, T. 8). Bracelets with lon-
gitudinal channeling and a hinged clasp are attested 
in the 7th century monuments from the Avar Khaga-
nate – golden bracelets from Кunbábony (H. TÓTH–
HORVÁTH 1992, кат. № 25, 26), bronze bracelets 
from Keszthely, from Каposvár or bracelets with 
rounded ends from the Late Avar cemetery at Оrdas 
(H. TÓTH–HORVÁTH 1992, Note 895–898. Abb. 13. 
83). The metal bracelets are also included in Zlata 
Čilinská’s review on 7th–8th century female personal 
ornaments in the Carpathian Basin. She assigns sim-
ilar flat bracelets with channeling and hinged clasp 
to type III (ČILINSKÁ 1975, 84, Abb. 8. 4).

The number of glass beads, usually yielded by 
children’s burials, is also limited. Such artifacts 
were discovered only in several children’s burials 
in the Balchik cemetery, and their number does not 
exceed 3–4 in a burial. They are similar in colour 
and shape to the beads from Avar cemeteries. The 
most typical are the water melon seed-shaped beads 
attested in the Middle Avar Period (БАЛИНТ 1995, 
44) and in Novi Pazar (СТАНЧЕВ–ИВАНОВ 1958, 
103, таб. ХХV. 11), Kyulevcha (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 

139, oбр. 86. 1а–д), Topola (burials № 163, 173) and 
the Divdyadovo burial (АТАНАСОВ et al. 2007, 64) in 
Bulgaria.

It is rather a matter of Avar cultural influence 
on the Lower Danube in the late 7th and the 8th 
centuries. The information provided by the Suda 
that the Bulgars liked the costume of the Avars is 
believed to be related to the metal elements of the 
belt-set. However, at the present level of research, 
it is difficult to define whether the Avar belt-set 
was the only one to influence the Bulgar one, since 
“belt fashions similar in decorative motifs but quite 
differing in some of the popular subjects as well as 
manufacturing techniques” (ТОТЕВ 2004, 18) devel-
oped in both countries in the first half of the 8th cen-
tury. The origin and the ethno-cultural affiliation 
of the Vrap-Erseke belt-sets were discussed many 
times in archaeological publications. The similar 
style of the belt-sets from Velino, Kamenovo and 
Zlatari with the ones from Kabiyuk, Divdyadovo 
and Gledachevo reveals that “the Avar fashion” of 
the “griffins-vine sprouts” belt style was popular in 
the Bulgar Kingdom in the pagan period. Based on 
the decorative motifs and the manufacturing of the 
belt mountings from silver as well as from copper 
alloy, Bulgarian archaeologists suggest that there 
was a well developed local production in the first 
decades of the 8th century. An opinion was also 
expressed that the “griffins-vine sprouts” style in 
the Bulgar culture “was introduced from Macedo-
nia (from Kuber’s court) and not from the Avar ter-
ritories on the Middle Danube” (СТАНИЛОВ 2006, 
258). This style operates with a limited number of 
decorative motifs and lacks the variety displayed 
by the numerous cast Avar belt-sets (СТАНИЛОВ 
2006, 312).

Among the early medieval artifacts in Bulgaria, 
there is a considerable number of Avar belt mount-
ings, small strap-ends mainly designed for side 
straps, dated to the late 8th–early 9th centuries. They 
prove a direct Avar influence – it is assumed that 
these were either military trophies or were brought 
by Avars who migrated to the territories of pres-
ent-day Bulgaria (СТАНИЛОВ 2006, 260). However, 
there is also another possible option “development 
of fashion in the metalwork in the Bulgar Kingdom 
similar to the one on the Middle Danube” evidenced 
by lead models, belt-buckle and strap-end wastes, 
etc. (ПЛЕТНЬОВ 2009, 113–114).

Biritual cemeteries in Bulgaria yielded greater 
number and a greater variety of ceramic vessels 
compared to the Avar cemeteries yielding mainly 
jars and a smaller number of beakers, bowls and 
amphora-shaped vessels (БАЛИНТ 1995, 46). While 
80% of the Late Avar pottery found in settlements is 
handmade, the ceramic vessels from settlements and 
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cemeteries in Bulgaria are made on a slow potter’s 
wheel. However, the pagan cemeteries in Bulgaria 
yielded a lower number of personal adornments as 
well as artifacts related to armour and horse equip-
ment in comparison to the Avar cemeteries.

No rich burials have been discovered in the birit-
ual cemeteries in Bulgaria excavated until pres-
ent. Furthermore, the grave goods reveal a certain 
degree of equality. Some of the cremation buri-
als yielded a higher number of artifacts – personal 
belongings and grave goods. The Balchik ceme-
tery provided the highest number of burials yielding 
complete animal skeletons or parts of them, and 15 
of them, as it has already been mentioned, yielded 
large animals – oxen, cows and calves, which are 
expensive grave goods and speak of the wealth of 
the deceased.

In 2005 a burial of a 20–22 years old male, a 
representative of the Bulgar aristocracy, was dis-
covered under one of the four mounds within the 
earthen fortification at Kabiyuk. The rich grave 
goods – 51 artifacts made from iron, bronze, sil-
ver and gold, as well as a horse and a saber indicate 
the high social status of the deceased (РАШЕВ et al. 
2006, 374–375; РАШЕВ 2008, 202, oбр. 75). Some of 
the artifacts have parallels with artifacts from the 
Vrap– Erkese group. Rich burials were also uncov-
ered not far away from Kabiyuk, in the southern and 
the northern part of Divdyadovo living quarter in 
the town of Shumen. The male in burial № 3 in the 
northern part of Divdyadovo living quarter also had 
a high social status. The burial yielded a battle axe, 
a knife-dagger, a sickle, a metal hoop of a bucket, 
amphora-shaped pitcher; two belt-sets, silver and 
copper ones, consisting of two belt buckles, 13 belt 
mountings, a strap-end and a loop (АТАНАСОВ et al. 
2007, 57–66). These personal ornaments and buri-
als are dated to the first decades of the 8th century. 
For the time being these burials are defined as sin-
gle, and it seems that they are not associated with 
any cemeteries. No biritual cemeteries were found 
to the south of the Balkan as it is expected with 
view to the initial boundaries of the Bulgar King-
dom. In 1981 Zhivka Vazharova published a gilded 
bronze belt buckle and a part of a hinged appliqué 
discovered at the village of Zlatari, Yambol region 
(ВЪЖАРОВА 1981, 53–54, oбр. 24) and the excava-
tions in the summer of 2005 at a pit sanctuary near 
the village of Gledachevo, Stara Zagora region 
brought to light a multiple pagan burial with 4 skel-
etons – of a 20 year-old man and 3 children – 14, 
8 and 6–7 years old. The burial yielded rich silver 
belt-sets associated with the Vrap-Erseke group, 

golden buttons and pendants with parallels in the 
Pereshchepina and Yasinovo hoards in Ukraine 
(ТОНКОВА–ГЕОРГИЕВА 2006, 165–166). Archaeolo-
gists date these representative finds to the late 7th–
early 8th century. It can be assumed that the personal 
adornments discovered at Zlatari and Gledachevo 
date to the reign of Khan Tervel, when the region 
called Zagore was annexed to the Bulgar King-
dom. Moreover, Zlatari is situated only 21 km to the 
northeast of Gledachevo. Two Bulgar burials were 
discovered in Plovdiv in the summer of 2008.6

It has to be mentioned that no pagan cemeter-
ies have been discovered in Pliska. Therefore, it can 
be said that Uwe Fiedler had good reasons to call 
Pliska “a capital city without burials”. However, a 
number of biritual cemeteries encircle the first Bul-
garian capital city. Deeply hidden and unknown are 
the burials of the Bulgar khans. Maybe the buri-
als of Khan Tervel (700–721), who received gen-
erous gifts from the Byzantine emperor, the fear-
some Khan Krum (803–814) and the khan-builder 
Omurtag (814–831) will be uncovered in the future.

Some of the cemeteries functioned until the 
860s when the Bulgars were converted to Chris-
tian ity in 864. Few Christian burials were excavated 
in Topola, Karamanite, Hitovo and Devnya 3 cem-
eteries, and after that these burial places ceased to 
be in use. 

In many Bulgarian, Romanian and Hungarian 
publications the question is raised about the north-
eastern Bulgar boundary set during the reigns of 
Krum and Omurtag and located at the Tisza River 
and the Carpathians, about the Bulgar presence 
there, established in the 9th–early 10th centuries 
and marked by various monuments and artifacts – 
an earthen fortification, settlements, cemeteries 
and gray burnished ware. These monuments were 
found in South and Southeast Transylvania, the 
most remarkable ones being located in Alba Iulia 
and Blandiana (COMŞA 1960, 395–422; COMŞA 1963, 
413–438; HORDET 1966, 261–289; MADGEARU 2001, 
271–283; MADGEARU 2005, 41–65; ŢIPLIC 2005, 
133–156; ŢIPLIC 2006, 43, 54, 65, 75).

Bulgarian archaeologists are still not able to find 
answers for a number of questions. Further details 
of the sequence of the Slavic and Bulgar monuments 
need to be clarified. One of the most important ques-
tions is the relation between Slavs and Bulgars and the 
way the material culture reflected the everyday life 
of the two ethnic groups. The excavated settlements 
dated from the 8th–9th until the 10th century yielded 
artifacts of both Slavic and Bulgar traditions. As it has 
already been mentioned, some influence is attested in 
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the pottery discovered in the cemeteries – Bulgar pot-
tery is found in Slavic cemeteries with cremation buri-
als and vice versa – Slavic pottery is yielded by biritual 
cemeteries. Further study is needed on the questions 
concerning the cremation burials in chambers both 
in the single ritual and biritual cemeteries and the rit-
ual of placing whole animals or parts of them in the 
grave pits. Recently, it has been suggested to explore 
possible connection with stone chambers in the 
Kubano-Black Sea area (КЛИСУРАНОВ–КОМАТАРОВА-
БАЛИНОВА 2009, 175–176).

A number of authors believe that the biritual 
cemeteries belonged to Slavs and Bulgars. An opin-
ion has been expressed that the urn burials in these 
cemeteries belong to Slavs (FIEDLER 1992, 362). It is 
assumed that the biritualism is related to ideological 
differences rather than ethnic ones (АКСЕНОВА 2007, 
223–224), a statement which is not devoid of founda-
tions, in view of the fact that other ethnic groups have 
used both rituals from ancient times until present as 
well. However, recent studies, especially at the Bal-
chik cemetery, almost tipped the balance in favour of 
the Bulgars (ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА 2009, 85).

The decades after the conversion to Christian-
ity and the introduction of the Slavic alphabet in the 
second half of the 9th century gradually erased the 
ethnic differences. In this period the pagan ceme-
teries stopped functioning and new cemeteries were 
established quite nearer to the settlements, even 
inside them, at the church buildings.

The questions about the chronology and the 
ethnogenesis of the monuments associated with 
the material and the spiritual culture of Avars and 
Bulgars are extremely interesting and in spite of the 
efforts of many scholars (especially the Hungarian 
colleagues and their studies on Avar metalwork) 
still need further researching. This can be achieved 
by joint work – by scrutinizing the available finds, 
setting the problem and looking for parallels. This 
will allow defining more accurately the similarities 
and the differences not only in burial ritual and 
grave goods but with regard to various objects from 
everyday and military life, as well as metalwork. 
Similarities could be explained by common cultural 
traditions evolving from the past – from the South 
Russian steppes or Iran, the Byzantine Empire and 
the Mediterranean or by coincidences which are 
due to the period when the culture of the pagan 
period of the First Bulgarian Kingdom and the one 
of the Avar Khaganate had developed. Physical 
anthropologists will have to join in too, putting 
to use their new methods of study. This way the 
recent, and undoubtedly the future, discoveries will 
probably provide answers to a number of questions 
raised many years ago by our predecessors Géza 
Fehér and Nikola Mavrodinov.

Translated by Tatiana STEFANOVA
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Fig. 4: 1: The biritual cemetery at the town of Balchik – part of the graves (2007 and 2008 seasons);
2: Two connected burials – Grave 212 (35–40 year-old male) and Grave 213 (18–20 year-old male) 

with various orientations
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Fig. 5: 1–2: Cremation burials in pits in the Balchik cemetery: 1: Grave 282; 2: Grave 250.
3–4: Cremation burials in chambers in the Balchik cemetery. 3: Graves 277 and 278; 4: Graves 226.

5–6: Inhumation burials in pits in the Balchik cemetery 5: Grave 222; 6: Grave 217
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Fig. 6: Burials in the Balchik cemetery. 1: Grave 253 – the short sides of the grave pit are lined
with stones; 2–3: Grave 251 – lines and covered with stones



Fig. 7: Yellow ware from Bulgaria. 1: Mound ХХХІІІ in Pliska; 2–4: The secret tunnel at
Krum’s palace in Pliska; 5: The Big cistern; 6: The cemetery at Novi Pazar
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Fig. 8: Ceramic vessels yielded by the cemeteries, imitating metal shapes.
1–4: Topola; 5–6: Novi Pazar





   MASQUE TYPE MOUNTS FROM THE CARPATHIAN BASIN 1

Csilla BALOGH

In the archaeological record of the early medieval 
Carpathian Basin, there is a relatively small group 
of cast and ajouré mounts (and their pressed imita-
tions) with a characteristic geometric decoration 
recalling human faces, which are therefore gener-
ally referred to as „masque type mounts”.2

The scarcity of masque type mounts in the Car-
pathian Basin can be illustrated by the following 
facts: their catalogue contains only 36 findplaces 
and 45 find contexts altogether.3

I suggest two criteria for their classification: 
the first one is based on technological, the other 
on formal characteristics. In the Carpathian Basin 
masque type mounts often occur sporadically, at 
any case there are no complete sets surviving and 
they were most probably used differently from 
their counterparts in the Russian steppe. The func-
tional aspect has therefore been neglected in the 
classification.

THE TYPOLOGY OF THE MASQUE TYPE MOUNTS

Regarding their manufacturing techniques, the 
masque type mounts of the Carpathian Basin can 
be divided into three groups: Group no. 1 contains 
cast, Group no. 2 cut-out and Group no. 3. pressed 
pieces.

1. CAST MOUNTS

The mounts are made of silver, sometimes bronze, 
their thickness lies between 1–1.5 mm. Through the 
so-called skin-casting technique they acquired a 
rim. Their front is polished, the rear side is crude. 
They are usually smaller than their pressed imita-
tions or the pressed mounts of similar form. 

There are several variants regarding the applica-
tion used on them: most of them were fastened with 
a small rivet cast together with the mount, but to the 
south of the river Körös there are rectangular loops 
cast with the mount (Szentes-Nagyhegy, Grave 29 

[Fig. 2. 1]) and rounded ones soldered afterwards 
(Klárafalva B, Grave 60 [Fig. 3. 3]) as well.

Generally speaking, they are decorated ajouré, 
often enriched with chiseling. The ajouré decora-
tion can be divided in two major groups: most of 
them consist of simple geometric motifs (circles, 
triangles, rectangles in different combinations); to 
the south of the river Körös there are more complex 
and differentiated ones. The pieces found at Kecel 
and Potzneusiedl have unique faces, rendered with 
chiseling. 

There are only a few formal varieties of the cast, 
ajouré mounts of the masque type known from the 
south Russian steppe which are present in the Car-
pathian Basin as well: their contours are either 
straight and parallel to each other (Figs. 2. 4–11), 
or curving (Fig. 2. 3), and there are some belt-
ends with irregularly curving contours (Fig. 2. 1); 
there are simple pelta-shaped (Fig. 3. 1), double 
pelta (Figs. 3. 3–4) and triple pelta-shaped ones 

  1 This paper is the abbreviated and slightly adjusted version of my “Martinovka-típusú övgarnitúra Kecelről. A Kárpát-
medencei maszkos veretek tipokronológiája. – Gürtelgarnitur des Typs Martinovka von Kecel. Die Typochronologie der 
Maskenbeschläge des Karpatenbeckens” (BALOGH 2004). In the text there are no bibliographic references to the find-
places, only to the typological charts. References are included in the catalogue. 

  2 They are not to be confused with the mounts of Byzantine origin, featuring human faces rendered with a dotted line. 
The masque type mounts belong to the larger group of the “Martynovka type”. In the hoard discovered at Martynovka 
there are basically three styles and there is no general agreement among Hungarian archaeologists in the usage of the ter-
mini Martynovka group, Martynovka culture and Martynovka type. Sometimes it designates objects with a similar kind 
of decoration; others use it to denote formal analogies or similar manufacturing techniques. Russian archaeologists use 
the term “heraldic mounts” (гералдические накладки) for the masque type (ГАВРИТУХИН–ОБЛОМСКИЙ 1996, 72). For a 
detailed discussion of the history of research see BALOGH 2004, 247–248.

  3 The publication of the first 1500 graves of the cemetery at Zamárdi-Rétiföldek appeared only after the completion of this 
manuscript. I can only note that there were eight graves (No. 559; 925; 1013; 1020; 1072; 1091; 1298 and 1323) containing 
masque type mounts (BÁRDOS–GARAM 2009).
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(Figs. 3. 5–6); fish-tail (Fig. 3. 2); rectangular with 
pelta-shape (Fig. 2. 2); T-shaped (Figs. 3. 9–10) and 
elongated clinging mounts (Figs. 3. 7–8, 11–13).

Cast masque type mounts are most probably 
belt-mounts, one triple-pelta from Hajdúszoboszló 
being the only exception.4 The Avar graves in the 
Carpathian Basin generally contain only one of 
them, and even in the most extreme case there 
were only four in the same grave. It is therefore to 
be assumed, that they were not used in the same 
fashion, as in their home on the steppe. The most 
complete set was found at Kecel, where the grave 
contained 11 mounts altogether. Only one of them 
belonged to the masque type (T-shaped clinging 
mount) the others were simple undecorated 
mounts. At Szabadka, the masque type mount was 
accompanied by a small and a large belt-end made 
of simple sheet-bronze. At Klárafalva B (Grave 60) 
both the small belt ends (with curving contour) and 
the large belt-ends of the belt set were cut out of 
bronze sheet. The ajouré decoration of the latter is 
identical with the cast masque type mounts. 

The available evidence strongly suggests that 
cast, ajouré masque type mounts always occur on 
belts with pendant stripes: the belt from Klárafalva 
and the belt sets with cast ajouré masque type cling-
ing mounts had multiple pendant stripes, while the 
graves at Kecel, Szentes-Lapistó, Tolnanémedi and 
Subotica contained only one small belt mount each.

In the Carpathian Basin there are 18 findplaces 
from the Avar period where cast masque type 
mounts have been found: four pieces are stray-finds, 

the rest comes from graves (or at least most proba-
bly from graves). Most of the find-places are located 
in the core area of the Avars: they are evenly scat-
tered between the Tisza and the Danube, a few of 
them lying on the left bank of the Tisza and on the 
right of the Danube. Three were unearthed far from 
the bulk, but close to each other, to the north of 
Lake Fertő (Neusiedler See), on the plain of Parn-
dorf (Bruckneudorf, Leobersorf, Potzneusiedl), and 
one single piece has been found to the south of the 
river Tisza (Manđjelos) (Fig. 7. 1). 

2. CUT-OUT MOUNTS

This group comprises only belt-ends.5 They are cut 
out of bronze or silver sheets, the one from Magy ar-
csanád is, as far as I know, the only piece made of 
lead. The majority is made of two sheets with side-
sticks (Figs. 4. 1–6), but the rimmed piece from 
Sonta belongs equally to this group, although it is 
made of one sheet only (Fig. 4. 7). 

Regarding their application, the mounts belong-
ing to this group are uniform, since all of them were 
fastened with one or two bronze rivets hammered 
through them.

Their decoration consists of geometrical and/
or curving patterns and the combination of these. 
These are sometimes enriched with incised or chis-
eled lines. It is absolutely clear, that this decoration 
is derived from the cast masque type mounts, and 
adapts the same motifs to another technique. 

Fig. 1: Press moulds. 1, 3: Adony; 2: Gátér, Grave 11

  4 A masque type elongated clinging mount was found in the horse grave of Zamárdi-Rétiföldek 559 (BÁRDOS–GARAM 
2009, Taf. 72. 13). Mounts of this type were usually made of bronze, yet their design is rougher than other masque type 
mounts: they are positively not produced with skin-casting technique. These mounts have been found so far only among 
belt-mounts (cf. BALOGH 2004, 253–254), yet the Zamárdi find was applied as a harness mount.

 5 The belt-end found at the right scapula of an aged woman in Grave 165 at Szegvár-Oromdűlő might have been of second-
ary use, perhaps intertwined with pearls (LŐRINCZY 1998, Fig. 15. 11).
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This group of masque type mounts is typical for 
the Carpathian Basin, but even in this area, there 
are only seven find-places known. Four of them are 
to the east of the Tisza and to the south of the Körös 
(Klárafalva B, Grave 60; Magyarcsanád-Bökény D; 
Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav, Grave 67 and Szegvár-
Oromdűlő, Grave 165), two are lying to the north 
of Lake Balaton (Keszthely-Bazilika, Grave 3 and 
Környe, Grave 78), and one is situated between the 
Danube and the Tisza (Sonta/Szond) (Fig. 7. 2). 

3. PRESSED MOUNTS

These mounts are produced by embossing or 
squeezing either from bronze or less frequently 
from silver sheets of inferior quality. They are char-
acteristic of the 7th century Carpathian Basin, and 
can be regarded as a local idiosyncrasy. The mounts 
are usually rimmed, and their rear side is usually 
filled with lead. The cramp-like loops were pressed 
into the lead and fastened with small stripes or rect-
angular sheets from the rear. There are two exemp-
tions to this rule, which are made up of two sheets, 
the one on the front being embossed and decorated, 
the rear one is plain and cut out from a sheet. 

These pressed masque type mounts can be 
regarded without any doubt as imitations of their 
cast counterparts. This is borne out both by their 
form and decoration. There are many formal vari-
eties within the group: simple pelta-shaped (Figs. 6. 
1–4), symmetrical double-pelta (Figs. 6. 10–11), 

fishtail (Figs. 6. 5–9), B-shape and double lunulae-
shaped (Figs. 6. 12–13) mounts and belt-ends with 
straight (Figs. 5. 1–6; 8–15) and curving contours 
(Fig. 5. 7) equally belong to this group.

At Keszthely-Fenéki út, Grave 8 (Fig. 5. 4) and 
at Jánoshida-Tótkérpuszta, Grave 67 (Fig. 5. 7) 
there were absolutely no mounts in addition to the 
masque type pieces. The other pressed mounts of 
the masque type belonged to belt-sets compris-
ing most often plain, round or pressed rosetta-like 
mounts, in some cases pressed pseudo-buckles. 
Sometimes they occur as mounts decorating the 
footwear or on horse harness.

In the Carpathian Basin we have only Környe, 
Grave 151, where the double lunulae (Fig. 6. 13)6 
and fishtail mounts were used on belts without pen-
dant stripes.7 On the other hand, all the other varie-
ties of the pressed masque type mounts were used 
on belts with pendant stripes. 

The pressed masque type mounts were most 
probably locally produced, as it is indicated by the 
moulds found in the graves of two Avar goldsmiths 
at Adony and Gátér (Fig. 1).8

There are twenty Avar graves from sixteen find-
places in the Carpathian Basin containing pressed 
masque type mounts. Only one of these is a stray 
find from the vicinity of Szeged (Fig. 6. 9), but even 
this one is likely to have come from a grave (cf. 
BALOGH 2004, 269). The majority of the findplaces 
known at present lies definitely to the south of the 
river Maros and in the eastern part of Transdanubia 
(Fig. 7. 3).9

THE CHRONOLOGY OF MASQUE TYPE MOUNTS

The chronology of the Lapistó grave find and of 
the cast masque type mounts were soon correctly 
determined by D. Csallány, though he did not indi-
cate the reasons and relied almost exclusively on his 
instincts. He dated the former to the late 6th or early 
7th century, the latter to the second half of the 6th 
century, and he also assumed that the production of 
mounts may have started as early as the first half of 
the 6th century (CSALLÁNY 1934, 142, 212). Virtually 

the same conclusion has been reached by Cs. Bálint 
as well, though he did not make a reference to the 
results of D. Csallány (BÁLINT 1978, 196). É. Garam 
and I. Erdélyi (proceeding from different principles) 
dated the mounts to a later period, though the typol-
ogy of A. K. Ambroz had an obvious influence on 
both of them. Erdélyi dated the majority of the cast 
items to the 7th century, and some of the Bashkirian 
items to the 8th century (ERDÉLYI 1982, 124–136). 

  6 B-shaped and double lunulae shaped masque type mounts were found in Zamárdi horse Grave 1091 (BÁRDOS–GARAM 
2009, Taf. 123. 4–6). These mounts have appeared so far as harness decorations, in a function not known among the 
available finds in the Carpathian Basin.

  7 In the light of Zamárdi Graves 1020, 1072 and 1323, this conclusion still seems to be correct. Cf. BÁRDOS–GARAM 2009, 
Taf. 116, 121, 149!

  8 Moulded silver mounts very similar to the mould with composite fishtail jointed with a flange in the middle from Gátér, 
Grave 11 are known from Zamárdi, Grave 1020 (BÁRDOS–GARAM 2009, Taf. 116. 6–8).

  9 This image is significantly modified by the abovementioned cemetery of Zamárdi. Taking also these graves into consid-
eration, we have evidence for moulded masque type mounts from 26 graves in 17 sites (cf. n. 3.). The Zamárdi site excels 
in the number of data, too.
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In her work published in 1976, É. Garam exam-
ined masque type mounts only superficially, and 
though she did not formulate it clearly, her compara-
tive materials imply that she dated the masque type 
mounts to the last third of the 7th century (GARAM 
1976, 136–138).

On the basis of east European finds P. Somo-
gyi determined the chronology of the 3 typological 
groups (cast, sheet-bronze, pressed) of the masque 
type mounts in the Carpathian Basin (SOMOGYI 
1987, 130–148). He relied on the following princi-
ples for establishing the chronology: 1. D. Csal-
lány and N. Fettich already suggested that pressed 
masque type mounts are imitations of cast items 
implying that pressed items succeeded cast ones 
chronologically. 2. Since the few cast items were 
not produced in the Carpathian Basin but arrived 
here through trade, by looting, or by migration, they 
are contemporary with the parallel items from the 
East European steppe. He dated cast ajouré items to 
the second half of the 6th century, whereas pressed 
masque type items were dated to the early 7th cen-
tury (SOMOGYI 1987, 147).

In my present study I approached the chronolog-
ical problems of masque type mounts from the con-
text in which they were found and thus attempted 
to establish a chronological order for the different 
types.

Hungarian researchers have always referred to 
two Gepidic burials as the earliest occurrence of 
masque type mounts in the Carpathian Basin. These 
are Grave D at Magyarcsanád-Bökény (Fig. 4. 1) 
and Grave 29 at Szentes-Nagyhegy (Fig. 2. 1). They 
were dated to the middle or the second half of the 6th 
century (CSALLÁNY 1961, 322–323; CSALLÁNY 1962, 
68), the second one was even dated by D. Csallány 
to 580–590 (CSALLÁNY 1934, 214), i.e. immediately 
after the arrival of the Avars in the Carpathian 
Basin.

It has, however, escaped the attention of research, 
that in addition to these pieces there are two other 
masque type mounts found in Langobard graves 
in the region of Keszthely: Keszthely-Bazilika, 
Grave 3 (Fig. 4. 6) and Keszthely-Fenéki út, Grave 
8. (Fig. 5. 4). These pieces should not be neglected 
and can offer new clues for dating. It is a remark-
able fact as well, that all the four early masque type 
mounts belong to different groups, and there is only 
one of them (from Szentes), which is cast. 

The belt-end with side-stick found at Magyar-
csanád-Bökény, which is cut out of lead, cannot 
belong to the Gepidic Grave D and it is therefore not 
certain, that the mount would come from a Gepidic 
context. There are good parallels for it in late 
antique (non-nomadic) burials, such as Suuk-Su, 
Grave 54 (АЙБАБИН 1990, рис. 49. 22), Grave 3 in 

the cemetery of Cibilium (BÁLINT 1995, Fig. 38. 8) 
and in Graves 132 and 134 at Callatis (PREDA 1980, 
95, T. XXXIV. 1–3, 96. T. XXXIV. 1–4). If we are 
looking for parallels among the mounts in the Car-
pathian Basin, one finds the silver ajouré belt-end 
from the Langobard Grave 3 at Keszthely-Bazilika 
and the similar belt-end from the Avar Grave 165 
at Szegvár-Oromdűlő, which are very close to it on 
a formal level. This last piece has a somewhat dif-
ferent decoration, compared with the other masque 
type mounts of the Carpathian Basin, and finds the 
best parallels in the Langobard graves of the ceme-
tery at Nocera Umbra in North Italy. 

The deceased person in the burials at Keszt-
hely and Szegvár was in both cases a female and 
each grave contained besides the masque type 
belt-end only one buckle (with pelta-shaped body 
and a rectangular loop) which indicated the pres-
ence of a belt. The eastern belt-end of this type 
occurred exclusively in male burials. The specimens 
from Magyarcsanád and Keszthely are particu-
larly instructive, considering their parallels as well. 
They seem to be different (structurally and regard-
ing their decoration) from the other masque type 
mounts of the Carpathian Basin and have apparently 
no formal or functional connections either with the 
Avars, or with the nomadic finds of the steppe, and 
their decoration is different as well. In sum, they 
seem to appear in a Germanic context in the Car-
pathian Basin. The piece found at Szegvár presents 
a more complicated case. Here the grave has fea-
tures, which are typical for 6th century nomadic bur-
ials (east-west orientation, partial animal deposi-
tion, separation of the human and animal parts), but 
the vessel found in the grave belongs to the sphere 
of Gepidic metalworking (LŐRINCZY 1998, 351, 
Fig. 15. 7). 

Considering the pieces from Suuk-su and Cal-
latis, it is highly probable that this elongated type 
of belt-end, which can be regarded as the prototype 
of the pieces in the Carpathian Basin, is a variant 
of masque type mounts that had developed in the 
Crimea or in the region along the Lower Danube, 
imitating the masque type mounts of the Northern 
Caucasus. They were transmitted from here to Italy 
as well, where they appear in Langobard graves 
(Nocera Umbra, Castel Trosino). Their sporadic 
occurrence in the Carpathian Basin suggests that 
they arrived here by trade. 

In Grave 29 at Szentes-Nagyhegy there was 
only a Sučidava type buckle beside the cast, ajouré 
belt-end. The buckle type has been connected by 
D. Csallány genealogically and chronologically 
with the masque type mounts (CSALLÁNY 1962). 
Another buckle, completely identical with the one 
from Szentes was equally accompanied solely by a 
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cast, ajouré masque type belt-end from a grave at 
Piatra Frecăƫei (AURELIAN 1962, рис. 11b). The best 
parallels for the masque type mount from Nagy-
hegy are known from Verchnaya Eshera (ВОРОНОВ–
БГАЖБА 1979, 69, рис. 6–8), Prahovo and Sardis 
(ГАВРИТУХИН–ОБЛОМСКИЙ 1996, рис. 43, 45, 47). 

The belt-end from Szentes is technically (it has 
no rim), formally and, most distinctively, structur-
ally (i.e. regarding its application) different from the 
other masque type mounts in the Carpathian Basin. 
The rectangular loops placed at a right angle to the 
main axis of the mount and cast together with it, 
and the highly differentiated form of the belt-end is 
not found among Avar or other nomadic finds. Its 
Byzantine origin is therefore highly probable. The 
ajouré masque type mount of Grave 29 is not the 
single piece in the cemetery, which reveals the com-
mercial contacts of this Gepidic group with the Byz-
antine Empire.10

The mount of unknown provenance belong-
ing to the complex cast mounts with a rectangu-
lar upper part, has arrived from somewhere in 
southern Hungary to the collection of the National 
Museum (Fig. 2. 2) and has formal analogies, e.g. 
Suuk-Su, Grave 54 (АЙБАБИН 1990, рис. 49. 2, 4, 
6, 14), Sadovets (WELKOW 1935, Abb. 2. 8), Vilhov-
chik (ПРИХОДНЮК 1980, рис. 61. 11–12) and Piatra 
Frecăţej (AURELIAN 1962, рис. 13. 7–8), which sug-
gest that it does not reflect nomadic taste.

The earliest masque type mounts of the Car-
pathian Basin are those cut-out sheets from Grave 3 
at Keszthely-Bazilika, from Magyarcsanád-Bökény 
and from Szegvár-Oromdűlő, Grave 165, and the 
cast ajouré ones from Szentes-Nagyhegy and from 
Southern Hungary. Their appearance in the Car-
pathian Basin cannot be connected with the arrival 
of the Avars; they are of Byzantine origin (both 
in their form and regarding their application) and 
arrived here by trade. They can be regarded con-
temporary with their eastern parallels and can thus 
be dated to the middle third of the 6th century. Their 
context does not provide any more information 
(the one from Magyarcsanád and the other in the 
National Museum are stray finds, the grave in Keszt-
hely had been heavily disturbed), but do not contra-
dict this dating either. The early date is supported by 
the Sučidava type buckle accompanying the mount 
at Szentes-Nagyhegy, because these buckles appear 

in the Carpathian Basin from the middle third of the 
6th century onwards (NAGY 1993, 76).

The cast pieces from the graves at Szentes-
Lapistó (Fig. 3. 4) and Klárafalva (Fig. 3. 3) belong 
to the earliest group of masque type mounts in the 
Carpathian Basin as well. The grave at Szentes was 
dated by Csallány, based on the analogies from 
Sinov’evka and other south russian findplaces, to 
the late 6th and the early 7th century (CSALLÁNY 1934, 
210). The determination of the date of the gold-
smith’s grave at Klárafalva is not easy on the basis 
of the grave finds alone. The scales and weights 
usually found in such graves date them quite cer-
tainly to the first half of the Avar Period. These 
finds are missing at Klárafalva, so it is only the cast, 
ajouré, multiple pelta-shaped mounts and the burial 
rites, which might furnish a date. The belt mounts 
have few analogies (Suuk-Su, Piatra Frecăţej, Sardis 
etc.) which are typical for the non-nomadic burials 
of the second half of the 6th century. The burial rites, 
on the other hand (single grave dug into a tumulus, 
NW–SE orientation, partial animal deposition), are 
clearly nomadic features and apart from the orien-
tation it is basically similar to the graves at Szentes-
Lapistó and Szentes-Derekegyháza. P. Somogyi has 
concluded after the analysis of the nomadic burial 
rites of the 6th century that the parallel presence of 
cast masque type mounts and partial animal depo-
sitions is characteristic for the East European finds 
(SOMOGYI 1987, 146).

The dating of the few cast masque type mounts 
of the Carpathian Basin to the second half of 
the 6th century is confirmed by the triple pelta-
shaped mounts of Hajdúszoboszló (Figs. 3. 5–6). 
This type of mount was fashionable according to 
their accepted chronology in the Caucasus and 
Bashkiria in the second half of the 6th and the first 
quarter of the 7th century. In East Georgia they are 
dated a little later, in the first half of the 7th century 
(КОВАЛЕВСКАЯ 1972, 115). Although the find cir-
cumstances of the mounts found at Hajdúszoboszló 
are unknown, they were associated with an oval 
medallion, which is dated to the first phase of the 
Early Avar Period, i.e. to the third quarter of the 6th 
century (LŐRINCZY 1991, 136).

The ajouré, cast fishtail-mount from Manđjelos 
(Fig. 3. 2) is a stray find. Ambroz has placed the 
similar pieces in his typochronological table to 

10 On the south bank of the Veker, at Szentes-Nagyhegy, G. Csallány excavated from 1930 to 1941 a Sarmatian, Gepidic and 
Avar cemetery. The Gepidic cemetery, consisting of 79 graves and several stray finds, was in use during the second third 
of the 6th century (NAGY 1993, 97). The finds reveal the widespread contacts of the buried people (from Skandinavia to 
the Pontic cities), which point among others to Byzantium. Commercial contacts are indicated by late antique imperial 
goods, such as the golden beads of Grave 84 (CSALLÁNY 1961, Taf. CCIV. 4–7). The most common finds arriving from 
Byzantium are the objects decorated with crosses, indicating the spread of Arianic Christianity, e. g. the rectangular 
reliquary box from Grave 84, decorated by punched crosses on both sides (CSALLÁNY 1961, Taf. XXXIX. 4).
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the first half of the 7th century (AMBROZ 1973, 
рис. 1). It is well known that the typochronology of 
Ambroz is late, i.e. he dates most of the types too 
late, and apparently this is true for these mounts as 
well. The earliest occurrence of this type is known 
from Grave 34 at Chufut-Kale, which is dated by 
the solidus of Justinian I to the middle of the 6th 
century (КРОПОТКИН 1958, 214).11 Regarding the 
date of the grave and of the mount at Manđjelos, 
the ring-hilted sword with a triple-looped suspen-
sion plate can be of help. This piece is the only one 
so far from the Carpathian Basin, where the loop 
and the handle are cast together (SIMON 1991, 266) 
and it is immediately connected with the swords of 
the Far East having no transverse guard and dat-
ing from the 4th–6th centuries, because its handle 
is similar in form and material to them. This con-
nection points not only to the origin of this type of 
sword, but is relevant for chronology as well. We 
can thus connect the sword from Manđjelos to the 
very first generation of Avars in the Carpathian 
Basin (SIMON 1991, 273). A similar, straight and 
single-edged sword with loop-end and transverse 
guard was placed in Grave 13 at Deszk L (BALOGH 
2004, Note 2. Fig. 13. 21). This grave is connected 
to the masque type mounts under discussion here, 
through various features: it contained not only cast 
disc-type and pelta-shaped belt-mounts and the 
sword with loop-end handle, but also a buckle dec-
orated with antithetical birdheads.

The other finds associated with cast masque 
type mounts in the Carpathian Basin do not furnish 
any chronological clues. Some of them are simply 
stray finds (Bruckneidorf [Fig. 2. 6], Leobersdorf 
[Fig. 2. 9], Potzneusiedl [Fig. 2. 3]), and the finds 
from Tolnanémedi and Subotica can be dated prob-
ably to the end of the 6th century. The belt-end in 
Grave 314 at Szekszárd-Bogyiszlói út (Fig. 2. 5) was 
found in a secondary context, together with Middle 
Avar artifacts.

From these observations, one can conclude 
that cast masque type mounts among the Avars of 
the Carpathian Basin appear for the first time to 
the east of the Tisza and to the south of the Körös 
during the second half of the 6th century (Szentes-
Lapistó; Klárafalva, Grave B 60). Some of the 
moulded imitations of these pieces equally come 
from this area, which indicates, that the appearance 
of these mounts in the Carpathian Basin is due to 
some kind of migration. 

The chronology of the moulded masque type 
mounts can be deduced from their asociation with 
different coins: at Kiszombor, Grave O 2 they were 
found together with a solidus of Phocas issued 
between 603–607 (CSALLÁNY 1939, 125–126; 
SOMOGYI 1997, 53–54).12 Based on this coin Csal-
lány dated the moulded masque type mounts to the 
first decade of the 7th century (CSALLÁNY 1939, 141). 
The small belt-ends of the masque type fron Grave 
8 at Deszk G (Fig. 5. 8) can be dated to the same 
time, because the grave contained a sword with 
P-shaped suspension loop.

In Grave 3 at Nyíregyháza-Kertgazdaság, a worn 
and perforated coin of Mauricius Tiberius, issued 
between 582–602, was found together with moulded 
masque type mounts (Fig. 5. 11; cf. CSALLÁNY 1958, 
49; GARAM 1992, 140; SOMOGYI 1997, 67–68). Even 
if the coin was in secondary use, and therefore of lit-
tle chronological value, D. Csallány disregarded this 
fact and proposed a date in the first half of the 7th 
century (CSALLÁNY 1958, 49–50).

In Grave I at Keszthely-Fenékpuszta a straight 
double-edged sword with transverse guard was 
found (BÓNA 1983, Fig. 12. 1), which has a very 
close counterpart in Grave 85 at Aradac (NAĐ 
1959, Tab. XXVII. 1). According to D. Csallány, 
the straight double-edged sword in the grave at 
Szentes-Lapistó had also been equipped ori ginally 
with a transverse guard (CSALLÁNY 1934, 210, Pl. 
LVIII. 14). If this really was the case, he rightly 
connected the grave and the sword at Lapistó with 
Grave I at Keszthely-Fenékpuszta. I. Bóna assumed 
that this type of sword was of eastern origin, deriv-
ing from prototypes of the Hun Period and belonged 
therefore to the very first Avar generation in the 
Carpathian Basin (BÓNA 1983, 119). Graves 62 
and 67 at Mokrin also contained straight double-
edged swords, but these had no guard (BALOGH 
2004, Fig. 23. 48, 25. 20). Grave I at Fenékpuszta 
can be dated to the end of the 6th century based on 
the sword (BÓNA 1983, 119). The belt in this grave is 
decorated with 14 fishtail mounts, which are closely 
related to the belt mounts found in the goldsmith’s 
Grave 166 at Jutas (RHÉ–FETTICH 1931, Pl. VIII. 
3–5). The Byzantine scales found in this grave were 
dated by I. Bóna to the last third of the 6th century. 
The date was based on Grave 34 at Hegykő (BÓNA 
1961, 136). This means, that the goldsmith buried at 
Jutas was active in the last third of the 6th century 
and was buried sometime around 600. 

11 P. Somogyi has called my attention to the fact, that the coin contained in the grave is actually only a gilt bronze or copper 
imitation of Justinian’s solidus. Considering this and the fact, that the grave itself is actually a crypt, which was used several 
times, containing therefore burials of different dates, I do not think the close dating by the coin would make any sense.

12 The coin is considered a solidus by É. Garam (GARAM 1992, 142).
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Grave 1 at Szegvár-Oromdűlő and the moulded 
fishtail mounts in it (Fig. 6. 5) were dated by the 
excavator to the last third of the 6th century, a date 
based on the detailed and very convincing analysis 
of the grave goods (LŐRINCZY 1991, 134–142).

There was a mould for a fishtail mount with a long 
rib in the middle of its upper part in the goldsmith’s 
Grave 11 at Gátér (Fig. 1. 2). It was this mould (and 
its exact counterpart in Grave A at Tarnaméra) 
which induced J. Gy. Szabó to date the graves to the 
mid 7th century (SZABÓ 1965, 45). I. Bóna, however, 
combined without clear reasoning the mounts from 
Tarnaméra with the moulded pseudo-buckle from 
Grave 151 at Környe and Grave II at Keszthely-
Fenékpuszta, and dated therefore the finds from 

Tarnaméra rather early, to the end of the 6th century 
(BÓNA 1983, 119).

The correct date of the goldsmith’s grave at 
Gátér seems to have been proposed by J. Gy. Szabó 
the B-shaped moulds and those decorated with par-
allel chain-motives (KADA 1905, 369) are still con-
sidered by Hungarian research to be not earlier than 
the second third of the 7th century (H. TÓTH 1981, 
32; GARAM 2000, 387; BALOGH–KŐHEGYI 2001, 
337). However, it does not exclude the possibility 
that the goldsmith could have been buried with a 
considerably earlier mould, i.e. it does not mean that 
the burial and the mould or the mount-type cast in it 
were contemporary.13

SUMMARY

1. The earliest cast and sheet masque type mounts in 
the Carpathian Basin appear in Germanic contexts 
(Keszthely-Bazilika, Grave 3; Magyarcsanád-
Bökény; Szentes-Nagyhegy, Grave 29; unknown 
provenance/Southern Hungary) as imported 
Byzantine products during the middle third of the 
6th century. 2. The cast pieces in Avar contexts 
were not produced locally, but arrived partly with 
their eastern nomadic owners who adhered to their 
typical ancestral burial rites too (Hajdúszoboszló; 
Klárafalva, B Grave 60; Szentes-Lapistó), and 
partly as booty or commercial goods (Manđjelos; 
Subotica). They can be dated in the last third of 
the 6th century. 3. The moulded imitations of cast 
masque type mounts were produced locally, as 
it is clearly indicated by the moulds found in the 
graves of local goldsmiths (Adony; Gátér, Grave 11). 
They are later than the cast pieces, but were not 
necessarily produced at the same time. The earliest 
moulded mounts seem to come from Grave I at 
Keszthely-Fenékpuszta, Grave 166 at Jutas, the 
Langobard Grave 8 at Keszthely-Fenéki út and 
the graves at Szegvár (Sápoldal and Oromdűlő 
Grave 1). These might be dated to the end of the 
6th century. A slightly later date, approximately the 
beginning of the 7th century can be assigned to the 
majority of moulded masque type mounts (graves 
at Deszk, Kiszombor, Nyíregyháza-Kertgazdaság, 
etc.). Still later are possibly the fishtail-mounts 
from Gátér and Tarnaméra, tentatively dated to the 

middle third of the 7th century. I consider the pieces 
from Kecel as the last ones from the cast mounts 
and the double sheeted belt-end with side-sticks 
from Grave 67 at Jánoshida as the last moulded 
one. The other grave goods (bronze ring, fragment 
of a glass ring, a bronze pin and the fragment of a 
Byzantine buckle, whetstone) do not enable an exact 
dating. The beginnning of the cemetery was placed 
by I. Erdélyi to the first decades of the 7th century, 
but he did not consider the chronology of the 
masque type mount within the cemetery (ERDÉLYI 
1958, 57–58). Grave 26 with its Tarnaméra type 
belt-set belongs to its earliest phase (ERDÉLYI 1958, 
Pl. XII. 1–2, 4, 6). This set provides the closing date 
of the Tarnaméra type mounts and can be assigned 
to the middle of the 7th century (GARAM 2001, 144), 
i.e. the beginnings of the cemetery cannot be earlier 
than the middle third of the 7th century. There are 
no clues for the precise chronology of the moulded 
masque type mount of Grave 67, but it certainly 
cannot be earlier than Grave 26. 

There are also some problems related to the dis-
appearance of masque type mounts. Some pieces 
may have been used for a long time, e.g. the ajouré, 
cast masque type belt-end from Grave 314 at Szek-
szárd-Bogyiszlói út, which was discovered after 
secondary usage along with Middle Avar period 
objects (ROSNER 1999, Pl. 22).

Considering that the majority of masque type 
mounts are found on the steppe, it would be a 

13 Grave 1323 at Zamárdi contained moulded fishtail shaped mounts, similar to the one from Gátér, and they were associ-
ated with similarly decorated B-shaped mounts (BÁRDOS–GARAM 2009, Taf. 149. 2–7). In addition, the belt was deco-
rated with twofold pseudo-buckles made of silver. This type of mount had been produced by casting as well as by mould-
ing and belonged to the Central Asian heritage of the first generation of Avars settling in the Carpathian Basin (GARAM 
1991, 73).
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logical step, if Russian research could revise the 
typochronology established by Ambroz for the east 
European mounts of the Martynovka type and the 
absolute dates assigned to the masque type mounts 
as well. The differences in their manufacturing 
techniques can be evaluated and historical or ethni-
cal conclusions can be drawn only afterwards. The 
need for a revision of the typochronology of masque 

type mounts has been a desideratum for a long time, 
but this can only be accomplished, if Russian col-
leagues publish the large cemeteries with detailed 
descriptions accompanied by fine illustrations. This 
is an absolutely indispensable prerequisite for the 
correct study of the eastern European material. 

Translated by Vajk SZEVERÉNYI

CATALOGUE

Find complexes containing masque type mounts in the Carpathian Basin

1. CAST MOUNTS 

1.1. BELT-ENDS

With straight contour
Bruckneudorf-Heidwiesen/Huningesbrunn 
(A) (Fig. 2, 6; WINTER 1997, Pl. 28)
Unknown provenance (MNM) (Fig. 2. 7; 
FETTICH 1937, XXII. t. 8)
Kecel (Fig. 2. 4; BALOGH 2004, Fig. 1. 14)
Leobersdorf (A) (Fig. 2. 9; HAMPL 1964, 
Abb. 5. 4)
Szekszárd-Bogyiszlói út, Grave 314 (Fig. 2. 5; 
ROSNER 1999, Pl. 22)
Szentes-Lapistó (Fig. 2. 10–11; CSALLÁNY 
1934, Pl. LVIII. 1–2)
Tolnanémedi (Fig. 2. 8; NAGY 1901, Figs. 
8–9)

With curved contour 
Potzneusiedl (A) (Fig. 2. 3; WINTER 1997, 
Pl. 47)
Szentes-Nagyhegy, Grave 29 (Fig. 2. 1; 
CSALLÁNY 1961, Pl. XXV. 14)

1. 2. MOUNTS 

Simple pelta-shaped 
Subotica/Szabadka (Srb) (Fig. 3. 1; BIBÓ-
BIGE 1903, Fig. 2, 4)

Double pelta-shaped
Klárafalva B, Grave 60 (Fig. 3. 3; BÁLINT 
1995, 56, 1–11)
Szentes-Lapistó (Fig. 3. 4; CSALLÁNY 1934, 
Pl. LVIII. 5–6)

Triple pelta-shaped 
Hajdúszoboszló (Fig. 3. 5–6; FETTICH 1937, 
XXVI. t. 1–3)

Fishtail-shaped
Manđjelos/Nagyolaszi (Srb) (Fig. 3. 2; ERCE-
GOVIČ–PAVLOVIČ 1973, Tab. II. 2)

Rectangular with pelta-shaped part 
Unknown provenance/Southern Hungary 
(Óföldeák?) (Fig. 2. 2; GARAM 2001, Pl. 94. 5)

T-shaped clinging mount 
Kecel (Fig. 3. 10; BALOGH 2004, Fig. 1. 12)
Környe, Grave 23 (Fig. 3. 9; ERDÉLYI–SALA-
MON 1971, Pl. 3)

Elongated clinging mount
Budapest-Farkasrét (Fig. 3. 7; BÓNA 1983, 14, 
5–6)
Kiskunfélegyháza-Pákapuszta (Fig. 3. 13; 
BA LOGH 2002, 15, 5)
Környe, Grave 147 (Fig. 3. 12; ERDÉLYI–SALA-
MON 1971, Pl. 25)
Rácalmás-Rózsamajor, Grave 30 (Fig. 3. 8; 
BÓNA 2000, Pl. VIII. 6)
Szekszárd-Bogyiszlói út, Grave 784 (Fig. 3. 11; 
ROSNER 1999, Pl. 52)

2. CUT-OUT SHEET-MOUNTS (AJOURÉ)

2. 1. BELT-ENDS 

With straight contour 
Klárafalva B, Grave 60 (Fig. 4. 4; BALOGH 
2004, Fig. 15 15)
Keszthely-Bazilika, Grave 3 (Fig. 4. 6; SÁGI 
1961, Pl. XIII. 4)
Környe, Grave 78 (Fig. 4. 2; ERDÉLYI–SALA-
MON 1971, Pl. 12)
Magyarcsanád-Bökény, stray find (Fig. 4. 1; 
CSALLÁNY 1961, Pl. CCLVIII. 3)
Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav dűlő (Srb), Grave 
67. (Fig. 4. 3; MRKOBRAD 1980, Sl. LXVI. 2–3)
Szegvár-Oromdűlő, Grave 165 (Fig. 4. 5; 
LŐRINCZY 1998, 15, 11)

With curving contour
Sonta/Szond (Srb) (Fig. 4. 7; KOVAČEVIĆ 
1961, Sl. 16. 5)
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3. PRESSED MOUNTS

3. 1. BELT-ENDS 

With straight contour 
Deszk G, Grave 8 (Fig. 5. 8; CSALLÁNY 1939, 
IV. t. 6; BALOGH 2004, Fig. 4, 26)
Deszk G, Grave 18 (Fig. 5. 15; BALOGH 2004, 
Fig. 4. 18)
Deszk H, Grave 18 (Fig. 5. 10; BALOGH 2004, 
Fig. 4. 27)
Deszk M, Grave 2 (Fig. 5. 5–6; BALOGH 
2004, Fig. 5. 1–2)
Keszthely-Fenéki út, Grave 8 (Fig. 5. 4; SÁGI 
1992, 29. ábra 10)
Kiszombor O, Grave 2 (Fig. 5. 9; CSALLÁNY 
1939, IV. t. 18–19)
Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav dűlő (Srb), Grave 
62 (Fig. 5. 13; BALOGH 2004, Fig. 4. 20)
Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav dűlő (Srb), Grave 
67 (Fig. 5. 14; BALOGH 2004, Fig. 4. 10–11; 17)
Nyíregyháza-Kertgazdaság, Grave 3 (Fig. 5. 11; 
CSAL LÁNY 1958, VII. t. 1; GARAM 1992, Pl. 26. 2)
Petronell-Carnuntum (A), stray-find (Fig. 5. 12; 
WIN TER 1997, Pl. 8)
Szegvár-Sápoldal (Fig. 5. 2; BÓNA 1979, Fig. 4. 5) 

With curving contour
Jánoshida-Tótkérpuszta, Grave 67 (Fig. 5. 7; 
ERDÉLYI 1958, XVIII. t. 4)

3. 2. OTHER MOUNTS 

Pelta-shaped mount
Deszk G, Grave 18 (Fig. 6. 4; BALOGH 2004, 
Fig. 5. 21)

Deszk M, Grave 2 (Fig. 6. 1; BALOGH 2004, 
Fig. 5. 17)
Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav dűlő (Srb), Grave 
49 (Fig. 6. 2; BALOGH 2004, Fig. 5. 20)
Petronell-Carnuntum (A) (Fig. 6. 3; WINTER 
1997, Pl. 8)

Symmetrical pelta-shaped 
Unknown provenance/vicinity of Szeged 
(BALOGH 2004, Fig. 19. 13)14

Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav dűlő (Srb), Grave 
49 (Fig. 6. 10; BALOGH 2004, Fig. 5. 23)
Szegvár-Oromdűlő, Grave 1 (Fig. 6. 11; LŐ  RIN-
CZY 1991, V. t. 1)

Double lunulae 
Környe, Grave 151 (Fig. 6. 13; ERDÉLYI–SALA-
MON 1971, Pl. 26)

Fishtail mounts
Környe, Grave 151 (Fig. 6. 12; ERDÉLYI–SALA-
MON 1971, Pl. 26)
Gátér, Grave 11, pressing mould (Fig. 1. 2; 
KADA 1905, 369. 11/a)
Unknown provenance/vicinity of Szeged 
(Fig. 6. 9; BALOGH 2004, Fig. 6. 11)
Jutas, Grave 166 (Fig. 6. 8; RHÉ–FETTICH 
1931, Pl. VIII. 3–5)
Keszthely-Fenékpuszta, Grave 1 (Fig. 6. 7; 
BÓNA 1983, 12, 2–15)
Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav dűlő (Srb), Grave 
58 (Fig. 6. 6; MRKOBRAD 1980, Sl. LXVI. 5)
Szegvár-Oromdűlő, Grave 1 (Fig. 6. 5; LŐRIN -
CZY 1991, V. t. 1)
Tarnaméra-Urak dűlő, Grave A (SZABÓ 1965, 
VII. t. 23)
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Fig. 2: Cast mounts and belt-ends. 1: Szentes-Nagyhegy Grave 29; 2: Unknown findspot/Southern Hungary 
(Óföldeák?); 3: Potzneusidl; 4: Kecel; 5: Szekszárd-Bogyiszlói út, Grave 314; 6: Bruckneudorf-Heidwiesen/

Chuningesbrunn; 7: Unknown findspot (Hungarian National Museum); 8: Tolnanémedi; 9: Leobersdorf;
10–11: Szentes-Lapistó
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Fig. 3: Cast masque type mounts. 1: Subotica/Szabadka; 2: Manđjelos/Nagyolaszi; 
3: Klárafalva B, Grave 60; 4: Szentes-Lapistó; 5–6: Hajdúszoboszló; 7: Budapest-Farkasrét; 

8: Rácalmás-Rózsamajor, Grave 30; 9: Környe, Grave 23; 10: Kecel; 
11: Szekszárd-Bogyiszlói út, Grave 784; 12: Környe, Grave 147; 13: Kiskunfélegyháza-Pákapuszta
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Fig. 4: Cut-out sheet belt-ends. 1: Magyarcsanád-Bökény; 2: Környe, Grave 78; 
3: Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav, Grave 67; 4: Klárafalva B, Grave 60; 

5: Szegvár-Oromdűlő, Grave 165; 6: Keszthely-Bazilika, Grave 3; 7: Sonta/Szond
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Fig. 5: Pressed mounts and belt-ends. 1, 3, 14: Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav, Grave 67; 
2. Szegvár-Sápoldal; 4: Keszthely-Fenéki út, Grave 8; 5–6: Deszk M, Grave 2; 

7: Jánoshida-Tótkérpuszta, Grave 67; 8: Deszk G, Grave 8; 9: Kiszombor O, Grave 2; 
10: Deszk H, Grave 18; 11: Nyíregyháza-Kertgazdaság, Grave 3; 12: Petronell-Carnuntum; 

13: Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav, Grave 62; 15: Deszk G, Grave 18
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Fig. 6: Pressed masque type mounts. 1: Deszk M, Grave 2; 
2, 10: Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav, Grave 49; 3: Petronell-Carnuntum; 4: Deszk G, Grave 18; 

5, 11: Szegvár-Oromdűlő, Grave 1; 6: Mokrin/Homokrév-Vodoplav, Grave 58; 
7: Keszthely-Fenékpuszta, Grave 1; 8: Jutas, Grave 166; 9: Unknown findspot/vicinity of Szeged; 

11: Szegvár-Oromdűlő, Grave 1; 12–13: Környe, Grave 151
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Fig. 7: 1: Findspots of cast mounts in the Carpathian Basin; 2: Findspots of cut-out mounts
in the Carpathian Basin; 3: Findspots of pressed mounts in the Carpathian Basin
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BULGARIA – THE LINK BETWEEN THE STEPPE AND
THE CARPATHIAN BASIN ALONG THE DANUBE

Miklós MAKOLDI

The topic and object of my lecture, given in Bul-
garia in May 2009, was to call attention to some 
correspondences and “new” points of view, which 
without recognition and explicit statement might 
fail to give an objective picture of the processes that 
had taken place in the Carpathian Basin during the 
6th–11th centuries.

The last 20 years of the European archeologi-
cal explorations were marked by the method of col-
lecting certain objects (belt fittings, buckles, ear-
rings) with “German precision” and typologizing, 
categorizing these, then searching for the well-pub-
lished Mediterranean parallel – considered to be 
of appropriately high quality – and usually find-
ing the “antique prefiguration”. The prefiguration, 
the “prototype”, which was the pattern for the ‘bar-
barian’ master, living in the border of the “high cul-
ture”, to make mass-produced goods that are rem-
iniscent of the antique ones, but of poor quality. 
After finishing the typological system the archae-
ologists draw the nowadays ordinary conclusion 
that the observed object is antique, a counterfeit or 
it has antique connections. Thereafter they apply 
this conclusion to the user of the object, in case of 
having a lot of “barbarian” parallels to the whole 
people, which lived next to the Byzantine Empire. 
However, besides the typological observation of the 
object, all the other aspects (e.g. the burial rites) are 
effaced, not mentioning the exploration of the pos-
sible beliefs underlying the ornamentation of these 
objects.

Let us instance Late Avar griffin representa-
tions, which were prevailing in the 8th century in the 
Carpathian Basin. Gyula László himself also treated 
the griffin as a heraldic animal, and the “griffin-
tendril” expression, which represents well the Late 
Avar culture, also originates from him (LÁSZLÓ 
1974, 204). Indeed, when observing the middle 
Danube basin, we find that either a new group of 
people arrive or a goldworking technical revolution 
takes place at the beginning of the 8th century that 
basically changes the material culture of the Avars. 
Changing the pressed plate belt sets with poorer 
ornamentation and, so to say, slender design, a great 
amount of honor belts with cast-bronze mounts 
appeared around the beginning of the 8th century, 
which were ornamented with griffins and tendrils. 

Consequently, in the early 8th century a new tech-
nique and set of ornamentation appears and causes 
changes in the male costume of the inhabitants of 
the Carpathian Basin.

At this point we have to mention that, as attested 
by numerous historical and ethnographic examples 
show, the ornamented weapon belt of the steppe 
peoples indicated reaching the adulthood and was 
perhaps the most important element of the costume 
a man can wear, possessing certain symbolic power, 
Avar men probably also cherished highly their 
unique belts, which might have been the reason why 
they brought them into the afterlife, why they were 
buried with their owners.

If so, there are two main questions to be 
answered. First, where do the griffin and tendril 
motifs that can be found on these objects origi-
nate from? Second, did these symbols have a mean-
ing for the Avars? These questions were discussed 
by several researchers, but the most accepted solu-
tion is the one proposed by F. Daim, who sug-
gested in 1990 that the Late Avar griffin motif can 
be traced back to Byzantine and Italian prototypes 
(DAIM 1990). In his article he presents two stray 
finds – belt buckles from Constantinople and three 
Italian belt buckles on which griffin representations 
similar to the Avar ones can be seen; besides this, he 
emphasizes that the Avars, raiding in the Mediterra-
nean area, could see antique stone sarcophagi deco-
rated with griffins, and these might have impressed 
them. For drawing a parallel he features some buck-
les found in the Carpathian Basin, which might 
have been made in the Byzantine Empire. Eleven 
years later, in an article published in the 10th vol-
ume of the Transformation of the Roman World, he 
draws similar conclusions about “Byzantine type” 
belts and bird motifs found in the Avar area (DAIM 
2001), namely that all of the Avar images, even 
the objects on which they appear, originate from 
the Byzantine Empire. Moreover, like the birds, 
the lions depicted on medallions also have Byzan-
tine origins, because “the Avars, for some reason, 
did not like depicting birds, so while copying they 
changed the bird to lion motif, while keeping the 
medallion form.” In fact, F. Daim considers all the 
animal motifs depicted on Avar belts – hence much 
of the Avar belts – originating from the Byzantine 
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Empire or Byzantine replicas based on some Medi-
terranean examples (mostly stray finds without dat-
able context) (DAIM 2001, 162–171).

It is not my intention to list in all detail the debat-
able issues of the articles mentioned above (such as 
why it is necessary for the Aleppo strap end to be 
“at least one generation older” than its Avar paral-
lels, just because it was made of gold) (DAIM 2001, 
169). I would only like to call attention to some 
observations regarding the logic of F. Daim notions: 

1. If the Avars were truly inspired by the grif-
fin motifs typical for the Mediterranean area in the 
7th(?)–8th centuries, why did they start to produce 
them in large quantities? Why would they adopt a 
Byzantine fashion, which in fact was not a fashion 
in the Byzantine Empire itself?

2. Did they aim at becoming similar to the 
“developed civilization”, to fall in line with it, to 
become identical with it? Especially at a time when 
they cut off all the political and military connections 
with it? Especially at a time when the Avar isolation 
begins, that leads to the fall of the Khaganate?

3. If the griffin motif was really a fashion among 
the Avars, why were they keen on not having two 
identical belt sets in the Carpathian Basin? Why 
did they make thousands of unique belts instead of 
mass-producing “barbarian” goods – which would 
have been much cheaper, faster and simpler?

If the Avars followed Byzantine fashion, why 
did their belts differ from the Byzantine ones?

And mostly, what is the reason for having thou-
sands of belts with griffin motifs in the Car-
pathian Basin, while there are just a dozen in the 
Mediterranean?

A lot of questions remain without proper 
answers, if we accept the hypothesis that the Avar 
griffin motif was just a fashion inherited from Late 
Antiquity. However, when we observe Avar belts 
from another point of view, we might get another 
conclusion. Let us observe the Avar griffin motif 
from the – rather vexed – aspects of beliefs or 
steppe traditions.

As mentioned above, in the steppe the orna-
mented belt is the symbol of reaching the status of 
adult man. Because of this, the belt is the most cher-
ished object for a steppe man. Consequently, we can 
assume that the motifs on the belts and their sym-
bolism had a meaning for their owners. If we accept 
this hypothesis, the fact, that there are no identical 
griffin ornamented belt sets, becomes understand-
able. The goldsmiths made the belts according to 
the owners’ unique taste, unique needs and unique 

attributes. Moreover, the fact that there were thou-
sands of belt sets in circulation itself proves that it 
was not a choice by chance. It is probable that the 
griffin motif had a meaning for the Avars and they 
did not decorate their belts with it by chance.

In order to understand clearly the problem let 
us review briefly the function of the griffin sym-
bol in the history of steppe peoples. Herodotus 
wrote that the griffin was the keeper of the Scyth-
ian gold “over the big mountains.”1 Considering 
that some time ago in the Valley of the Kings, in 
Tuva, Hermann Parzinger and his team excavated a 
Schytian royal tomb (Aržan 2)2 in which they found 
thousands of golden objects with the weight of 
24 kg, Herodotus’s statement does not seem impos-
sible. And what mythical animal can we see most 
frequently on these Scythian golden objects? The 
griffin, indeed. Wonder why the Scythians found 
important to represent this creature on their pre-
cious metal and other kind of objects. Why is the 
griffin typically Scythian? Did they portray gladly 
this mythical creature because they like the Greek 
prototypes? Did the griffins of the Scythian ani-
mal fight scenes with twisted body and other sur-
real creatures arise from the Greek’s griffins por-
trayed with geometrical precision? Are the Asian 
Hun and Hun representations, which are very sim-
ilar to the Scythian motifs, also based on antique 
prefigurations? Why did steppe people like more, 
and portray with higher frequency, the mythical 
creatures then those in the Mediterranean? It is 
difficult to find an answer, but the griffin’s fig-
ure is represented obviously more often in Scyth-
ian, Hun and Avar art of eastern origin than in the 
Mediterranean, even if it had been taken over from 
external sources. And presumably this is not only 
because the griffin and all the other mythical ani-
mals caught the imagination of steppe peoples, but 
because it was important in their mythology and 
ideology and the griffin and other mythical animals 
had a meaning to them, while in Greece the griffin 
was truly just a decorating motif, a fearful exotic 
animal without any special meaning.

Of course this argument is based only on “art 
history”; in fact, we might never be able to decide 
whether the Greek copied Scythian griffins in a 
geometric way, or vice versa: the Scythians orga-
nized the geometric Greek griffins according to 
their steppe taste. Anyway, we might risk declaring 
that the Avar griffins might have more in common 
with the Scythian ones in terms of their meaning 
and ideology than with the Byzantine and Italian 

  1 Herodotos, Book III. 116, Book IV. 13, 27.
  2 See most recently ČUGONOV et al. 2008, 69–82.



stray finds, despite the fact that at the moment we 
cannot provide a linear connection between Scythian 
and Avar griffins.

Herodotus might have been right, and the griffin 
symbols in fact watch and defend the owners of the 
belts every day and also in battles (as they defended 
the Scythian’s gold). Furthermore, we should not to 
forget that sparse griffins can be found in the 9th–
10th century among the Magyars and Bulgars; both 
of them have eastern, steppe origins, thus they are 
connected to the East in their beliefs.

However, there is another – basically differ-
ent – way to observe a people’s archeological her-
itage, to examine its origin, and maybe to infer its 
ethnic roots. If we choose this way we can avoid 
the problems of interpreting the articles of personal 
use. This other way is the analysis of burial rites. 
The topic of my dissertation at the Eötvös Loránd 
University of Budapest is the analysis of Avar horse 
burials. While writing my dissertation I found some 
methodological errors that can mislead the archae-
ology of a whole period or a whole school study-
ing a particular period. That is the reason why I 
instanced the problem of the origin of Avar belts 
and the griffin motif. If we originate a people’s belts 
as their most important object and their symbolism 
from the Mediterranean area, then the whole peo-
ple is practically deprived from its identity, roots, 
without considering that they probably were think-
ing in a different way than we do nowadays about 
them. Essentially we degrade them to a Mediterra-
nean border culture. This is the threat of typologiz-
ing such problematic objects; dating these based on 
Mediterranean parallels with reliable date and trac-
ing them back to the Mediterranean.

Observations and comparisons of the burial rit-
uals will contribute more to our knowledge on the 
matter than mere speculations on their costume (or 
elements of their costume). Let us observe the bur-
ial rituals of Late Avar nobles. If we delve into this 
issue, we can find two main types of nobles in the 
Late Avar Period: one of them has a lot of weapons 
and less ornamental pieces, the other one has less 
weapons and more ornamental pieces. This is natu-
ral, since there were different ways of life a long ago 
too; there were rich solders and rich leaders. How-
ever, there is a common point between them: both of 
them are buried with a horse in most of the cases; this 
means, that there is a skeleton of a harnessed horse 
in or near to their grave. This burial rite makes us 
rethink why the Late Avar nobles were buried with 
horses, while this was not in fashion in Byzantium or 

in Italy. When a people desires to become similar to 
another one and give up its identity (as it would be 
clear from items of clothing), it adopts its ideology, 
including burial rites. This can be well traced in the 
case of the Hungarians in the 11th century, when King 
(Saint) István I converted to Christianity the Hungar-
ians by force, which caused radical change in upper 
and middle class ideology as well as burial rites.

 There is no such change in the case of the Avars. 
Although they lived for three centuries in the Car-
pathian Basin, neighbouring the Byzantine Empire, 
the upper class was unwilling to change its burial 
rites; the rich were buried with their belts, harnessed 
horses and possibly with their weapons. It becomes 
obvious that they preserved their identity for almost 
300 years as manifested by the long lasting tradition 
of their burial rituals. Regarding this, I doubt that 
the cause of casting griffins on their belts was that 
they envied Late Antique sarcophagi with griffin 
ornamentation on their raiding campaigns. Instead 
I think that they used such symbols on their most 
important insignia of rank that had a meaning and 
content to them; that connected them to their ances-
tors, to the steppe.

Naturally, we can ask the hypercritic question: if 
there are no written sources about the Avars coming 
from the East to the Carpathian Basin, what would 
prove this theory, as all their material culture can be 
derived from the Byzantine Empire?

My answer is that the only convincing argu-
ment for the eastern steppe origin of the Avars and 
their retaining of their identity until the fall of their 
empire lies in the observation of their burial rites. 
The most convincing argument is that the lead-
ers of the Avar were buried with harnessed horses. 
And this is not a sporadical phenomenon. My obser-
vations prove that from the approximately 60 000 
graves found in the Carpathian Basin 5 000 are 
horse burials; and these deceased have richer grave 
goods than the others. This indicates that these rid-
ers were the elite of the Avars.

But why was it important to be buried with a 
horse? We can find its importance by observing 
which peoples practiced burial with a horse, since it 
was not typical of every one. By way of introduction 
we have to know that the domestication of the wild 
horse took place in Ukraine or in Kazakhstan dur-
ing the Copper Age, maybe at the turn of the 5th to 
the 4th millennium BC. 

The first horse burials were found in the area of 
the Belozerka culture, for example in the Sintashta 
cemetery.3 We have to mention that horse burials 

  3 For a recent review of this culture see ROLLE et al. 1991, 27–56. For details about Sintastha see KORÂKOVA–EPIMAKHOV 
2007,  66–81.
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here are part of chariot burials – thus these are not 
horsemen’s graves, but that of men with chariots 
that represent the prestige of the elite in the Bronze 
Age. In any case, horses were used for riding in the 
Middle and Late Bronze Age, as the large number 
of bone horse bits indicate (KOVÁCS 1977, 30, Tab. 
34–35).

After this, in the 9th century BC, a significant 
change took place, when the first truly mounted 
nomadic people appeared – the “Prescythians”, 
who buried occasionally dozens of horses into the 
graves of their leaders. The successors of the “Pre-
scythians”, the Scythians continued this tradition; 
they buried more than 400 horses into a chieftain’s 
grave at Ulski Aul (ERLICH 2008, 205–206). Not 
only in the European steppe did they bury horses to 
accompany the leaders, but also in Tuva (Aržan 1–2) 
(ČUGONOV et al. 2003). Among the Sarmatians, a 
steppe people partly contemporary with but in gen-
eral living later than the Scythians, the number of 
buried horses decreased, but still remained a com-
mon tradition. This was the case in Central Asia and 
East Asia with regard to the Huns as well. In Europe 
the burial of only one horse (more precisely its legs, 
skull and skin) in leaders’ graves became general 
in the Hun Period (ÉRDY 2001). This could be the 
favorite riding horse. The phenomenon of bury-
ing only the functional parts of the animal might 
not be the sign of impoverishment, but this could be 
the sign of a change in their beliefs, since in Hun 
graves there is a lot of gold beside the partial horse 
skeleton.

In fact, the burial of one horse into one grave 
became typical in the 5th century among the Alans, 
then the Turks, Avars and Bulgars. Among these 
people the burial of a complete horse was typical, 
while in the Bolshie Tigani style (HALIKOVA 1976), 
appearing in the 9th–10th centuries in the case of the 
conquering Hungarians, the burial of partial horse 
dominated.

It is important to remark, that while between the 
nomadic people arriving into Europe after Chris-
tianization, the custom of burying with horses dis-
appears, in the eastern steppe this tradition sur-
vives, just like among the Cumans or the Polovets in 
the Middle Ages, or some Kazakh nomadic groups 
nowadays.4

I hope I made it clear that the horse bur-
ial is typical of the nomadic people of the steppe, 
from the “Prescythians” until the present. This 
means that the custom of burying with horses has 
been alive for 3 000 years in the south russian or 

kazakh steppe – or rather it was surely alive in 1990 
(BENKŐ 1998, 80), it might be extinct in our glob-
alized world. This is a burial style that integrates 
all the – sometimes feuding – equestrian peoples of 
the steppe into a large cultural complex with sim-
ilar lifestyle, similar military techniques, similar 
clothing and weapons. Although the 8 000 km wide 
steppe zone was never a unified state in the Euro-
pean sense, it can be viewed as a unified civiliza-
tion,5 since its peoples had a unified ideology, a uni-
fied way of living and traded with each other. For 
example, the Prescythian horse bit type, which was 
invented in the 9th century in Tuva, a hundred years 
later was in use 8 000 km away in the Carpathian 
Basin; moreover, as an import product, it found its 
way into the graves of the Hallstatt salt mine. It is 
not by chance that Chinese silk was also found in 
Hallstatt (MORTON 1953), since the steppe civi-
lization was able to deliver it from the East to the 
West in the 9th century BC. This civilization was 
much larger and lived much longer than the Roman 
Empire; it traded widely, and also reigned over huge 
areas; it was simply different from the Roman or 
Greek states. It did not build stone houses; it did not 
want to introduce a unified religion, etc. This was 
a much more mobile civilization; we might say it 
was organized from bottom-up, which had its own 
value system, its own image about the afterlife, its 
own symbolic system – all in all: its own culture, the 
shiniest spring of which was Scythian art that might 
have adopted parts of the Greek style, but it was 
basically different from it in its symbolism. This 
might be the cause of the similarities in the animal 
fight representations of the Scythians, Huns and 
Avars, in the sense that one of the animals – usually 
the griffin – is twisted (its front feet point to the sky, 
the back feet point to the earth, or vice versa). This 
type of depiction was not known in Greek, Roman or 
Byzantine culture, hence originating these from this 
area, in my opinion, is doubtful.

At this point the role of Bulgaria comes to the 
front for the Hungarian researchers, as this is the 
era of the encounter of the eastern steppe and the 
southern part of the Great Hungarian Plain, which 
was the westernmost part of steppe civilization. 
This might be the cause for the Greeks calling Bul-
garia “Scythia Minor”, that is why Scythian object 
types, Hun type ceremonial cauldrons, Avar type 
belt sets and Conquering Hungarian type clay 
cauldrons can be found around the Lower Danube. 
Thus Bulgaria is an area that Hungarian researches 
poorly know, but it surely has a lot of artifacts, 

  4 See the present-day horse sacrifices documented by M. Benkő (BENKŐ 1998, 80).
  5 On the “steppe civilization” see CSÁJI 2007.



through the publication of which we, Hungari-
ans, can get closer to our past. Of course, keeping 
in mind that Bulgaria was not only a connection 
to the east, but also to the south – transmitting 
goods and ideologies from the Byzantine Empire 
as well. 

As a conclusion, we can state that the zone of the 
so called “Byzantine border culture” (e.g. the Car-
pathian Basin and Bulgaria) there were three main 
components shaping the life of the people living in 
this era: firstly, local innovations, that should not be 
let out of sight; secondly, the southern, Byzantine 
influence, the exploration of which is the main topic 
of archeologists researching the Migration Period. 

However, there is a third component: the east-
ern, steppe influence, that various peoples migrat-
ing from the East to the West brought with them-
selves, mainly shown in their ideology and habits 
that they kept for hundreds of years. These three 
factors formed the culture of the people living next 
to the Danube in the 6th–11th centuries, and if an 
exploration overemphasizes one of these compo-
nents regardless of the other two, it cannot provide 
an authentic picture of the past as reconstructed 
by archeological techniques of a people by its own 
mistake.

Translated by Hajnalka PÁL
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CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE CONNECTIONS OF
THE VRAP–VELINO HORIZON AND THE LATE AVAR MATERIAL

Gergely SZENTHE

Recently the Byzantine origin of the Vrap treasure 
and of closely connected Bulgarian finds has become 
an axiom in Hungarian and European research, since 
the theories of an Avar origin have become outdated 
(KISS 1995, 101–102; GARAM 1997, summarizing the 
Bulgarian and Western literature: FIEDLER 2008, 218–
220). In contrast, Bulgarian researchers emphasize 
the local, Lower Danubian relationships and ascribe 
the treasure to the Danubian Bulgars (summarized 
in СТАНИЛОВ 2006, 114–157). The direct Byzantine 
connections of the Vrap–Velino horizon, which was 
denominated after the two main sites, are undisputed; 
however, I suggest that the comparison of the hori-
zon with the archaeological material from the Car-
pathian Basin could yield intriguing data concerning 
the internal connections of the two groups of finds 
and on their Byzantine (or Mediterranean) links, and 
eventually on their origin.

In order to compare the Vrap–Velino horizon 
and the material from the Carpathian Basin first 
of all the characteristics of South European finds, 
then those of the Carpathian Basin are briefly 
introduced. First and foremost ornaments are 
described, secondly the mount shapes, and finally 

the manufacturing technique. Due to my research 
field, discussion is restricted to artifacts displaying 
floral and geometric decoration. 

In advance it has to be emphasized that the com-
parison between the mounts and ornaments from 
the Carpathian Basin and the Balkan is hindered 
by their different context. While the archaeolog-
ical material from the Carpathian Basin abounds 
in average quality belt mounts, these are relatively 
rare finds on the Balkans and it seems more likely 
that they have belonged to the elite compared to the 
Avar materials. The number of bronze mounts com-
pared to the number of precious metal belt mounts 
in Bulgaria is relatively high, yet it pales beside the 
material from the Carpathian Basin. The artifacts 
from Bulgaria are mostly stray finds and therefore 
they are hardly comparable (or only certain aspects 
can be compared) – similarly to the Vrap-like elite 
culture – to the artifacts from the Carpathian Basin, 
the majority of which were found in graves. Still, 
it seems reasonable to correlate the Avar and Bul-
gar finds, as besides their distinct contexts several 
resemblances can be discovered regarding their for-
mal features.

GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS

Concerning mount shapes, no underlying differ-
ences can be detected between the Balkan material 
and the finds from the Carpathian Basin. In both 
regions concave suspension mounts, thin, sheet belt 
mounts can be found; however, traces on their back 
plate imply that these were frequently cast. Further-
more, cast, two-sided, open-work, U shaped belt 
ends and their two-piece variants, rectangular and 
shield/or oval shaped mounts with pendant rings, 
hoof shaped belt hole guards, etc. are present (on 
the types and chronology of belt mounts see DAIM 
2000, 184, Abb. 112).

The concurrences in shape in the two regions are 
accompanied by considerable chronological differ-
ences (see under Chronology).

The Vrap–Velino horizon (Figs. 2–5) is circum-
scribed by its ornaments: in all cases it is a bas-relief 
that avoids giving depth to the representation and 
employs a restricted spectrum of motifs. The motifs 
are cut out conically so the surface of the motifs 
determines the plane of the surface of the object (the 
bands are not interweaving, instead they break off).

Bas-reliefs are traditionally associated with 
carvings, in the examined time horizon their clos-
est parallels can be seen on a vast number of carved 
bones (quivers, saddles and needle cases); neverthe-
less, bas-reliefs appear in Mediterranean sculpture.1

The fundamental motifs of the Vrap horizon 
are the circular lobe ornaments, the succulent and 
sickle-like leaves organized into palmettes and half 

  1 On Avar bone carvings see STRAUB 1997; KISS 1996–1997, on Mediterranean sculpture see e.g. WAMSER 2004, 76, 94, 
Cat. Nr. 98.
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palmettes with one to three leaves. These palmettes 
are arranged into symmetric compositions; they 
run along wavy lines and whirlings or two half pal-
mettes build up a simple palmette-tree. A significant 

characteristic is that the borehole emphasizing the 
curve of the leaves is situated on the surface of the 
leaf and it does not separate the stock of the leaf and 
its folded-back tip.2

ABSOLUTE AND RELATIVE CHRONOLOGY

The chronology of the Vrap–Velino horizon is still 
not properly cleared. The chronology presented by 
Falko Daim is based on the accurately dated Avar 
specimen’s formal parallels and on ornamental 
parallels. (DAIM 2000, Abb. 112). The Vrap 
(WERNER 1986; GARAM 1997; СТАНИЛОВ 2006, 
108, Abb. 13), Erseke (SOTHEBY 1981; STADLER 
1988–89, Taf. 1–3), Shumen, Divdyadovo quarter 
(ATAНACOB et al. 2007, Fig. 2.) and Târgşor 
(СТАНИЛОВ 2009, 147, обр. 2) strap ends and belt 
mounts and their parallels are assigned to the 
first half of the 8th century, while the Velino type 
strap ends consisting of two parts are dated to the 
second half of the 8th century (Fig. 6; DAIM 2000, 
Abb. 112).

Although Falko Daim’s relative chronology is 
logically adequate, the absolute chronology might 
be narrower. The sole difference between Velino 
and Vrap type of finds is that Vrap strap ends are 
cast in one piece, while Velino type strap ends con-
sist of two identical plates. The two find groups 
are chronologically correlated by the treatment of 
space and surface, their ornaments, and the use of 
bas-relief technique (e.g. mounts with griffins, with 
identical framing, geometric and floral motifs – on 
the latter two see below), despite of the fact that 
one can rely only on the Avar material as a basis 
for comparison. So far sheet belt mounts have not 
been found among the Velino type artefacts and 
this fact implies that even though there is a chro-
nological difference between the two groups, in the 
light of the common features it cannot be half a cen-
tury. Due to this evidence the Vrap–Velino hori-
zon probably dates to the first half of the 8th century 

and these items were used till the end of the middle 
third of the century at the latest. The Vrap, Erseke, 
Divdyadovo, Târgşor and Gledachevo finds in fact 
precede the Velino, Kamenovo belt ends (СТАНИЛОВ 
2006, 92, Abb. 2) and their parallels.

The Avar material from the Carpathian Basin 
shows broader differences than the Vrap–Velino 
group. The Vrap-like main belt strap ends with a 
spout, cast in one piece, and the supplementing rect-
angular shaped mounts decorated with griffins, strap 
holders with cast cover and their closest parallels can 
be dated to the first half of the 8th century; the over-
whelming proportion of the two-part strap ends – 
contrary to the Velino find – with attachment lugs 
emerge in the second half of the 8th century.3

Presumably, spouted, one-piece cast strap ends 
were continuously manufactured from the middle 
of the 8th century, while at the end of the century 
– now with utterly different decoration and mainly 
with attachment lugs – their use is predominant 
again. The motif pattern applied by the two relief 
techniques (high and bas-relief) is entirely distinct. 
Following the relative variety of – at least in intent – 
high relief representations in the first half of the 8th 
century (the horizon of two-part belt mounts) dec-
orations start to resemble to the ornaments of the 
Vrap–Velino horizon; however, the variety of motif 
patterns is reduced. The ornament range is based 
on floral motifs cut from the plane (on decoration 
and execution [in bas-relief] see below). In the Car-
pathian Basin at the second half of the 8th century, 
a previously unrivalled variety of motifs appeared 
(SZŐKE 1974, 45–63); these are again characterised 
by multi-dimensional depictions.

DECORATION, MOUNT SHAPES

Although mount shapes are generally similar in 
the Balkan and the Carpathian Basin, some shapes 
and technical solutions present in the Balkan are 

unknown in the Carpathian Basin; furthermore, the 
decoration system is somewhat different.

  2 It has to be noted that a number of mounts from the Erseke find are significantly different, especially those pieces on 
which the thickness of the sickle shaped scrolls is equal to the thickness of the stem. The treasure’s origin is debated; it 
comes from an unknown provenance.

  3 On the relative chronology of Avar material culture see GARAM 1995.
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The asymmetrical belt mount from Sofia has 
close formal and stylistic parallels only on the mar-
gin of the Carpathian Basin (for a summary see 
DAIM 2000).4 Likewise rare, but not uncommon is 
the adaptation of attachment lugs (or rivets) on the 
reverse of the mounts, that are cast together with the 
artefact. This feature is generally regarded as a sign 
of Mediterranean provenance. In contrast to the riv-
eted attachment, artefacts with attachment lugs spo-
radically appear among the Avars. Although their 
use is not preferred, in some cases they appear on 
certainly locally manufactured specimens (e. g. 
Orosháza, Szeged, Áporka, Nagypall). The techni-
cal background, the mount shape and the ornaments 
associated with some shapes display a number of 
concurrences. A case in point is the belt hole guard 
from the Püspökszenterzsébet ensemble (today 
Erzsébet, county Baranya): its exact formal paral-
lel is the specimen from Izvorul (Rumania, north 
of the Lower Danube), which belongs to the Balkan 
group.5

Decorations display a definitely wider vari-
ety than belt mount shapes, still the overall pic-
ture is similar but more complex. Specimens shar-
ing common characteristics with the Vrap6 and 
Velino7 group (floral ornaments) have appeared 
in several sites in the Carpathian Basin. Accord-
ing to the accompanying grave goods from undis-
turbed graves, those examples from the Carpathian 
Basin whose formal features are identical with the 
Vrap belt mounts must have been buried in the sec-
ond half of the 8th century. Nevertheless, it has to 

be noted that these assemblages contain some ear-
lier belt mount shapes, which were in fashion in the 
first half of the 8th century.8 Consequently, a well-
documented time gap arises between the Vrap hori-
zon, dating to the first half of the 8th century, and 
the appearance of similar ornaments in the Car-
pathian Basin.

The list of exact parallels of the Velino type, 
two-pieced strap ends’ ornaments is apparently 
shorter in the Avar settlement area (see footnote 8). 
The number of objects that, alike the Balkan group, 
exhibit bas-relief-like decoration, is higher, the 
spectrum of the applied motifs, however, is even 
more restricted. The designs on the evidently uni-
formed belt fittings of the late flat scroll horizon 
in the Carpathian Basin are dominated by the flat 
scroll leaf folded back in circle and simplified into 
an acanthus hook, that are occasionally integrated 
into two- or three-leafed palmettes or half-pal-
mettes (Fig. 7. 2, lower part). According to the shape 
of the panel to be decorated the scrolls are orga-
nized into infinite friezes running along wave lines 
or they fill a circular or trapezoid shaped field in 
axially symmetric pairs or in fours. The close par-
allels of the Velino group are partly contemporary 
and even appear together. A scroll decorated belt set 
was found during the construction of the Szeged-
Fiume vasútvonal in the beginning of the twenti-
eth century that contains a belt hole guard with axi-
ally symmetric scroll work similar to the Bulgarian 
finds. This assemblage can be dated with certainty 
to the second half of the 8th century.

  4 Áporka-Ürbőpuszta, Grave 20: buckle (BÓNA 1957, XXXV. T. 2. The back plate of the mount not shown!); Orosháza-
Bónum téglagyár, Grave 105: buckle (JUHÁSZ 1995, Taf. VII); rectangular belt buckle with griffin from the vicinity of 
Szeged (unpublished, HNM); Nagypall I, Grave 16: rectangular belt mounts with griffin and floral ornament (KISS 1977, 
Pl. XXVIII); Keszthely, stray find: buckle with rod-palmette (KISS 2005, with literature).

  5 The belt hole guard from Püspökszenterzsébet (today Erzsébet, Baranya county; HAMPEL 1905, Taf. 254) is the exact 
parallel of the Izvoul find, however, it was attached by rivets instead of attachment lugs. The parallels collected by Stani-
slav Stanilov extend the group to such an extent that several other types of finds from the Carpathian Basin would belong 
to it. I would add a few parallels to the presumed Vrap and Izvorul specimens enumerated by the author, that cover 
the entire Avar settlement zone: Szeged-Fiume vasútvonal, stray find (HAMPEL 1905, Taf. 95); Körösladány, Grave 10 
(FETTICH 1930, 209, 135. kép); Kaba-Bitózug, Grave 87 (NEPPER 1982, 12. kép); Tiszafüred-Majoros, Grave 536/a 
(GARAM 1995, Taf. 100); Szentes-Lapistó, stray find (CSALLÁNY 1934, 1. tábla). Therefore, I believe it is more appropri-
ate that when the relationships of small and (consequently) simple objects are defined, only their exact parallels should 
be taken into consideration.

  6 Alattyán-Tulát, Grave 170: main strap end (KOVRIG 1963, Taf. XIV); Dalj (Dálya), broken, stray find:  main strap end 
(DIMITRIEVIĆ et al. 1962, 111); Gyód, Grave 74: main belt strap (KISS 1977, Pl. X); Erzsébet (Püspökszenterzsébet), stray 
find: belt hole guard (HAMPEL 1905, Taf. 254); Leobersdorf, Grave 93: buckle (DAIM 1987, 373. Taf. 95); Orosháza-
Béke TSz-homokbánya, Grave 82: buckle, the exact parallel of the Leobersdorf specimen (JUHÁSZ 1995, Taf. XVIII); 
Tiszafüred-Majoros, Graves 199, 1084 and 1221: buckle, belt hole guard and wide, shield-shaped mount (GARAM 1995, 
Taf. 74, 147, 161).

  7 Regöly, Grave 119: buckle (KISS 1984, 77. t.); Szeged-Fiume vasútvonal: belt hole guard (HAMPEL 1905, Taf. 250).
  8 Grave 199 in Tiszafüred-Majoros (GARAM 1995, 30. Taf. 74) could be slightly earlier than the other two on the basis of 

its position and environment; still, horizontal statigraphy definitely dates the grave to the second half of the 8th century. 
Alattyán-Tulát (KOVRIG 1963); Leobersdorf (DAIM 1987) and Orosháza-Béke TSz-homokbánya (JUHÁSZ 1995) show a 
similar situation; however, the position of the graves with belt mounts is not as obvious as in Tiszafüred.
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From a formal point of view (taking into con-
sideration style, namely bas- or high-relief, and 
the variety of motifs) the difference between the 
archaeological material of the first and second half 
of the 8th century in the Carpathian Basin is nota-
bly broader than the discrepancy between the Vrap 
specimens, traditionally dated to the first half of 
the 8th century, and the Velino specimens, suppos-
edly from the second half of the 8th century. It can-
not be a coincidence that the belt mounts from the 
Carpathian Basin reflecting the ornamental tech-
niques of the Vrap finds can be dated to the second 
half of the 8th century. Therefore, these exemplars 
are chronologically close to the Velino-like pieces 
from the same area regarding the design and motif 
pattern. Consequently, it is highly probable that the 
Vrap and Velino finds are not separated by half a 
century and their latest specimens are from the mid-
third of the 8th century. 

As mentioned above, the use of bas-relief is 
almost unknown in the first half of the 8th century 
among the Avars (or appears only on simple, small-
scale objects probably due to the limits of forming), 
whereas it can be found on the contemporary Balkan 
belt-mounts frequently. Consequently, the floral pat-
terns have either sharp or rounded stems, while the 
surface of the leaves appear to be three-dimensional; 
their middle is lowered most of the time. The range of 
floral and the supplementing, or even combined, geo-
metric ornaments is wider in the first half of the 8th 
century. Beside the dominance of the flat scroll other 
kinds of leaves, several types of flowers, cornucopia, 
curling and blooming stems make their appearance 
as well, sitting along wavy lines or along a straight 
axis (Fig. 7. 1. 3; upper part of Fig. 7. 2). Palmette 
trees with two or three leaves become general.

The decrease in the range of motifs and the exe-
cution in bas-relief (stylised scroll work cut from the 
plane, with the hole on the leaves’ surface stress-
ing the curve of the leaf tip) appear later among 
the Avars, in an even more reduced form. It seems 
that there is a chronological difference between the 
Vrap–Velino horizon and the material from the Car-
pathian-Basin: the latter follows the Balkan finds 
with a short delay and in a distinct system. While 
the shapes of the uniformed Vrap group appear in 
the Carpathian Basin at the beginning of the 8th 
century or even earlier (the earliest ones are the 
sheet belt mounts from the 8th century: Vrap type, 
spouted mounts, mounts with griffin, strap holders, 
wide shield-shaped and oval mounts), other formal 

solutions (simple floral motifs in bas-relief) appear 
with a substantial delay among the Avars.

The chronological difference in the two regions 
can be explained by the location of the influential 
centres applying the enlisted motifs and designs 
(Fig. 1) and by the different social background of 
the owners of the Balkan and Avar finds. 

 Belt-mounts of the Vrap-Velino group

Vrap-VStray finds of the Vrap-Velino 
Group in Bulgarian collections

0 50 100 km

Fig. 1: Sites of the Vrap–Velino group

The motif pattern exhibited on the Balkan finds 
can be subscribed to the direct cultural influence of 
the Byzantine Empire or of the Dalmatian coastline 
(Dyrrhachium). Due to the geographical distance and 
the political situation unfolding in the 8th century, as 
described in the written sources, there is nothing to 
suggest direct influence on the Carpathian Basin. 
However, the Avars could have been affected from 
the southwest (from Italy and Dalmatia, DAIM 2000, 
180), nevertheless, and primarily Mediterranean and 
late antique influences were transmitted. The altered 
use of shapes and motif system in the Balkan and 
the Carpathian Basin are the result of divergent local 
tastes. A further interpretation of the chronological 
delay could be that the Balkan finds reflected Byzan-
tine luxury industry as these belonged to an elite cul-
ture, whereas the majority of the Avar bronze arte-
facts were possessed by lower layers of society and 
innovations in their material culture appeared later. 

The underlying difference between the Avar 
material dated to the first half of the 8th century and 
its South European counterpart is the vast amount of 
Avar belt mounts and the variety of motif patterns.9 

  9 Because of their vast number only a few motifs are introduced here. The illustrations – the motifs and the designs – are 
part of my doctoral thesis. In the Avar material floral motifs appear predominantly on (simple or symmetrical) curling 
stems or on simple palmette trees.
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A number of exact formal parallels draw our atten-
tion to the fact that dividing the two groups sharply 
is improper: the essential distinctions are rather 

structural or originate from the divergent dynam-
ics of cultural development in geographically dis-
tant regions.

MANUFACTURING TECHNIQUE

Traces of the manufacturing technique can be 
studied singularly on the semi-finished pieces of 
the Vrap treasure (Figs. 8. 1–2). The edges of the 
mounts are framed by thin welds; the surface of the 
unchased mounts as they come out of the mould 
form is smooth in contrast to the moulding chan-
nel’s highly porous surface transmuted into metal. 
The section of the sprue is triangular and its end is 
stained, rounded.

Based on the fact that the welds surrounding 
the mount10 are situated in one plane it could be 
concluded that the mounts were produced in two-
piece moulds.11 Other traces reveal that the mate-
rial of the two-piece moulds might have been sand. 
The sprues also support this idea: their porous sur-
face and triangular section inevitably refers to the 
practice of sand casting, where the mould chan-
nels are “cut on”. The section of the mould chan-
nel is triangular or rhomboid, seldom len-shaped, 
depending on the shape of the tool. The surface at 
the removed material becomes more porous than 
the surrounding, stamped surface. In the case of 
lost-wax casting, a spruing system consisting of 
wax pipes is attached to the wax copy, therefore 
their section is circular or oval, and the fineness of 
the surface is standard.

On the belt mounts of the Vrap–Velino group 
– maybe because these are elaborate objects of an 
elite culture12 – a wide-spread peculiarity present 
in the 8th-century Carpathian Basin and the Bal-
kan cannot be observed. On the unchased reverse 
of cast bronze Avar objects a bulging, positive tex-
tile imprint can be noticed that is the imprint of the 

textile stiffening the wax model that was retained 
on the mould. This textile imprint can be discov-
ered on the contemporary lower Danubian material 
(ИНКОВА 2007, 238),13 however, this feature is also 
present on the geographically and chronologically 
close Biskupije press mould (7th century) (KOROŠEC 
1958, T. 3) and on the reverse of Viking, Scandi-
navian cast metal objects (9th century) (KOROSUO 
1946). Chronologically remote examples are the 
South Siberian Scythian bronze casts, still, these 
illustrate the pristine origin of the technique (e.g. 
WAGNER–BUTZ 2007, Cat. Nr. 1).

To my knowledge, utilizing a piece of textile 
during model-making has no precedent in antique 
casting tradition. On the contrary, the enumerated 
examples suggest that this know-how was applied 
by “steppe cultures” and appeared in their contact 
zones. Its use was required to multiply the wax mod-
els in order to produce identical series by lost-wax 
casting. When making a wax model in a two-piece 
clay mould, a piece of textile was placed into the wax 
filling of the negative front, and then the reverse was 
pressed onto the front side. After the wax solidified, 
the textile strands stiffened the thin, fragile model. 
The finalized model (following surface smoothing, 
chasing) was covered into moulding clay (BREPOHL 
1987, 61–68) – in the 12th century the clay was mixed 
with horse manure and hairs –, then fired so the wax 
melted and its empty place was filled with bronze.

The overwhelming proportion of Avar cast 
bronze artefacts was undoubtedly produced by lost-
wax casting, which agrees with our knowledge 
on early medieval casting techniques:14 practically 

10 It is important to emphasize that only welds running along the longitudinal axis of the object implicate two-pieced 
moulds. Welds come into existence during lost-wax casting as well, if the pressure of the melted metal cracks the mould. 
These welds are – generally – not as regular as on artefacts cast in two-piece moulds, since int he latter case welds 
appear at the juncture of the mould halves.

11 The moulds used for the manufacturing of the discussed artefacts are always closed.
12 E.g. the smoothing marks on the back plate of the Velino main strap end.
13 Although I hardly know marks of casting on Bulgarian finds – partly because of their chased surface apparent on pho-

tographs – it is probable that these were produced with the same technique as their Avar counterparts. In the light of the 
formal similarities it cannot be a coincidence that on the back plate of a number of Avar main strap ends the same longi-
tudinal carving and chasing marks can be noted as on the Velino find.

14 Some works written in the second third of the 12th century that deal with Early Medieval casting suggest that two-piece 
clay and sand moulds were in use, however, their arguments are not satisfactory. I. Erdélyi (ERDÉLYI 1958, 69–73) and 
N. Fettich (FETTICH 1962, 105; FETTICH 1990, 129–130) suggest that Avar objects were cast in sand moulds. Still, it is 
unlikely that sand or fired clay two-piece moulds would have been applied – even though in the early medieval Car-
pathian Basin so far moulds appropriate for producing belt mounts or other Avar objects have not been discovered.
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only lost-wax cast artefacts are known. However, 
besides the Vrap mounts in certain cases the marks 
of the producing technique are ambiguous, like 
the Szentes-Lapistó belt mount set with griffins 
(ERDÉLYI 1959, 72). Even though on the back plates 
textile imprints characteristic to lost-wax casting 
can be noted (Fig. 8. 3a–b), the back plate of the belt 
mounts are identical (because of the direction of the 
textile strands and their place). This phenomenon is 
so far unique in the Avar material. If it means that 
this set was transmuted of one original, then lost-
wax casting as a producing technique could be 
excluded (see above).15

Despite of this feature, other traces on the sur-
face of the artefacts suggest that the mount series 
were cast by lost-wax technique. 

An archaeological feature from Mikulčice can 
prove the existence of sand casting in the Early 
Middle Ages, in which three kinds of sand were 
found, with different fineness, and were separated 
by dark layers (PROFANTOVÁ 1992, 652). In order to 
build a two-piece sand mould, sand types of differ-
ent quality are beaten onto a box nowadays as well. 
The sand is sorted according to its granularity and 
is stored in caskets covered with damp leather to 
keep it evenly humid. 

Unlike lost-wax casting and the use of two-
piece clay or talc moulds to produce certain arte-
facts, applying two-piece sand moulds is unknown 
in the antique casting tradition. The same statement 
can be made concerning the textile imprints on the 
reverse of artefacts; however, this – contrary to the 
previously probably unknown sand casting – is the 
side product of lost-wax casting since the Scythian 
Period. The textile imprints appearing in Central 
and Southern Europe in the Early Middle Ages must 
be the result of a technique coming from sources 
different from the antique metalworking tradition; 
presumably these originate from the steppe.  

If the cases in point suggest the use of sand 
moulds, this technique emerges in Southern and 
Central Europe without having traces in either the 
antique or the steppe metalworking tradition. A 
probable interpretation is that the provincial Byzan-
tine Vrap finds were manufactured with a technique 
still unknown to the north and northeast of the 
Mediterranean, and that counted as a novelty even 
at their site of production. If the marks on the Vrap 
pieces are results of sand casting, the technique 
must have been an innovation in the Mediterranean. 
It could be a reason for the fact, that the small num-
ber of examined or examinable original Byzantine 
artefacts were produced by lost-wax casting.16

SUMMARY

The comparison of the archaeological material from 
the Carpathian Basin and from Southern Europe 
reveals close analogies in form, execution, the use 
of the bas-relief technique, the used motifs and 
probably the production technique, although chron-
ologically these are not completely parallel. Never-
theless, the dynamics of change and the structure 
of the archaeological material are fundamentally 
divergent. 

Due to the political situation in the region (the 
dominance of the Byzantine Empire) the artis-
tic sources of the Vrap–Velino group and the Car-
pathian Basin could not have been fundamentally 
different; hence the dissemblances derive from dis-
tinct regional preferences and social reasons. One 
could select from the canonised mounts and motif 

patterns according to one’s taste, nonetheless, it is 
apparent that the Vrap elite culture could imitate the 
Byzantine elite’s costume directly, in contrast to the 
more distant and poorer Avar material.

It cannot be a coincidence that the know-how of 
artisans, which is transfered slower than the range 
of belt mount shapes, shows resemblances in the 
Carpathian Basin and on the Balkan Peninsula. 
Only the Vrap mounts may differ from this picture 
as visible production traces imply sand casting. In 
this case these finds may illustrate how (provincial) 
Byzantine culture influenced the bordering, Bar-
barian regions: applying a two-piece sand mould is 
uncommon in steppe metalworking traditions.

In the case of the Albanian and Bulgarian 
mounts it is probable that their owners belonged 

15 It is also possible that the textile was already there in the original and its imprint was transferred via model-making to 
the negative and then to the wax models.

16 Examinations were carried out by M. Fecht (FECHT 1988, 309–312). It can be confusing that referring to the cover-
ing of the model the author uses the term “Formsand” (“moulding sand”) because of surface fineness, instead the usual 
“Formerde” (moulding clay). The examined Byzantine gold buckle was produced by lost-wax technique because of the 
overlapping details of its surface. Several implications to sand casting in the early medieval Period come from the doubt-
ful interpretation of difficult-to-understand archaeological phenomena (e.g. CAPELLE 1974, 295–296).
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to the elite and imitated Byzantine military cos-
tume (DAIM 2000, 180), or – similarly to 7th cen-
tury gold pseudo-buckles – ready belt mounts (sets) 
were obtained from Byzantine regions. However, 
the majority of the mounts must have been pro-
duced locally. With regard to the Vrap treasure, its 

manufacture could have taken place in the provin-
cial Dyrrhachium, while that of the Bulgarian finds 
in the Lower Danube region.17

Translated by Vajk SZEVERÉNYI
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Fig. 2: Vrap (Albania) (after GARAM 1997, Abb. 1–2)
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Fig. 3: Vrap (Albania) (after GARAM 1997, Abb. 1–2)
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Fig. 4: Albania (Erseke?) (after SOTHEBY 1981)
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Fig. 5: Belt mounts (Bulgaria) (after STANILOV 2006)
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Fig. 7: 1–2: Leaf motifs (Carpathian Basin, 8th century); 3: Floral motifs (Carpathian Basin, 8th century)
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Fig. 8: 1–2: Semi-finished or spoiled casting with welds (Vrap, after GARAM 1997, Abb. 2); 
3–4: Belt mount with a griffin, front and back (Szentes-Lapistó)
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SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE POTTERY ON 
THE LOWER AND MIDDLE DANUBE. 

BASED ON DATA YIELDED BY THE CEMETERIES

Maria HRISTOVA

The origin and the ethno-cultural tradition of 
pottery have been the subject of a lot of studies 
for a long period. Bulgarian publications usually 
focus on ethnic characteristics, and for that reason 
the problem has been solved according to the 
assessment at a given moment of the Slavic, Bulgar 
and the local heritage. Romanian archaeologists call 
it “Proto-Romanian” or define it with geographical 
terms such as “Carpatho-Danubian”, “Balkano-
Danubian”, etc., avoiding a direct ethnic definition 
(РАШЕВ 2008, 185). The pioneers in these studies 
made an attempt to solve this complicated problem 
by seeking the genesis of pottery in neighbouring 
cultures which had developed on the territories 
of the Khazar and Avar Khaganates (СТАНЧЕВ–
ИВАНОВ 1958, 56–93; ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 380–397). 
In one of the most recent studies on Bulgar pagan 
culture it was stated that the territory of the Avar 
Khaganate in the early 8th century might have been 
the primary center from which the spread of jars 
with incised decoration to the Lower Danube as well 
as to the east of this area started (РАШЕВ 2008, 338). 
However, a comparison between the pottery of the 
Lower Danube and that of the Middle Danube has 
not been carried out until present. Without claiming 
to exhaust the subject, the author of the present 
article aims at making up for this deficiency and 
studies the possibilities provided by this hypothesis.

The mapping of the biritual cemeteries reveals 
that they are situated in areas close to the capital 
city of Pliska, northeastern Bulgaria and northern 
Dobrudzha and definitely provides an answer to the 
question about the ethnic group which they belonged 
to – the Bulgars. In general, the pottery yielded by 
these cemeteries is made on a slow potter’s wheel 
although there are vessels made on a potter’s kick 
wheel. The jar is the most common shape, which 
can be compared to pottery on the Middle Danube. 
Jars can be divided into several main groups: 
conical jars (Figs. 1. 1–3), jars with a rounded body, 
which sharply narrows at the base (Figs. 1. 4–6), 
biconical jars, spherical jars (Figs. 1. 7–9) and ovoid 
jars (Figs. 2. 1–3). The decoration is quite varied: 
straight horizontal or wavy lines covering the 
entire body; a combination of wavy lines crossing 

and overlaying each other on the entire body; 
straight horizontal lines and wavy lines above 
them – the most common combination; alternating 
bands consisting of straight and wavy lines, 
straight horizontal lines and wavy lines or strokes 
intersecting them, etc. The internal or external part 
of the rim of the vessel is sometimes also decorated 
with wavy lines or finger impressions. Pricking 
and finger impressions are also used as decorative 
ornaments, and they always cover the upper part 
of the body. The medieval potter apparently tried 
to decorate as much of the surface of the vessel as 
possible.

A number of cemeteries, which yielded plenty 
of pottery, have been excavated on the territory of 
the Avar Khaganate. 53% of the burials in the Szob 
cemetery yielded ceramic vessels and as Ilona Kovrig 
pointed out, it is one of the cemeteries providing a 
relatively high amount of pottery (KOVRIG 1975, 196). 
Ceramic vessels were placed in 72% of the burials 
in the Üllő ІІ cemetery, 68% of the burials in the 
Áporka-Ürbőpuszta cemetery, 67% of the burials 
in the Bóly cemetery and 60% of the burials in the 
Nagyharsány cemetery. The most numerous is the 
Nové Zamký type of pottery yielded by 73% of the 
burials (KOVRIG 1975, 196). Éva Garam wrote that 
the “burial pottery”, typical of the cemeteries dated 
to the Avar Period, is handmade; it is made from 
coarse clay and is poorly fired (GARAM 1975, 105). 
Ceramic vessels made on a potter’s kick wheel are 
especially important. Such pottery was found in the 
Szebény І cemetery; only 4 out of 100 pots from the 
cemetery were handmade. 23 burials yielded pottery 
made on a slow potter’s wheel. These are jars with 
conical or ovoid body; the rim is thickened, rounded 
and everted. The decoration consists of incised 
horizontal and wavy lines. The shape of the rim, the 
neck and the general outlook of these vessels reveal 
basic differences in comparison with the ceramic 
vessels yielded by the biritual cemeteries excavated 
in present-day Bulgaria. In the rest of the cases it is 
indicative of the so-called “gold yellow” Late Avar 
pottery which is not a subject of the present study.

The Szob cemetery yielded a large number of 
pottery made on a slow potter’s wheel – conical 
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or ovoid jars. The decoration consists of incised 
wavy or straight horizontal lines, sometimes in 
combination with pricked decoration (KOVRIG 1975, 
198). The Pilismarót cemetery provides the same 
evidence (SZABÓ 1975, 275–276); it yielded ovoid, 
conical and biconical jars whose body is entirely 
covered with incised decoration – straight and wavy 
lines, single or in combinations. They resemble the 
vessels discovered in Bulgaria.

The latter three cemeteries are situated in 
the northern part of Hungary, while the first 
one (Szebény І) in the southern part. A group of 
cemeteries was excavated next to it, in Baranya 
county (Gyód, Kékesd, Nagypall І and II, Romonya, 
etc.; KISS 1977). It is worth mentioning that the 
turned pottery yielded by these cemeteries displays 
a greater variety of shapes in comparison with the 
others. The ornamentation is much more varied as 
well. The ceramic vessels discovered in this region 
as well as the ones from Vác display the highest 
level of similarity with the pottery from Bulgaria.

The artifacts from the Nové Zámky cemetery 
dated back this pottery type to the late 7th– early 8th 
century (ČILINSKÁ 1966, 135; РАШЕВ 2008, 186). 
In Bulgaria such pottery is known from early 
cemeteries, such as at Balchik and Novi Pazar, 
dated to the late 7th–early 8th century as well. Quite 
revealing is the fact that burial № 119 in the Balchik 
cemetery yielded fragments of such pottery together 
with a “Corinthian” type belt buckle (ДОНЧЕВА-
ПЕТКОВА 2007, oбр. 8). As a result the common 
date of the introduction of this type of pottery into 
the territories along the Middle and Lower Danube 
makes it impossible for it to have been introduced 
in Northeast Bulgaria and Dobrudzha from the Avar 
Khaganate in the 8th century (РАШЕВ 2008, 186). It 
seems more likely that it emerged in a center located 
outside the territory of both the Avar Khaganate 
and the Bulgar Khanate. A possible solution of 
the problem was suggested by S. Angelova in her 
study on the traditions which have influenced the 
formation of Bulgar pottery. Studying gray ware 
with incised decoration dated to the Early Avar 
Period, she focused her attention on the Kiskőrös-
Pohibuj-Mackó cemetery dated to the first half 
of the 7th century and defined by D. Csallány as 
belonging to the distribution area of the monuments 
related to the Bulgars-Kutrigurs. S. Angelova 
suggested that after their withdrawal to the east, the 
Bulgar-Kutrigurs carried over this pottery tradition 
to the Dnieper (АНГЕЛОВА 1983, 46–49).

It is worth pointing out that the authors who 
study the origin of this pottery comment on the 
influence of the Late Roman tradition (МИЯТЕВ 
1948, 20–35; EISNER 1952, 366–368; COMŞA 1968, 
449–455; MICHAILOV 1973, 70–72). However, such 

influence existed not only on the territories along 
the Middle Danube. A number of cemeteries in 
Abkhazia yielded ceramic vessels similar to those 
mentioned above – Cibilium І, Cebelda. In Abkhazia 
this type of pottery was found together with 
2nd–4th century coins (ВОРОНОВ–ШЕНКАО 1982), 
thus suggesting another possible center which could 
have influenced the pottery tradition of the Bulgar 
tribes – the North Caucasus. Such possibility has 
also been suggested by M. I. Artamonov, who 
drew attention to the fact that “the close similarity 
between the jars with incised decoration of the 
Danubian Bulgars and the kindred population living 
in East Europe makes impossible their independent 
emergence in the two cultures” (АРТАМОНОВ 1970, 
11–12). He believes that this pottery appeared as a 
result of the influence of the pottery production in 
the Byzantine Black Sea region.

A possible explanation for the popularity of the 
incised decoration can be sought in its technical 
aspects. It is most typical for pottery made from 
clay with large quarts inclusions. This sustainability 
of early medieval pottery tradition in Bulgaria 
resulted in the definition of two main categories 
– “pattern burnished pottery made from fine 
clay” and “pottery with incised decoration made 
from sandy clay”. Probably the incisions on the 
pots made from sandy clay were due to one of the 
technological stages of pottery manufacture – the 
drying of the vessel prepared for firing.

Finishing the subject of the distribution of the 
jars with incised decoration, I would like to draw 
attention to a fact that was presented in Hungarian 
publications (GARAM 1975, 105), but remained 
without comment. The burials yielding pottery 
belonging to the discussed group are the ones in 
which the lowest number of other grave goods were 
uncovered. These burials also yielded square and 
trapezoid belt buckles, certain types of earrings, 
small iron knives and beads – artifacts which are also 
found on the Lower Danube. The presence of belt-
sets among them is an exception rather than a rule.

Plates and bowls are the other shapes which are 
found in the cemeteries both on the territories of 
Bulgaria and Hungary, without being very common 
(Figs. 2. 4–5). While the variety of types in Bulgaria 
is greater, in Hungary there are only two types 
– semi-spherical plates with straight or inverted 
rim and bowls with a short body resembling metal 
prototypes. Some of the vessels from Bulgaria bear 
decoration imitating a poinson, a fact confirming 
the suggestion of the influence of toreutics. These 
plates and bowls are believed to be related with the 
early phases of the Bulgarian cemeteries, while on 
the territory of the Avar Khaganate they are found 
in the Middle and the Late Avar Periods as well.
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There are interesting similarities regarding 
the beakers which are usually called buckets 
(Fig. 2. 6). Avar cemeteries such as the Szebény 
cemetery also yielded beakers (GARAM 1975, 
105). They had undoubtedly been influenced by 
wooden vessels proved by the decoration imitating 
the hoops for binding the wooden parts. Again the 
beakers/buckets from Bulgaria bear more varied 
and extremely sustainable ornaments – bands 
consisting of two incised parallel lines and bands of 
wavy lines in between. Another peculiar feature of 
beakers/buckets from the cemeteries in Bulgaria is 
that they have two small opposite round openings 
in the upper part of the walls apparently marking 
the places where the handle had been attached. A 
bucket found in the Istria-Capul Viilor cemetery has 
a tab as well (ЗИРРА 1963, oбр. 388; FIEDLER 1992, 
Taf. 34. 7). Buckets can also be related to the earlier 
phases of the biritual cemeteries. The fact that they 
are missing in the pottery assemblage from the 
Novi Pazar cemetery might be a result of the fact 
that a greater part of the cemetery was destroyed by 
a stone quarry. Buckets were yielded by two other 
early Bulgar cemeteries at Balchik and Topola.

Ceramic wine vessels are present in the pottery 
assemblages yielded by the cemeteries both on the 
Lower and Middle Danube. These vessels are typical 
for the early period on the territory of the Avar 
Khaganate (GARAM 1975, 105). Only one vessel 
was found in Bulgaria, in a cemetery near Hitovo 
(Fig. 2. 7). Such wine vessels, found on the territory 
of the Khazar Khaganate, are dated to the 8th–9th 
centuries (ПЛЕТНËВА 1976, oбр. 14; ТАРАБНОВ 

1993, oбр. 9. 3). According to its morphological 
features, the wine vessel from Hitovo resembles 
the most the vessels from the destroyed burials at 
Chistyakovo and Sobolevska kariera (КРАВЧЕНКО–
ШАМРАЙ 2000, рис. 2. 1–2, 3).

The similarities end here. The cemeteries on the 
Middle Danube do not yield jugs/oinochoes (wine 
jugs), which are very typical for the cemeteries in 
Bulgaria. There are few amphora-shaped pitchers 
and they are regarded imports. The yellow ware 
discovered in the Sultana biritual cemetery is 
also considered “a foreign body in the pottery 
assemblage of the Lower Danube” (FIEDLER 1992, 
155–156) although the recent excavations in the 
Pliska region can make this statement subject to 
revision (ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА 2007; DONČEVA-
PETKOVA 2007a). The “tea-pots” yielded by Late 
Avar cemeteries, as well as the bottle-shaped 
vessels discovered in the Middle Danube region and 
dated to the 7th and 8th centuries, are also missing in 
the biritual cemeteries of Bulgaria.

In conclusion, it can be said that he differences 
between the pottery assemblages on the Lower and 
Middle Danube are very strong. The similarities 
might be a result of common origin and the 
influences during the formation of this pottery 
tradition in which Kutrigurs and other tribes 
belonging to the Bulgar group have taken part. 
The distribution of this pottery can be related to 
the migrations of Asparukh’s and Kuber’s Bulgars 
mentioned by the written sources.

Translated by Tatiana STEFANOVA
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Fig. 1: 1: Topola, Grave 215; 2: Hitovo, Grave 51; 3: Karamanite, Grave 9; 4–6: Hitovo; 
7: Topola, Grave 84; 8: Topola, Grave 117; 9: Topola, Grave 15
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Fig. 2: 1: Topola, Grave 23; 2: Cherna, Grave 2; 3: Hitovo, Grave 20; 4: Topola, trizna from Grave 173; 
5: Topola, Grave 4; 6: Topola, Grave 6; 7: Hitovo
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TWO BULGAR PAGAN BURIALS FROM PLOVDIV

Ivo TOPALILOV – Kamen STANEV

The available written sources provide scarce 
information about Plovdiv in the early medieval 
period, which makes it difficult to trace the history 
of the city from the early 7th until the late 10th 
century in details. This fact turns the results of 
archaeological excavations into a source of primary 
importance. Although a significant part of the 
territory of the ancient city has been excavated, 
there are few complete publications of excavated 
sites and finds dated to the medieval period have 
been given little attention (МОРЕВА-АРАБОВА 2001, 
100–113; ТОПАЛИЛОВ–СТАНЕВ 2012, 11–37). As 
a result a number of important questions such as 
the transition from Antiquity to the Middle Ages, 
the ethnic characteristics of the population, the 
topography of the city, etc. remain unanswered. 
For that reason the discovery and publication of 
materials dated to the early medieval period is very 
important for the reconstruction of the history of the 
city in the above mentioned time span.

In the spring of 2008 archaeological excavations 
were carried out on 14 T. Kableshkov Str. The site is 
situated in the central part of the city, in the south-
west foothills of Sahat tepe hill. The excavated area 
was only 60 m2 large but with view to the fact that 
this part of the ancient city is not very well known, 
the results from the excavations, beyond any doubt, 
will contribute a lot to our knowledge on the 

topography of the city of Plovdiv in Roman, Late 
Antique and medieval periods (Fig. 2. 1).1

The archaeological excavations revealed parts of 
several Roman and Late Antique buildings. Their 
demolition can be related to the Avar-Slavic invasions 
in the first half of the 7th century (Fig. 2. 2). After that 
the area was used for a cemetery and the grave pits 
were dug into the ruins of the Late Antique build-
ings. Two of these burials were excavated and are 
published in the current article (Fig. 2. 3). The buri-
als and the cemetery can be dated to the 9th century 
based on the grave goods and the burial rituals. Large 
parts of the ancient constructions, visible on the sur-
face at that time, have been demolished and the con-
struction material was taken away in the second half 
and the end of the 19th century;2 subsequently the ter-
rain was leveled up and raised artificially with 3.5 m 
by various construction activities, related to the mod-
ern city, which damaged the burials. 

As it was already pointed out, the excavations 
revealed Bulgar pagan burials dated to the 9th cen-
tury. Three burials were defined and two of them 
were excavated. One of the grave pits was dug into 
the ruins of a sewer made from bricks, while the other 
into the mudbrick ruins of a Late Antique building. It 
was impossible to excavate the third burial because it 
was in the northern section of the trench.

BURIALS

Burial № 1 (Fig. 3. 1): It was not possible to define 
the depth of the burial pit because of the later dis-
turbance of the excavated area. The grave pit meas-
ured 1.82 × 0.6 m and was W–E oriented. It was 
enclosed by a row made from crushed stones and 
brick fragments. Only the southern edge of the pit 
has survived; the northern edge and part of the 
skeleton were damaged by the later extraction of 
stones from the walls. The skeleton was extended 
on its back with its head pointing to the west. The 
arms were straight along the body. The skull was 
badly damaged and only the mandible has survived. 

The left arm and thigh bones were missing. The 
feet were also missing and it was not possible to 
find out whether they had been ritually cut off or 
destroyed by later intrusions. The grave goods 
comprised a burnt clay jar (Fig. 3. 2), located to the 
left at the legs. It has an ovoid barrel-shaped body 
and is completely preserved. The maximal diame-
ter is in the middle part of the jar and from there 
the body gradually narrows to the rim and the bot-
tom. The neck of the vessel is very short. The rim 
is slightly flaring outward and ends with a plastic 
band, decorated with an incision in the middle. The 
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bottom is slightly concave. The ornament consists 
of parallel incised lines which cover almost the 
entire body of the vessel. They have been incised 
by a comb-shaped tool. The jar has a burnt surface, 
the clay is brown with sandy inclusions. An imprint 
from the potter’s wheel is visible at the bottom. The 
jar is 12.8 cm high and the diameter of the rim is 
9.1 cm.

Burial № 2 (Fig. 3. 3): The burial was made 
in a grave pit measuring 1.12 × 0.50 m, which is 
W–E oriented. The burial is partially destroyed by 
later intrusions. The deceased was laid in a semi-
crouched position on his right side with the head 
pointing to the west. The skull is missing due to 
later intrusions. The right arm is extended paral-
lel to the body, and the left one is folded. The pel-
vis and the right leg are missing, and the left leg is 
tightly folded backward at the knee. The feet are cut 
off and placed at the knee. Charcoals were found 
at the bottom of the grave pit, under the skeleton. 
The grave goods comprise a pair of bronze earrings 
(Fig. 3. 4) found at the place where the skull was 
supposed to be. One of the earrings is badly dam-
aged; only a highly corroded fragment has sur-
vived and, unfortunately, it fell apart in the process 
of excavation. The second earring is in a good state 
of preservation. Both earrings are simple open rings 
made from bronze wire with a round section and 
decorated with a small ring made from wire.

The grave goods found in the grave pits 
allow the dating of the two burials to the 8th–9th 
centuries. The turned pot yielded by burial № 1 
corresponds to L. Doncheva-Petkova’s Type III 
(ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА 1977, 51–52). This type of 
vessel is dated to the First Bulgarian Kingdom and 
its origin definitely has to be related to the Bulgars, 
a thesis proved by the fact that these vessels are 
typical for the steppes of the North Black Sea coast 
(ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА 1977, 52–53). The pair of 
rings yielded by burial № 2 corresponds to Type 
І.2 after V. Grigorov (ГРИГОРОВ 2007, 13); they are 
also dated to the First Bulgarian Kingdom. Such 
earrings were found in a number of cemeteries 
– both pagan (Slavic and Bulgar) and Christian 
ones. This type of earring appeared in the second 
half of the 7th and the 8th centuries and specialists 
believe that their origin is to be sought in the Avar 
Khaganate. It was adopted by the Bulgar culture in 
the 8th or early 9th centuries and is typical mainly 
for present-day North Bulgaria and the Wallachian 
plain. In present-day South Bulgaria such earrings 
were found only in Ablanitsa and Lyubenovo 
(Fig. 1; ГРИГОРОВ 2007, 16). 

Пловдив

Fig. 1: Location of the site

Both grave pits are W–E oriented, the head of 
the deceased pointing to the west. This orientation 
is typical for Christian burials, but this does not 
necessarily mean that all W–E oriented burials 
are Christian. On the contrary, Bulgar pagan 
burials which are W–E oriented (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 
428; ДИМИТРОВ 1987, 210; МЕЛАМЕД 1989, 120; 
РАШЕВ 2008, 199; ГРИГОРОВ 2006, 47–64)3 have 
been found very often in the excavated cemeteries 
to the north of the Danube and this orientation 
is the main one for the Bulgars who settled in the 
Khazar Khaganate (ПЛЕТНËВА 1999, 65–66, 70, 
73, 75–76). The pagan interpretation of the burials 
from Plovdiv is supported by the fact that the 
arms of the deceased were laid extended along the 
body and also by the presence of the jar in grave 
pit № 1. Placing stones at the bottom of the grave 
pit parallel to the buried body was recorded in a 
number of Bulgar pagan burials or cemeteries of 
Bulgar neophytes, who still kept many of their 
pagan burial rituals and traditions – at Devnya 2 
(ДИМИТРОВ 1970, 24) and Devnya 3 (ДИМИТРОВ 
1972, 48–49); Krassen (СТАНЧЕВ 1986, 30); Cherna 
(ВАСИЛЧИН 1989, 200); Hitovo (ЙОТОВ 1997, 158); 
Balchik (ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА 2009, 79) and Histria 
(ЗИРРА 1963, 364). The positioning of the body of 
the deceased in grave pit № 2 is even more typical. 

  3 Such burials were recently discovered in the cemetery at the town of Balchik (ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА 2009, 78).
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Pseudo-crouched burials were found in many 
Bulgar pagan cemeteries – at Balchik (ДИМИТРОВ 
1991, № 10, 21; ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА 2009, 79); 
Bdintsi (ВЪЖАРОВА 1981, 78); Varna (ДИМИТРОВ 
1976, 111); Garvan 2 and 3 (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, 
№ 26);4 Devnya 1 (ДИМИТРОВ 1971, 61) and Devnya 
3 (ДИМИТРОВ 1972, 50); Dolni Lukovit (ВЪЖАРОВА 
1976, № 26);5 Durankulak (МЕЛАМЕД 1989, 123); 
Kyulevcha (ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, № 10, 26, 47, 64); 
Nikolovo (СТАНЧЕВ 2002, 15–16); Novi Pazar 
(СТАНЧЕВ 1958, № 7, 19, 21, 24, 32, 35); Nozharevo 
(РАШЕВ–СТАНИЛОВ 1989, 216), Topola (АНГЕЛОВА 
et al. 1997, № 351), Hitovo 2 and 3 (ЙОТОВ 1997, 
№ 12, 71, 10); Izvoru (MITREA 1989, № 52, 96, 
127, 148,  159, 179, 220, 268, 311, 361), etc. Some 
of the pagan cemeteries yielded skeletons, whose 
feet have been cut off as a measure of precaution 
against turning into a vampire (ФЛËРОВ 1989, 177–
186; СТОЯНОВА 2007, 154–166). Such burials were 
found in the cemeteries at Zavoda za manometri 
(ДИМИТРОВ 1976, 111); Devnya 1 (ДИМИТРОВ 1971, 
61); Devnya 2 (ДИМИТРОВ 1970, 28),6 and Devnya 
3 (ДИМИТРОВ 1972, 50); Dolni Lukovit (ВЪЖАРОВА 
1976, № 81, 91–92); Tau-Kipchak (БАРАНОВ 1989, 
159), etc. Putting charcoals in the grave pit – under 
the corpse, on top of it or in the fill of the grave pit 
– as well as lighting a fire is also a ritual typical 
for pagan funerary practices and was recorded in 
many cemeteries – at Bdintsi (ВЪЖАРОВА 1981, 
№ 120); Krassen (СТАНЧЕВ 1986, 33); Kyulevcha 
(ВЪЖАРОВА 1976, № 8, 14–15, 84, 90); Nikolovo 
(СТАНЧЕВ 2002, 24); Novi Pazar (СТАНЧЕВ 1958, № 
31, 37–39) and Balchik (ДОНЧЕВА-ПЕТКОВА 2009, 
79).

The characteristics of the two burials published 
in the current article – the arm extended parallel to 
the body, a jar placed as a grave good, the stone lin-
ing, the crouched position of the buried body and 
the cutting off of the feet – are typical for Bulgar 
pagan burial rituals. All these together with the 
date of the jar and the earrings provide grounds to 
accept that these were Bulgar pagan burials or bur-
ials of Bulgars recently converted to Christianity, 
who were still under the very strong influence of 
pagan rituals. It has to be explicitly pointed out that 
these rituals were typical neither for the Slavs, who 

burnt their dead, nor for the Byzantines, who were 
Christians.

A more precise dating of these burials can be 
achieved with the help of written sources provid-
ing information about historical events affecting 
the present-day city of Plovdiv. There is informa-
tion about Bulgars who sought refuge in the Byz-
antine Empire in the 8th and early 9th centuries. 
However, it is beyond any doubt that they were 
converted to Christianity once they had entered 
the territory of the Empire. Kana syubigi Telerig 
(БЕШЕВЛИЕВ 1992, 247),7 the group of immigrants 
in 8128 and Thaddeus the Scythian (ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 2002, 
54) are particularly obvious examples. There-
fore the excavated Bulgar pagan cemeteries can-
not be connected to Bulgar immigrants in the Byz-
antine Empire. Neither does it seem very probable 
that Bulgar immigrants would have been left by 
the Byzantines to live in fortresses near the border 
such as Plovdiv. 

In 836 a war started between Bulgaria and the 
Byzantine Empire and Plovdiv was taken by the 
Bulgars. This information is provided by the stone 
inscription of kana syubigi Malamir – “…he led an 
army against the Greeks and devastated the Pro-
vat fortress and the Burdizo fortress and the lands 
of the Greeks and gained much of glory and came 
into Philippopol and the Greeks ran away and 
then kavhan Isbul together with the most glorious 
archon organized a meeting with the Philippopo-
lians.” (БЕШЕВЛИЕВ 1992, 136–137, № 13). It is the 
same year which can be accepted as terminus post 
quem for the earliest settling of Bulgars in Plovdiv. 
The year 864, when the Bulgars were converted to 
Christianity and it became their dominant religion, 
has to be accepted as terminus ante quem. There-
fore, the burials presented above have to be dated 
to the period between 836 and 864 or slightly later, 
if we consider the fact that the adoption of Chris-
tianity in general and Christian funerary ritual in 
particular required a certain period of time.

The discovery of these burials shows the eth-
nic processes which took place in the city after 
it was taken by the Bulgars. It has to be clearly 
pointed out that Old Bulgar pottery, including pot-
tery with burnished decoration, has been found at 

  4 Both cemeteries are Christian ones. The interesting thing in this case is that two out of the three crouched burials are 
N–S oriented, a fact which again shows the influence of very strong pagan traditions.

  5 According to the excavator, the inhumation burials in this cemetery belonged to Slavs converted to Christianity. How-
ever, this thesis is not accepted by all specialists (АНГЕЛОВА 1999, 209).

  6 It is a Christian cemetery, although elements of pagan traditions are strongly present.
  7 Теофан Изповедник 275–276 (Theophanes the Confessor).
  8 Теофан Изповедник 286–287 (Theophanes the Confessor); Теодор Студит (Theodore the Studite) 33, letter № 4 to 

patrician Theodore – a Bulgar converted to Christianity.
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several locations in Plovdiv (БОТУШАРОВА 1963a, 
62; МОРЕВА-АРАБОВА 2001, 104).9

In the period of the First Bulgarian Kingdom 
(Khanate) the territorial expansion of the state was 
very often accompanied by colonizing of locations 
of strategic importance. Several and very reliable 
pieces of information are provided by the sources 
about the period discussed in the present article. 
In the early 9th century kana syubigi Krum con-
quered the eastern parts of the Avar Khaganate and 
the so-called Gesta Hungarorum provides informa-
tion that he populated certain territories with Bul-
gars and Slavs predominantly, bringing them from 
the old territories of Bulgaria.10 In 812 the Bulgars 
conquered the present-day South Bulgarian Black 
Sea littoral, deported the subjects of the Byzan-
tine Empire who had been living there and replaced 
them with a Slavic population (ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 1981, 331–
332; ДИМИТРОВ 1981, 414).11 It was these Slavs that 
were mentioned in the third chapter of the peace 
treaty signed in 816 (БЕШЕВЛИЕВ 1992, 166, № 41). 
Meanwhile, in 815 the Byzantines annihilated a biv-
ouac of colonists sent by kana syubigi Omurtag 
near present-day Nessebar 12. The two pieces of 
information are related (DIMITROV 1992, 45–46) and 
they indicate an intentional sending of colonists in 
the newly conquered territories along the Black Sea 
littoral in 812–815.13 St. Vaklinov believes that the 
conquest of Serdica and the adjacent territories by 
kana syubigi Krum was also followed by purpose-
ful colonization (ВАКЛИНОВ 1977, 54). In 864 knyaz 

Boris asked the Byzantines to be ceded territories 
in Thrace since he was pressured by the growth 
of the population in his own country that had to 
be re-settled on new territories (РАШЕВ 1993, 112; 
МОМЧИЛОВ 2005, 218–219; БОРИСОВ 2005, 314; 
SHEJLEVA 2001, 145–168) and in 904 tsar Simeon 
threatened the Byzantines that if they did not sat-
isfy some of his demands, he would send colonists 
to “settle down” in Thessaloniki, which at that time 
had been seized and abandoned by the Arabs.14 The 
sources also provide information about purpose-
ful Bulgar colonization in 922 which concerns Viza 
and the adjacent territories.15

Considering the examples mentioned above, we 
have all grounds to assume that the seizure of Plov-
div in 836 was followed by a similar colonization 
and the two discovered Bulgar pagan burials are a 
trace which remained as a result of this process.

Despite being only two, the Bulgar pagan burials 
found in Plovdiv provide extremely important infor-
mation. These are the first early medieval pagan 
burials that have been discovered in the western 
part of Upper Thrace. Together with the old Bulgar 
pottery found in the city of Plovdiv they represent 
an undeniable proof of the ethnic changes which 
took place there after the city was seized by kana 
syubigi Malamir.

 Translated by Tatiana STEFANOVA

  9 ДЕТЕВ 1959, 73–74, oбр. 102–103; ДЕТЕВ 1976, 133, 135, oбр. 70–71; ДЖАМБОВ 1960, 149–151. This settlement is sit-
uated ca. 2 km away from the defensive walls (ВЪЖАРОВА 1958, 590, oбр. 10). Regretfully, the information about the 
provenance of the published jar – the city of Plovdiv or Plovdiv region – is not precise (БОТУШАРОВА 1963, 94, 114–115, 
Pl. ХІІІ–ХІV; МОРЕВА-АРАБОВА 2001, 101, 104; ТОПАЛИЛОВ–СТАНЕВ 2010, 386–388).

10 Унгарски аноним, 25–26: “And the territory lying between the Tisza and the Danube was conquered by Kean the Great 
– the master of Bulgaria, a grandfather of the chieftain Salan, as far as the territories of the Ruthenians and the Poloni-
ans and settled down Sclavs and Bulgars there.” and “… after the death of the King Attila the chieftain Kean the Great, 
a great grandfather of the chieftain Salan, came from Bulgaria with the help and following the advice of the Emperor of 
the Greeks, conquered this land; and the Sclavs themselves were taken from the Bulgarian land to the territories of the 
Ruthenians …”.

11 “The Suleymankoy inscription provides information about the mass emigration of the local Byzantine population from 
Eastern Thrace and its replacement with Slavic population by khan Krum in the early 9th century” (АЛАДЖОВ 1973, 13).

12 Продължителят на Теофан, 112; Йосиф Генезий, 323.
13 Станев 2011, 433–452
14 Лъв Хиросфакт 184, писмо № 16.
15 Житие на Св. Мария Нова 77: “Simeon when arrived in the abandoned Viza, destroyed the survived walls and com-

manded to plough and sow the land in the vicinity. After settling down some of his people in this town and appointing 
someone named Vuliya a commander of the fortress, he went away to do the same in the rest of the towns in Thrace as 
well.” 
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Fig. 2: 1: General view of the excavated area, view from the east; 
2–3: Plan of the excavated area and the two burials



Fig. 3: 1: Burial № 1, view from the south; 2: Grave goods in grave pit № 1; 
3: Burial № 2, view from the north; 4: Grave goods in grave pit № 2
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ABOUT THE CHARACTERS ON JUGS № 2 AND 7 
FROM THE NAGYSZENTMIKLÓS TREASURE

Nikolai MARKOV

The treasure was found accidentally in 1799 during 
agricultural works near the village of Nagyszent-
miklós, in the Banat region (present-day Sânni-
colau Mare, Rumania). Its exquisiteness and un-
usual representations, however, continue to excite 
the visitors of the Kunsthistorisches Museum in 
Vienna, where it is now on display (Fig. 1. 1). The 
Nagyszentmiklós treasure was deposited in the 
ground at circa 1.5 m depth and consisted of 23 
gold vessels with a total weight of 9.945 kg. The 
curious fact is that the unsolved problems concern-
ing the treasure exceed those on which researchers 
have reached consensus. More than 200 years after 
it was uncovered no commonly accepted hypoth-
eses exist helping the examiners find answers to 
such questions as when and where the vessels were 
made, when they were buried in the ground and 
who were the people to whose cultural traditions 
the treasure should be attributed to.1

The brief work I now present to the reader does 
not offer a review of the abundant literature on 
this remarkable early medieval treasure, nor does 
it suggest a new hypothesis pretending to answer 
the above-formulated questions. My goal is rather 
unassuming, namely to draw attention to an aspect 
of the representations on the vessels underestimated 
and disregarded until now; to be more specific, 
the scenes represented on the two jugs, № 2 and 7 
(Fig. 1. 2).2  The efforts for “rational reasoning” 
(BÁLINT 2002, 75) in “decoding” this extremely 
intriguing matter have in many cases brought Euro-
pean researchers to more or less ungrounded inter-
pretations. It would be sufficient here to quote the 
following “masterpiece”: “all the ornaments on the 
vessels are spectacular, but only ornamental with-
out any symbolic content” as the Hungarian col-
league Cs. Bálint wrote a few years ago (BÁLINT 
2002). This conclusion, completely deficient of his-
torical judgment, reveals a certain disregarding 
of the principles on which art was based in those 
“times of spirituality” and is obviously intended to 

serve the premeditated scholarly theses of the Hun-
garian colleagues aimed at providing evidence for 
the Avar origin of the Nagyszentmiklós treasure. 
In his work, Cs. Bálint continues that “the own-
ers and the contemporary viewers of the treasure 
translated the foreign depiction types through the 
filter of their own cultural tradition” (BÁLINT 2002, 
77). Concerning the parallels of these “foreign 
depiction types”, he gathers his arguments from 
the art of Byzantium, Central Asia, Sasanian Per-
sia and elsewhere; relying on the parallels thus col-
lected, he makes the assumption that “The treasure 
reflects a mixture of several cultures, beside the 
evident Avar links, there is an object that, together 
with the undeniable Byzantine trait contains Cen-
tral Asian features (no. 2), while another object 
produced using techniques favored by Byzantine 
goldsmiths, shows affinity with Western European 
finds from the 10th–11th centuries (no. 19). This spe-
cific composition could have come into being only 
in one place: the Carpatian Basin. The Nagyszent-
miklós treasure is exlusive product of Avar gold-
smiths from the 7th–8th centuries (BÁLINT 2002, 74), 
while the Byzantine affinities should be handled 
and explained by the contacts which Avar material 
culture had with the Byzantine world.”

Unfortunately, the situation is not much dif-
ferent in Bulgaria. The still “modern” interpreta-
tions of the scenes, suggested by N. Mavrodinov 
in the remote 1943 (MAVRODINOV 1943) even then 
met the sufficiently relevant rebuff by D. Dimitrov 
in his remarkable work published just a few years 
later (ДИМИТРОВ 1948, 338–414).3 I think it strange 
that, in spite of D. Dimitrov’s serious argumenta-
tion as to the Sassanid character of the two ves-
sels, the ideas suggested by N. Mavrodinov about 
the “Danubian-Proto Bulgar origin” of the jugs 
(and the scenes on them) encounter an almost unre-
served acceptance even nowadays. For example, in 
the latest work on the treasure we read that we can 
see on jug № 2 the representation of “a victorious 

Avars, Bulgars and Magyars on the Middle and Lower Danube София − Piliscsaba 2014, 93–106

  1  The existing hypotheses concerning these questions were compiled and well-represented in the latest complex research 
on the treasure, prepared by the colleagues from the Hungarian National Museum in Budapest (GARAM 2002); in Bulgar-
ian, compiled though somewhat outdated information, see ДИМИТРОВ 1948, 338–414.

  2  Although the discussed vessels are familiar from dozens of publications, I use certain illustrative material from the Hun-
garian edition of The Gold of the Avars (GARAM 2002) because of the exceedingly high quality of the photographs.

  3  In this remarkable study a complete survey was made of all preceding publications concerning the treasure.



ruler-khan” (Fig. 2. 1),4 “a mythical ancestor and 
king, born from the sacred animal of the tribe” 
(Fig. 2. 2),5 “an eagle, snatching away in his talons 
a nude female figure… a version based on elements 
of the ancient myth of Ganymedes, abducted by 
Zeus and turned into an eagle… while the woman 
has the Iranian goddess Anahita as her prototype 
…” (Fig. 2. 3),6 “fight between animals a griffin 
attacking a doe” (ВАКЛИНОВ–ВАКЛИНОВА 1983, 
26–32; Fig. 2. 4)7; about the scenes on jug № 7 we 
read that “the master-goldsmith has put different 
meaning in the widespread myth of Ganymedes, 
connecting the myth with fertility cult” (Fig. 3. 1),8 
“a modified motif from Greek mythology – battle of 
Centaurs and Lapiths” (ВАКЛИНОВ–ВАКЛИНОВА 
1983, 46–48; Fig. 3. 2).9 

The article by O. Minaeva (МИНАЕВА 1988), 
published soon after the above-mentioned review, 
does not offer a new reading of the representations; 
however, the author gives once more the “Sasan-
ian” hypothesis a push when speaking about the 
origin of at least several vessels from the treasure. 
Regretfully, her article now as D. Dimitrov’s work 
before was completely ignored by the scholarly cir-
cles as they resumed the old understanding of the 
scenes: “Abduction in the sky” (the scene on jug № 
2, “a woman raised by an eagle” and the scene on 
jug № 7 “a youth raised up by an eagle”), “fighting 
animals” (the scene on jug № 2 “a griffin attacking 
a doe”), “a ruler-victor” (the scene from jug № 2 

“an equestrian dragging a captive by the hair”) and 
“unique periphrasis of a Sasanian figurative type” 
(the scene from jug № 2 “a ruler, riding a winged 
mythical creature and shooting an arrow against 
the attacking lion”) (BÁLINT 2002, 75–77). 

These explanations, ill-grounded and striking 
with their formality, are as I have already mentioned, 
of obviously intentional nature. I admit that our 
Hungarian colleagues might have not read O. 
Minaeva’s article because it was published in 
Bulgarian only. I am convinced, however, that they are 
well-acquainted with the works of K. Trever10 and B.  
Maršak (MARSCHAK 1986, 308–316)11 who not only 
have no doubts about the Sasanian character of the 
scenes under consideration (and of the vessels), but 
they also identify some of the represented characters. 
For instance, it was K. Trever who first suggested that 
the female figure from the scene “a woman, raised up 
by an eagle” (Fig. 3. 3)12 on jug № 2 should be seen as 
a representation of Anahita (Ardvi Sura Anahita), the 
ancient Indo-Persian Great Goddess of waters, well-
known from the Avesta and other Zoroastrian religious 
texts.13 There is no complete correspondence between 
the sacred Zoroastrian texts that have survived till 
modern times (even the Avesta familiar in three 
versions is considered to have been preserved in just 
about 1/3 of its original size). Having this in mind, K. 
Trever admits that the scene most probably depicts a 
partially lost myth,14 according to which Anahita, the 
goddess-patron of the Sasanian rulers’ dynasty – the 

  4  The scene from jug № 2 has been for scores of years interpreted by the scholars as depicting a triumphant Bulgarian 
Khan, victorious Avar combatant, Khazar warrior or simply as a nomad ruler – interpretations completely dependent on 
the researchers’ partialities.

  5  In 1986 the characters in this scene jug № 2 were interpreted for the first time as a pictorial story about the mythic 
Persian ruler Tahmuras who defeated the evil demon Ahriman by magic. For a period of 30 years Tahmuras had been 
riding Ahriman and destroying the demons throughout the worl.

  6  The attempt to interpret this scene jug № 2 in the context of Greco-Roman mythology brought a number of scholars 
to the conclusion that its prototype should be identified as the myth of Ganymedes abducted to Olympus by the eagle-
shaped Zeus. In 1937, K. Trever, the Russian researcher in Central-Asiatic art, first suggested the scene to be explained 
by an episode from the myths connected with the Persian goddess Anahita.

  7  This scene from jug № 2 has always remained in the shadow of the other scenes represented on the same vessel because 
it is seen on various art objects of many nations. There were even attempts for the scene to be bound to certain concepts 
of struggle between calendar seasons.

  8  This scene from jug № 7 has most often been interpreted as a paraphrase of the myth about Ganymedes being kidnapped 
by Zeus to Olympus.

  9  To identify the characters on jug № 7 the European scholars inevitably turned to the Greco-Roman mythological repre-
sentations – this explains why the most frequently recognized mythological motif in the scene was the modified narra-
tive of the “battle of Centaurs and Lapiths”.

10  See for example ТРЕВЕР–ЛУКОНИН 1987, 89. K. Trever represented his attitude in one of his earliest works on the vessel 
from Cherdin (ОРБЕЛИ–ТРЕВЕР 1935, 12–14).

11  Looking for parallels that may help in the interpretation of this scene on the Cherdin vessel, K. Trever refers to the simi-
lar representation on jug № 2 from the Nagyszentmiklós treasure (ТРЕВЕР 1937).

12  Looking for parallels that may help in the interpretation of this scene on the Cherdin vessel, K. Trever refers to the 
similar representation on jug № 2 from the Nagyszentmiklós treasure (ТРЕВЕР 1937).

13  On Ardvi Sura Anahita see details in DHALLA 1994, 225–229.
14  Reminiscences of it survived in the Avestian “Ardvisura-yasht” (familiar also as “Aban-yasht” ХVІ. 60–66; see in 

БРАГИНСКИЙ 1973, 402).
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great celestial river, the Great Goddess of Waters and 
Vegetation,15 disguised as a beautiful girl, is helping 
the boatman Paurva (in Darmesteter’s translation 
“old Vafra Navâza”16), whom the hero Traitaunas 
(Fereydun) had turned into a hawk, to return home 
safe and sound.

It seems possible, however, that the scene in 
question may not reproduce a definite mythical 
narrative, but may possess certain allegorical 
value. The conceptual identification/equalization 
of the powerful flying bird of prey with the God of 
Thunderbolt (in ancient Iran that was Ahura Mazda, 
Ormazd; DARMESTETER 1877, 33–34) is well known 
from the mythologies of all Indo-European peoples. 
In Greco-Roman mythology, the eagle is Zeus-Jupiter 
Brontios (Thunderer)’s aide; in Indian mythology, 
Indra himself in the body of a hawk storms the skies 
to fetch the sacred Soma. A certain “hawk with a 
gold collar”17 is mentioned in the Avestan texts, 
who might be an incarnation of the Supreme God of 
Ormazd.18 Again, mighty birds take the holy Haoma 
to the Mount Hara (Hugar) in the Proto-Indian myths 
(DARMESTETER 1877, 189). But does not the great 
celestial river Ardvi Sura Anahita spring from that 
same world mountain, where the Sun, the Moon and 
the stars rise (DARMESTETER 1877, 139–140).19 In the 
Avesta, the lightning Atar was born both in the sky 
and in the waters of the storm – it is Apam Napat, 
the Son of the Waters (DARMESTETER 1877, 34–35). 
Interpreted this way, the scene under consideration 
appears to be a synthesis of the two greatest goods of 
life – light and water; these two best things on Earth 
are continuously fought for by the Forces of Good 
and Evil (DARMESTETER 1877, 97–107). Actually, the 
scene is an apotheosis/glorification of the triumph 
of the Forces of Water (Anahita) and Light (the 

gold-collared hawk) over the Forces of Evil. This 
probable interpretation of the scene is supported by 
the other three representations on jug № 2. 

I will resume “decoding” the scenes with the next 
one, which according to B. Marschak can be consid-
ered obvious and easily readable. The representation 
displays a “ruler, riding a winged mythical creature 
and shooting an arrow against an attacking lion”. As 
stated by this remarkable authority on Central Asian 
toreutics, “Tahmuras and Ahriman can easily be iden-
tified” (MARSCHAK 1986, 312) in this picture. I can-
not but accept B. Marschak’s undoubtedly felicitous 
identification. It is backed up by a number of Zoroas-
trian texts20 and the familiar verses from Ferdowsi’s 
Shah-namah21 referring to the mythical Persian ruler 
(in the Avesta Tahma-Urupi/Urupa=Tahmuras in the 
Shah-namah) who defeated the Evil Lord Ahriman 
by magic, turned him into a saddle-animal and rode 
his opponent during the 30 years of his reign wander-
ing round the world and destroying demons.22 Some 
completely identical Sasanian images, representing 
the same scene, speak in favor of such a reading. As 
an example I indicate the representations on a Sasan-
ian green glass medallion (diam. 3.1 cm) incorrectly 
interpreted by the experts of Gerhard Hirsch Auc-
tion House as an “Archer with a bow riding a winged 
horse and hunting for lions” (Fig. 3. 5).23  The par-
allel reading of the two scenes, the representation 
on the glass medallion and that on jug № 2 from the 
Nagyszentmiklós treasure, is striking. The image is 
too well-known to need describing. Nevertheless, it 
should be mentioned that it is most certainly based on 
the “hunting scenes” familiar from dozens of Sasan-
ian art works, where Sasanian rulers (easily recog-
nized by their royal crowns) are featured hunting for 
lions, gazelles and boars (Figs. 3. 4, 6).24 Although 

15 The characteristics of Anahita are developed in detail ЛУКОНИН 1969, 97, 120.
16 V. Âbân yast. ХVІ. 60–66 (MÜLLER 1883, 68).
17 XVI. Dîn yast. IV. 13 (MÜLLER 1883, 267).
18 The falcon on the Cherdin vessel is represented wearing a collar round the neck (see Fig. 3. 2).
19 See also ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 299.
20  See in XIX. Zamyâd yast. V–VI. 26–29. (MÜLLER 1883, 292); dadestan ī menog ī xrad (Judgments of the Spirit of 

Wisdom). ХVІІІ. 21–23 (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 101).
21 See ФИРДОУСИ 1964, 48.
22  On Tahma-Urupi/Urupa (Tahmuras) see DARMESTETER 1877, 165–168. More details on the Persian myth again (DARME-

STETER 1877, 168), with comments concerning the cosmogonic symbolic values of the scene.
23  Gerhard Hirsch. Auktion 238 am 16 Februar 2005. München, Taf. XXXIII. № 507. Naturally, the authenticity of this extremely 

interesting object could be confirmed solely by the dealers of the auction sale. I do not know who its present owner is. 
24  Partially gilt silver vessel from the Hermitage collections (Fig. 3. 4). The hunter in the hunting scene represented on the vessel 

is identified as Shapur II, the Sasanian King of Kings. The composition of the representation is similar to a scene on jug № 2 
from the Nagyszentmiklós treasure. It also resembles other hunting scenes familiar from at least several vessels of indisput-
able Sasanian origin. On an 8th century silver dish with gilt from the Hermitage collections a hunting Persian nobleman is repre-
sented (Fig. 3. 6). His carriage reminds very much of the posture of the “hunter” on jug № 2 from the Nagyszentmiklós treasure. 
A curious element of this scene is a detail from the horse trappings – a human head-shaped pendant. A similar decoration may 
be seen in the Dumbarton Oaks collections. The Dumbarton Oaks pendant was published in 1962 by M. Ross in the first volume 
of his fundamental work on the Byzantine and Early Medieval objects in this collection (ROSS 1962, Pl. ХХІ. № 18).
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the meaning of these scenes is still an area under 
abating discussion, it is almost generally accepted 
nowadays that they should be decoded as an expres-
sion of the triumph of Good over Evil, the basic con-
cept in Zoroastrianism, acknowledged as the official 
religion in the Sasanian Empire. The scene repre-
sented on jug № 2 does not contradict such an inter-
pretation. Quite the opposite, because of the obvious 
connotation in the epic story about Tahmuras such an 
opinion may be considered only confirming its con-
ceptual correctness.

The flaming crown of Tahmuras also requires 
a more detailed explanation. It is a long established 
fact that every Sassanid king of the kings wore a 
crown, which, despite the common Zoroastrian sym-
bolism of its separate components (ЛУКОНИН 1969, 
23–24, 46–48) was specially designed for him. For 
instance, in the crown of Shapur I (241–272) a cog-
wheel crown was added alongside with the sym-
bols of Ahura Mazda, commonly accepted since the 
Achaemenid Period in Iran. In the crown of the next 
ruler, Bahram I (273–276), the cog-wheel element 
was replaced with a radiating crown – a symbol of 
Mithra; in the crown of Narseh (293–302) we see 
twigs, the symbol of Anahita; the raven’s wings and 
head in the crown of Hormisda II (302–310) symbol-
ize Veretragna, the genius of victory; in the crown of 
Shapur II (310–379) the cog-wheel element resumed 
its previous place as in Shapur I’s crown but this 
time flames were added, the flames being repre-
sented in a manner identical with the way the flames 
were featured in Tahmuras’s crown from the scene 
under consideration; the major symbol in the crown 
of Peroz I (457–484) is that of the Moon deity Ma/
Mao, etc. (Fig. 4. 1). Naturally, none of these “per-
sonal” crowns could be represented on the head of 
a legendary ruler like Tahmuras. Obviously, the per-
sonification was carried out by a Zoroastrian mas-
ter because the crown of that mythic Iranian ruler, 
without doubt the greatest demon-fighter, was rep-
resented flaming, an easily recognizable symbol of 
fire-worship (Zoroastrianism). As to the crown of 
the other character in the scene, the evil Ahriman, 
I can offer no acceptable reading at present.

B. Marschak believes that the third, especially 
interesting scene, the one with “the victorious 
ruler”, should also be interpreted as an illustration 
of a “typical Iranian tale – Rostam with the cap-
tured Aulad/Olad and the head of Arshlang, hang-
ing from his saddle.”

Here is the story from Ferdowsi’s Shah-namah 
in brief (according ZIMMERN 1883, 87–115). While 
rescuing his sovereign, the powerful ruler Kay 
Kavus, who had been captured by the White Dev 
(Demon) in the Mazandaran campaign, Rostam 
on his legendary stallion Raksh performed seven 
labors: killed a ferocious lion, a dragon-ejderha, 
and a witch, found a life-saving spring, captured the 
local warlord Olad, slew the Mazandaranian dev, 
the commander-in-chief Arjang and the White Dev. 
The characters that most interest us are Rostam’s 
vanquished opponents from the fourth and fifth 
exploits. In his battle with Olad, Rostam overpow-
ered him and made him his guide in the lands of the 
White Demon. On their way, Rostam treated Olad 
as his hostage and all the time asked him questions 
about the devs’ manners. According to the Shah-
namah, while Rostam was riding Raksh, Olad was 
careering behind; they were “as quick as the wind” 
until they reached Mazandaran and the place where 
the devs (demons) had imprisoned his sovereign 
Kay Kavus. To prevent Olad from attempting an 
escape, Rostam tied him to a tree and clutching at 
Sam’s mace (the mace with the bull’s head), set off 
for the military camp of the devs. In the night, Ros-
tam fought a duel with Arjang, the chieftain of the 
rival demons’ troops and killed him. Then he cut 
off his head and hung it from the saddlebow of his 
horse as a sign of his glorious victory.25 On the next 
day, the devs’ army, weakened because of Arjang’s 
death, was easily destroyed. Having thus overcome 
his enemies, Rostam returned for Olad and took his 
hostage to the town where Kay Kavus was waiting 
for his savior. After Kay Kavus was rescued, Ros-
tam wished that Olad should receive the crown of 
Mazandaran.

As is seen from that story, B. Marschak’s 
optional identification of the characters represented 
on jug № 2 seems acceptable as well, in spite of cer-
tain reservations. In the Iranian epic tales and min-
iatures illustrating them (although the latter were 
in the greater part created rather late, in 14th–19th 
century), Arjang (=Arshlang) is traditionally rep-
resented as an ugly demon of monstrous appear-
ance, while the highwayman Aulad (= Olad) is nat-
urally of human looks. Besides, the images of the 
two defeated characters from jug № 2 are depicted 
in an identical way, with a strong intention to com-
plete uniformity. Both men are middle-aged, with 
short hair, both wear long drooping moustaches and 

25  It is worth mentioning that the custom had survived for centuries on end among Central Asiatic nations. Here is what F.F. 
Tornau, a Russian officer in the Caucasian war in 1832 called to his mind from the campaign against the Chechens: “The 
Tatars fasten to the rear straps of the saddle the chopped heads of their enemies, they take no captives…” (ТОРНАУ 2000, 
239).
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wedge-shaped beards, average long. This sameness 
apparently permits the identification of the charac-
ters from the scene on jug № 2 with other heroes 
of the Iranian epos. In my opinion, the most appro-
priate candidates appear to be the brothers Tur and 
Salm (Sarm), defeated by their nephew Manoush-
chehr (Manouchehr, Manoushchitra) who avenged 
the death of Eraj (Irij), his father and their brother 
(CHRISTENSEN 1996, 13–14).26 

Manouchehr (the first Iranian ruler, according to 
some mythic versions) occupies a very special place 
in Zoroastrian ideology/concepts. They believe 
that Zoroaster (Zarathushtra, Zartosht) himself is 
a descendant of Manouchehr’s lineage (ЧУНАКОВА 
1997, 309). That is why all Persian mobeds (Zoro-
astrian priests) are said to have come from that line 
(ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 309). The myths say that Man-
ouchehr was a grandson of the legendary Ferey-
dun (Traitaunas, Fredon), who was bereft of his 
immortality by the evil demon Ahriman (DHALLA 
1994, 394). In his lifetime, Fereydun allocated his 
kingdom to his three sons Salm, Tur and Eraj. Salm 
received the western lands, Tur the northern and 
Eraj, his youngest and favored son, inherited the 
best part of the kingdom, namely Iran. These three 
princes are the eponyms of three ancient peoples 
that were mentioned even in the rather old Yasht 
13: Sarimah (the Sarmatians?), Tura (the Turanians) 
and Arian (the Iranians).27 Frustrated by this allo-
cation of the lands, Salm and Tur conspired against 
Eraj and fought him. They defeated him and Tur cut 
off his head and sent it to their father Fereydun.28 
Years later, Fereydun sent an army, headed by Man-
ouchehr, Eraj’s son to avenge his father’s death. Jus-
tice triumphed. Manouchehr overpowered Tur and 
stabbed him with his spear, severed his head and 
sent it to Fereydun. The terrified Salm asked the dev 
(demon) Kakoui for help. Regardless of the mighty 
support, Manuchehr, who fought for a fair cause, 
won the battle again. The severed head of Salm was 
first impaled on a spear, and then was sent to Ferey-
dun (ZIMMERN 1883, 22).

Although some elements of this Iranian mytho-
logical tale (for instance, the obvious resemblance 
in the heads of the defeated enemies and the spear 
with which the exploit was performed) partially 
explain the images on jug № 2, the myth does not 
completely correspond to it. We should not exclude 
the probability that the discussed scene was based 

on certain unfamiliar versions of the mentioned 
myths.

These legendary characters were reproduced in 
the plastic art of Central Asia in the early Islamic 
centuries as well – at the very least one analogue 
of this scene has survived till nowadays. Again, 
B. Marschak mentioned this analogue. He saw the 
same scene on a bronze vessel from the 9th–10th cen-
tury together with some other contexture (Bahram 
Gur and Azade, eagle, woman, two lions and two 
gazelles) (MARSCHAK 1986, 312). To my disappoint-
ment, my endeavors to find published illustrations 
of this vessel failed completely. 

Before proceeding to the next composition on jug 
№ 2, I think it necessary to consider in brief the issue 
of “beheading”. There exist numerous myths about 
cut-off heads and even about miracles performed 
by such heads in almost all Eurasian peoples but it 
seems that decapitation of the enemy had a very spe-
cial significance for the inhabitants of Sasanian Per-
sia. Cut-off heads were sent as gift not only to rulers, 
but were also used in Zoroastrian ritual practices. 
For example, in worshipping Anahita, the goddess-
patroness of the Sasanian dynasty, a tradition was 
established which required that cut-off heads should 
be sent to her temple: “…After he had murdered 
not a few (foes) and sent their heads into Anahita’s 
temple, he returned from Merv to Pars…”, in these 
words al-Tabari, a highly influential historian and 
theologian tells us in his chronicle about the deeds 
of Ardashir I (224–241), King of Kings (ЛУКОНИН 
1969, 51). In the victorious scene, represented in the 
rock-sculptures from Tag-e Chowgan valley near the 
town of Bishapur, right under Shapur II (309–379)’s 
legs, the figure of a soldier is seen, offering the cut-
off head of an enemy (Fig. 4. 4).29

The fourth scene on jug № 2, in which an eagle-
headed griffin assaulting a doe is represented, can-
not be related to a definite mythology. We see the 
same image on objects of Greco-Roman and Near 
Eastern art since its classical period. Because in this 
particular case the scene is depicted on an object of 
no doubt Iranian origin, I am inclined to interpret it 
as symbolizing the battle between Good and Evil, 
a basic concept of Zoroastrianism as mentioned 
before.

Concerning the symmetric representations on 
jug № 7, D. P. Dimitrov made the following con-
clusion: “We are convinced that if jug № 7 had 

26  Reminiscences of that myth in: Dadestan ī menog ī xrad (Judgments of the Spirit of Wisdom) ХVІІІ. 21–23 
(ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 98, 102).

27 On this identification, see CHRISTENSEN 1996, 13.
28  See in: Dadestan ī menog ī xrad (Judgments of the Spirit of Wisdom) ХVІІІ. 21–23 (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 98).
29 Lukonin identifies the ruler as Bahram (Varahran) ІІ (ЛУКОНИН 1969, 99, Fig. 15).



not been found together with the still not deci-
phered inscription on Boila-Bataul’s cup no one 
would even for a moment have doubted its Ira-
nian origin…” (ДИМИТРОВ 1948, 395). Again, 
these images find their appropriate explanation 
through Iranian myths and Zoroastrian religious 
texts. The scene interpreted by dozens of research-
ers as Ganymedes abducted by an eagle30 could 
easily be identified as the legendary Persian hero 
Zal (Zâlizer), Rostam’s father, being carried away 
atop the Alborz (Elbrus) mountain by the eagle 
Simurgh (Saêna in the Avesta), the godly bird that 
had brought him up. The vessel and the twig in 
Zal’s hand could not be other than a vessel with 
the Haoma, a drink sacred to Zoroastrians, and the 
holy twig barsuma. I am not certain which moment 
from the relationship between Zal and the Simurgh 
the scene reproduces. From the Shah-namah we 
know that the first time the Simurgh carried away 
the new-born child Zal to his nest; the second time 
the mythical bird took the young man Zal down on 
the ground and delivered him to his father Sam; 
the Simurgh also helped the paladin several times 
in his labors. However, the most probable interpre-
tation, in my opinion, is that the scene on jug № 7 
represents the moment of Zal being taken back to 
the human world.

Here is a fragment from the Shah-namah, trans-
lated by Mohl: “… he (Simurgh) picked him (Zal) 
up hovering in the sky and took him to his father. 
The dustan’s hair streamed down his chest; his was 
the body of an elephant, his cheek like the “rose of 
spring”. When his father saw him, he sighed with 
grief; then he bent his head before the Simurgh bird 
and lavished his blessings on him: “Oh, king of the 
birds, The Creator gave you power, might and vir-
tue, because you are savior of the miserable; your 
kindness surpasses all judgments. You always show 
the true face of the evil-doers. Stay that mighty for-
ever!” The Simurgh went back to the mountain and 
Sam and his retinue looked after him for a long 
time without loosing him from their sight (MOHL 
1876, 176–177).

In the context of this account, certain elements 
of the composition of the discussed scene become 
readable. The youth’s nakedness, concealed only 
by a humble piece of leather round his thighs,31 
seems natural considering the long years spent in 
the bird’s nest and in the company of the Simurgh’s 
nestlings. The objects, offered to the bird by the 

youth, are the vessel of Haoma, sacred to Zoroas-
trians, and the barsuma twig, by means of which 
devs, demons and witches could be overpowered 
(ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 117). The two holy objects serve 
to emphasize the divine nature of the Simurgh. It is 
curious to know that the Simurgh bird, one of the 
favorite characters in the Iranian epos, helps other 
heroes as well, shifting them from place to place. 
For example, in the tale about Gjul and Sanoubar, 
the Simurgh carries the hero to the peri-girl’s pal-
ace and then he shifts the peri to the Kaf Mountain 
(ПРИКАЗКИ 1995, 194–195). Another curious fea-
ture worth noticing is that all characters in the dif-
ferent scenes on the indicated jug have the same 
collars around the neck, perhaps representing them 
as supreme beings.32

Of particular interest are the images on the nar-
row (side) walls of the jug – young men, riding cen-
taur-like creatures as a sign of their subordinance. 
The representations are symmetrical, as are the cen-
tral medallions, and repeat the same images. Since 
the representations are fairly familiar, I think their 
description superfluous. They have been until now 
described as “motif borrowed and modified from 
Greek mythology – battle of Centaurs and Lap-
iths” (ВАКЛИНОВ–ВАКЛИНОВА 1983, 48) and “battle 
of Centaurs and Humans” (KOVÁCS 2002, 24–25) 
attributions I consider entirely inacceptable for the 
following reasons: firstly, the representations from 
the Nagyszentmiklós jug are not battle scenes, they 
are no doubt expression of triumph, of Good’s tri-
umphal victory over Evil. (This interpretation does 
not even need arguments in its defence; it is enough 
to consider the characters’ poses.) Secondly, both 
representations follow the conceptual pattern of the 
scene from jug № 2, illustrating Tahmuras’s victory 
over Ahriman. (Again, this scene needs no argu-
mentation; unprejudiced, even formal comparison 
between the two scenes is sufficient). The ques-
tion that remains to be answered is about the iden-
tification of the characters, featured in this man-
ner. Again, Iranian mythology helps in solving this 
problem with great probability. The key of my iden-
tification are the objects in the hands of the victors 
over the demons. In the first case (the upper scene) 
it is a twig, thick with leaves, and in the second 
(the lower scene) it is an arc-shaped curved object, 
both its ends terminating with a leaf, its upper part 
shaped like a wavy line, giving the idea of foaming, 
undulating water.

30  Concerning this identification see GSCWANTLER 2002, 24; also ВАКЛИНОВ–ВАКЛИНОВА 1983, 11, 46.
31  About this piece of leather scarcely concealing the youth’s nakedness, see again the Shah-namah: “instead of silk dress 

he has leather to wrap up” (MOHL 1876, 181).
32  The Sasanian “Kings of Kings” wore collars as insignia of royalty (ЛУКОНИН 1969, 155).
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To the people of Central Asia, the territory of 
which includes large desolate and half-desert arid 
areas, vegetation and water have always been of par-
ticular value. Actually, the latter were perceived as 
the basis of life. Consequently, in Iranian mythology 
these two basic elements of life have their special-
ized patrons – the deities Haurvatât and Ameretât,33 
featured as an inseparable couple.34According to 
the myths, these two deities belong to the seven 
supreme divinities, Amesha-spentas.35 In Zoroas-
trian religion, the Amesha-spentas are thought of 
as moral and physical abstractions, divine concepts, 
with Haurvatât primarily symbolizing health and 
Ameretât – longevity (DARMESTETER 1877, 42) as 
their characteristics developed they began to be per-
ceived as patrons of vegetation and of water, respec-
tively. To the Indo-Europeans, at least, these were 
the two greatest valuables in the world therefore 
since the remotest past until now they have always 
wished each other “health and long life”. The Iranian 
fundamental concept of symmetry in world organi-
zation, and accordingly, in the battle of Good and 
Evil, underlies every existence; for that reason both 
Haurvatât and Ameretât had their personal oppo-
nents – the demonic creatures Târîc (Tarev) and 
Zârîc (Zarev). These two demons, created by Ahri-
man in his battle with Ormazd, were instruments of 
“destruction”, “old age”, “starvation” and “thirst”. 
The Avestan and Zoroastrian texts not infrequently 
describe the victory of Haurvatât and Ameretât over 
Târîc and Zârîc.36 For instance, in Yasht 19, the battle 
of the Amesha-spentas is told like this: “Haurvatât 
and Ameretât will destroy both hunger and thirst; 
Haurvatât and Ameretât will strike down the demon-
ical hunger and the demonical thirst…”.37

The identification of the characters in the two 
scenes as the Iranian divinities and demon fight-
ers Haurvatât and Ameretât, patrons of plants and 
water, explains the abundance of winding foliage in 
the background against which these glorious victors 
are depicted. 

No less interesting are the representations (again 
symmetrical) on the neck of the vessel. The charac-
ters belong to both the animal and vegetation king-
doms – herons carrying frogs in their long beaks 
and branchy trees in leaf with beaming wreaths 
encircling the separate leaves (Fig. 4. 2). The inter-
pretation of this scene which is practically the same 
seems possible again according to Zoroastrian 
texts. It seems to me that the main image here is the 
tree. The tree is not only the central representation 
and focus of the picture; it also makes an impres-
sion with the way its leaves were designed – being 
enclosed in nimbi they suggest the idea of an illu-
minated, sacred tree,38 of light streaming from it.39 
This tree could not be but the “king of the plants”, 
the mighty, life-giving Gokirn (Gaokerena) tree, 
growing in the celestial sea Vouru-kasha,40 Here 
is the Bundahishn (the Creation) narrative con-
cerning the frog: “… the first day, when the tree 
they call Gaokerena grew in the deep mud within 
the wide-foamed ocean Frahvkard (Vourukasha in 
Darmesteter41); it is necessary as producing reno-
vation of the universe, for they prepare the immor-
tality (i.e. haoma) there from … The evil spirit has 
formed therein a frog as an opponent in that deep 
water, so that it may injure the Haoma”… Further-
more: “… the frog is the biggest among the crea-
tures of the Evil spirit” (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 289–290). 
Without a single exception, in all Zoroastrian texts 

33  Regretfully, the Avestian texts concerning the two deities may be considered lost. Yet, while the yasht on Ameretât is 
absolutely unfamiliar, certain fragments from the yasht on Haurvatât survived (DARMESTETER 1875, 21).

34  See the remarkable work by J. Darmesteter (DARMESTETER 1875, 91). They were perceived as a separate couple by the 
rest of the ameshaspentas, as they were the only ones who implied material concepts (DARMESTETER 1875, 68); also see 
(DARMESTETER 1875, 12–14).

35  Ormazd, the Creator and Ruler of the world, occupies the highest position in the divine hierarchy. Immediately under 
him come the six “divine sparks” of Ormazd, six deities, each representing and ruling one facet of the Creation: Bahman 
– of all animals with a particular stress on cattle; Ardibehesht – of fire; Sharever – of metals; Sapendarmat – of earth, 
Haurvatât and Ameretât – of waters and plants. On their creation, see ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 268. See also DARMESTETER 1877, 
114–118.

36  Some texts represent Haurvatât and Ameretât as equestrians although the context is not quite clear (DARMESTETER 1875, 
26–27).

37 XIX. Zamyâd yast. XVI. 96 (MÜLLER 1883, 308)
38  On nimbi in ancient art and on their symbolism see details СТЕФАНИ 1863, 196 (on supernatural radiance, marked by a 

nimbus: СТЕФАНИ 1863, 16; on the nimbus indicating the sky as the scene of action: СТЕФАНИ 1863, 132–133; the nimbus 
as an attribute of royalty: СТЕФАНИ 1863, 180, 187; the influence of Greco-Roman art on the earliest representations of 
nimbi and radiant wreaths: СТЕФАНИ 1863, 127).

39  “Light pours and streams into the sea Vouru-kasha” (the concept of hvareno, khwarrah or farr – light of sovereignty, 
Divine Glory, but is Gaokerena not the King of plants: DARMESTETER 1877, 103).

40 More DARMESTETER 1875, 52–55, 77.
41  See also the slightly different translation of this paragraph from Bundahishn DARMESTETER 1877, 178.



known to me, the frog is a symbol of evil. Accord-
ing to some interpretations, the frog even incarnates 
the very legendary Avestan demon (DARMESTETER 
1877, 178–179). Namely for this evil-inflicting 
role, the frog in the discussed scene is featured as 
defeated by the heron, i.e. again we see the trium-
phant Good that overcomes Evil (implied by the 
frog42). Indeed, in the Zoroastrian myths, the undis-
puted defenders of the cosmic tree Gaokerena from 
the frogs’ attempts were the ten Kar fishes, created 
by Ormazd, which “…at all times continually circle 
around the Haoma, so that the head of one of those 
fish is continually towards the frog” (ЧУНАКОВА 
1997, 290; DARMESTETER 1877, 178). But is not the 
heron (Botaurus)43 the generally recognized frog-
destroyer? Further in the same text we read that “…
all animals and birds are created (by Ormazd NB) 
as adversaries of the evil creatures…” (ЧУНАКОВА 
1997, 292–293) Or “…of all animals, the birds and 
the fish are created as adversaries of the harmful 
creatures” (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 293).

As to the Haoma, the immortality tree and the 
drink of everlasting life prepared from its seeds, 
the myths are exceedingly lavish. In the visions, 
commonly accepted, the Haoma grew in the heav-
enly sea Vourukasha and all the other plants orig-
inated from its seeds. The tree was encircled by 
other ten thousand plants; each of them possessed 
healing power; thus it was capable to oppose the 
ten thousand illnesses sent by the evil Ahriman to 
the people (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 289–290).44 They also 
believed that a terrestrial Haoma corresponded to 
the celestial tree Haoma. The divine Haoma tree 
was white and the earthly Haoma yellow. Ahura-
Mazda (Ormazd) sent the terrestrial Haoma (as well 
as the other plants) to Thrita, the first man healer. 
The elixir of immortality, however, could be pre-
pared only from the celestial Haoma. Actually, the 
earthly Haoma was considered only a shadow, a 

resemblance of the heavenly one (DARMESTETER 
1875, 71–72, 77).

I shall interpret none of the other legendary crea-
tures from the Nagyszentmiklós treasure as the 
uncertainty of their identification is considerable. 
The “slippery soil” under the feet of every exam-
iner in this field has its roots in the abundance of 
similar, comparable characters. For instance, the 
bull-shaped bowls № 13 and 14 (on canine paws?) 
may be interpreted as the living being first created 
– the “sole-created ox” Hadhayoush (Sarsaok), usu-
ally described as bull, who carried the heavenly 
fires; on his back the men in primeval times passed 
from region (keshwar) (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 281, 286–
287, 288–289, 291–292) to region across the sea 
Vourukasha. Or the vessels may represent Sarsa-
ok’s descendants – the first bull and the first cow 
(ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 281), “the black bull with yel-
low knees” (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 299) etc. The bulls 
represented on Mithra’s cross-staffs and the staffs 
used by Zoroastrian priests may also serve as pos-
sible parallels. The striking winged creatures may 
be identified as the bird-dog Chamrosh (ЧУНАКОВА 
1997, 292, 300, 303 and foll), described as hav-
ing the body of a dog and the head and wings of 
a bird, “the three-fingered” bird Sen (ЧУНАКОВА 
1997, 300), the first of all birds, the speaking Kar-
shipt (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 292), the Senmurw bird 
(ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 283). The griffins may be rec-
ognized as the griffin Karkas (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 
283, 292), often mentioned in Zoroastrian texts or 
the well-known Simurgh and Ankha from Arabian 
myths, composite mythic beings of dog, lion, pea-
cock, while the eagle-headed griffins might be rep-
resentations of Haoma, again a hybrid of eagle and 
lion, etc.

In brief, the scenes on jugs № 2 and 7 are so 
obviously of Zoroastrian nature that the question 
of the place of their production cannot but be raised 

42  In the English edition of the Bundahishn the pahlavi term “vazagh” is translated by “lizard”. For the reasons of such 
translation see Pahlavi Texts, translated by E. W. West. Part. I. Oxford 1880, 65. note. 3.

43  I wonder if this is not the animal mentioned in Bundahishn as a “fish-bull”. Or maybe it is a wrong interpretation? 
(“О быке-рыбе говорят, что она плавает („бывает”) по всем морям, и когда она кричит, все рыбы беременеют, 
а все водяные вредные твари выкидывают (своих) детенышей.” (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 292); compare with the English 
version: “17. Regarding the ox-fish they say, that it exists in all seas; when it utters a cry all fish become pregnant, and 
all noxious water-creatures cast their young” (MÜLLER 1880, Ch. XIX., 71). Here are my arguments for this suggestion: 
1. It seems to me that this “fish” is mentioned in the wrong context – it fits neither in the paragraphs where only birds are 
described (the cited fragment) nor in those concerned with bulls (ЧУНАКОВА 1997, 282); 2. Still, fish does not “cry”; 3. 
The name of this particular genus of these bitterns, the wading heron, means “a big water bull” in almost all European 
languages; 4. The heron genus referred to was called Botaurus even in the Middle Ages (or maybe earlier), namely 
because of the specific scream of that bird, much resembling the bellow of a bull. (See the description by Johanes de 
Cuba, where this very specific cry is emphasized: Johanes de Cuba – Hortus sanitatis, issued for the first time in 1475 
and published in French around 1500: Jean de Cuba – Jardin de santé. Deuxième traité: Des oiseaux. Ch. XVII De buteo, 
butorio et botauro Butors. Et Ch. LXXXVI. De onocrocolo). Probably this particular characteristic of the bird explains 
why in Bundahishn it is mentioned in the contexts of both the birds and the familiar “15 species of bulls”.

44  Vendidad. Fargard XX. 1–4 (MÜLLER 1880, 220–221), also DARMESTETER 1875, 48, 52, 55–56.
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again. In my opinion at least, they were made for 
or by people confessing fire-worshipping, people 
who were more or less heirs of the ancient Iranian 
cultural tradition. Regretfully, the absence of reli-
ably dated and comparable artefacts and images 
means that the time when the vessels from the trea-
sure were produced very probably will not be soon 
determined precisely – such objects could have been 
made even several centuries after the collapse of the 
Sasanian Kingdom (642) as the Arabian conquerors 
imposed Islam carefully and gradually, at the same 
time adopting much from the culture of the con-
quered population, a heritage they carried through 
the centuries. As to the inscriptions and the evident 
Christian symbols, engraved on some of the vessels 

as it seems subsequently, they testify to the long 
life of the objects and that they were in use by peo-
ple confessing Christianity. Contemporary investi-
gations have not yet explained why so many obvi-
ously Iranian features (ПРОТИЧ 1927, 211–235; 
БЕШЕВЛИЕВ 1967, 237–247; ЧОБАНОВ 2006, 94. etc.) 
are recognizable in the debris of the history of the 
Bulgarians, lead by Asparukh to their Danubian 
homeland, but most certainly those people could 
have been the best claimants if not for the produc-
tion of this remarkable early medieval treasure, at 
least for its further service. 

Translated by Tsveta RAICHEVSKA
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Fig. 1: 1: The Nagyszentmiklós treasure is one of the most remarkable Early Medieval treasures, found 
in Europe; 2: The characters represented on jugs № 2 and 7 are still of problematical identification

1

2



1 2

3 4

Fig. 2: 1: “A victorious ruler-khan”scene from jug № 2;  2: “A mythical ancestor and king, born from the sacred 
animal of the tribe” scene from jug № 2; 3: “An eagle, snatching away in his talons a nude female figure” scene 

from jug № 2; 4: “Fight between animals a griffin attacking a doe” scene from jug № 2
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6

Fig. 3: 1: “Abduction” scene from jug № 7; 2: “Battle of Centaurs and Lapiths” from jug № 7; 
3: “A woman, raised up by an eagle” from jug № 2; 4: Partially gilt silver vessel from the 

Hermitage collections; 5: A Sasanian glass medallion that was sold by auction in Munich in 2005; 
6: 8th century silver dish with gilt from the Hermitage collections



1

2

3

Fig. 4: 1: Every Sasanian King of Kings had his individual ruler’s crown. The ten crowns represented 
here reproduce the respective rulers’ images on their coins; 2: The scene on the neck of jug № 7 

represents the sacred tree Gaokerena and a heron, defending it from the evil demonic frog; 
3: Rock-sculptures from Tag-e Chowgan valley near the town of Bishapur
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THE ABODRITI-PRAEDENECENTI BETWEEN THE TISZA 
AND THE DANUBE IN THE 9TH CENTURY

Pavel GEORGIEV

The situation on the northwestern edge of the Bul-
gar khanate in the Early Middle Ages is not very 
well studied due to the dynamics of the political 
events and the multidirectional ethno-cultural pro-
cesses there (BÁLINT 1991, passim; ДМИТРИЕВИЋ 
1991, 208–212). This often results in some discrep-
ancies in the interpretation of the constantly accu-
mulating archaeological information. In this respect 
the study of the written sources has kept its leading 
role in the researches.

One of the important questions in need of a 
new interpretation is the one about the Abodriti-
Praedenecenti mentioned in the 820s (territory, ori-
gin and nature). The analysis of the information 
derived from the written sources, and its compari-
son with the results of archaeological excavations, 
provide a historically reliable picture of the popula-
tion inhabiting the territories between the Tisza and 
the Danube Rivers in the 8th–9th centuries.

HISTORICAL DATA 

Information about the Abodriti-Praedenecenti is pro-
vided by Einhard’s Annals. Einhard reports that in 
824 there was an unexpected visit of delegates sent 
by the Bulgar khan Omurtag (814–831) to the Frank-
ish Emperor Louis the Pious (814–840) (ЛИБИ 1960, 
36–37). The Bulgar khan proposed signing a “peace 
treaty” which surprised the Emperor. In order to 
understand the motives of the Bulgars, he sent the 
delegates back, accompanied by one of his trusted 
men. A second Bulgar delegation came to Bavaria 
before the end of the same year but Louis ordered 
that the delegates should wait. At the same time he 
received in Aachen “delegates of the Abodriti, usu-
ally called Praedenecenti, who were neighbours of 
the Bulgars and inhabited Dacia at the Danube”. 
The latter complained about the “the unfair and hos-
tile acts of the Bulgars and asked for help against 
them”. The Emperor ordered them to “go back” and 
return again at the time when the Bulgar delegates 
were to be received. The hearing of the two delega-
tions took place in Aachen in May 825. The Bulgars 
announced that their khan insists on defining “the 
borders and the boundaries between the Franks and 
the Bulgars” but they were sent back with a letter 
in which the Emperor answered “according to his 
wish”. The answer did not satisfy khan Omurtag, of 
course, and the following year (826) he sent his first 
delegate with a letter, in which he “asked” “ for an 
immediate defining of the borders or if this does/did 
not suit the Emperor, each of them should protect 
the borders of their country without a signed peace 
treaty”. The Emperor postponed his answer again 
because he had received news that the khan of the 
Bulgars was killed.

Einhard’s information is repeated by the Annals 
of Fulda but without mentioning the Abodriti-
Praedenecenti (ЛИБИ 1960, 42). In the compiled part 
of Vita Hludovici Imperatoris, the Bulgar delega-
tions are dated to 825 and 826 (ЛИБИ 1960, 51–52). 
Abodriti are mentioned there as early as 818 in rela-
tion with events for which Einhard, being a contem-
porary, writes about a population bearing the same 
name, and living at the eastern border of the Empire. 
The Bulgar delegations are also mentioned by a 9th-
century written source using information from the 
Annals of Fulda (ЛИБИ 1960, 364). So the data con-
cerning the Abodriti alias Praedenecenti, living 
at the Danube, refer mostly to the period between 
824 and 825. Einhard writes about delegates of the 
Praedenecenti in the court of Louis the Pious in 822 
as well but does not provide further details.

The information presented above has attracted 
the attentions of historians but has not been a sub-
ject of a special study. It is not my aim to make a 
review of the opinions expressed on various occa-
sions. I will focus only on studies contributing to the 
interpretation of the above-mentioned information. 
One of them is the study of V. Gyuzelev on the so-
called Bavarian Geographer (ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 1981, 68–81). 
The author agreed with the arguments that the Nort-
abtrezi inhabiting territories near the “Danish bor-
ders” mentioned in this source were different from 
the Ostabtrezi who lived on the Middle Danube and 
were identical to the Abodriti-Praedenecenti men-
tioned by Einhard (BULIN 1960, 9–12). Based on this, 
V. Gyuzelev denies the statement of the Praedene-
centi being identical with the so-called Branichevtsi 
(ЗЛАТАРСКИ 1970, 382, 400–401). Discussing their 
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dual name, he points out that the name Praedene-
centi is the leading one, while Abodriti, which in the 
written sources and the academic publications on the 
matter is connected to the Northern Slavs (the Slavs 
living along the Elbe (Labe) River), he believes, was 
used by Einhard to designate the population inhabit-
ing the territories along the Danube (ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 1981, 
76). J. Hermann expresses a different opinion. After 
pointing out reasonably that the “regions and for-
tresses” mentioned by the Bavarian Geographer 

were situated next to the eastern border of the Frank-
ish Kingdom, he locates the Eastern Abodriti next to 
the Northern ones, notwithstanding Einhard’s infor-
mation (HERMANN 1995, 41–42, Anm. 21; Fig. 1). 
W. Pohl believes that the Abodriti were Slavs inhab-
iting the territories from Mecklenburg to Belgrade 
on the Danube, however, he is not certain about the 
location of the Praedenecenti who were, according 
to him, “neighbours of the Bulgar Khanate” (POHL 
2002, 118, 327).

TERRITORY AND STATUS OF THE ABODRITI-PRAEDENECENTI 

The majority of researchers accept that the terri-
tory of the Abodriti-Praedenecenti were situated 
on the left bank of the Danube, southeast of the 

Tisza estuary, in the region of present-day Banat 
(КОЛЕДАРОВ 1979, 33, Map 4; BREZEANU 1984, 
123).

108 Pavel GEORGIEV

Fig. 1: The locations of the tribes mentioned by the Bavarian Geographer (after HERMANN 1995): 
1. Nortabtrezi, 2. Vuilci, … 11. Marharii, 12. Vulgarii, 13. Merehanos, 14. Ostabtrezi, etc.
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Einhard locates the territory of the Abodriti-
Praedenecenti within “Dacia at the Danube” 
(Daciam Danubio adiacentem incolunt) or at least 
in that part of Dacia, which was “contermini Bul-
garis” (sic!). V. Gyuzelev believes that it is Trajan’s 
Dacia, situated to the north of the Danube. However, 
the events commented by Einhard refer to a terri-
tory which is situated west of this area. In accord-
ance with the ancient tradition, the term “Dacia”, 
used by Einhard, also includes the territory between 
the Danube and the Tisza (WOLFRAM 1986, 41–42). 
In Vita Karoli Magni, 15, for example, he speaks 
of utramque Pannoniam, et adpositam in altera 
Danubii ripa Daciam, i. e. “both Panoniae and 
Dacia lying on the other side of the Danube” (ЛИБИ 
1960, 31). As early as the Roman period, the Lower 
Tisza was considered a “Dacian western border” of 

various neighbours of the Empire (SZÁDECKY-KAR-
DOSS 1953, 78, 80–81, 86).

Therefore, it can be accepted that the Abodriti-
Praedenecenti also inhabited territories between the 
Tisza and the Danube. The region between the two 
rivers remained ad septentrionalem plagam Danubi 
as stated by The Bavarian Geographer for the East-
ern Abodriti and together with it pertained to “the 
part of Dacia situated near the Danube”, as pointed 
out by Einhard about the Abodriti-Praedenecenti 
(Fig. 2).

Mentioning the Osterabtrezi (=the Abodriti-
Praedenecenti) among “the areas” and “the peo-
ple” who “inhabit near their [i.e. the ones of the 
East Frankish Kingdom – P. Georgiev] borders” 
shows that they have lived in border regions on 
the Bulgar side as well. It should not be forgotten 

Fig. 2: Map of the Bulgar khanate and its neighbours in the first decades of the 9th century 
(after КОЛЕДАРОВ 1979)



that this information provided by The Bavarian 
Geographer refers to the period when the popu-
lation under discussion was within the borders or 
at least under the custody of the Bulgar Khanate 
(ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 1981, 69, 80).

Einhard’s description of the conflict between 
the Bulgars and the Abodriti-Praedenecenti leaves 
the impression that their territory covered a wide 
band between the Bulgar Khanate and the Frankish 
Kingdom. After the destruction of the entire Avar 
Khaganate at the very beginning of the 9th century, 
the Bulgarian western border reached the Tisza 
River (КОЛЕДАРОВ 1979, 20–21, Map 4; POHL 2002, 
327). In this case, the Abodriti-Praedenecenti living 
beyond, remained not only north of the Danube but 
also west of the Lower and the Middle Tisza. The 
Frankish domain was situated beyond the Danube, 
leaving the Pannonian mark far from the great river, 
and on the territory between them Einhard puts 
“a Pannonian” as well as “an Avar” border.1

The Abodriti-Praedenecenti occupied a border-
line zone of uncertain status proved by the delega-
tions they sent to the Franks in 822 and 824–825. 
Had they lived within the Frankish Kingdom, the 
Bulgars would have never dared to start “hostile” 
actions against them before settling their relations 
with it/the Frankish kingdom. On the contrary, Ein-
hard presents Bulgars and Abodriti-Praedenecenti 
as parties involved in a conflict taking place at the 
Frankish border. Louis the Pious became an arbi-
ter in this conflict but behind the scene he was on 
the side of his eastern neighbours. For that reason 
he protracted the audiences of the Bulgars, inquired 
about the exact nature of their demands or gave for-
mal answers. The Abodriti’s delegates were “given 
an order” to return back (domum ire). The gram-
matical form used is the infinitive of eo, “go” but it 
expresses benevolence as well. The Bulgars insisted 
on pacis, i. e. a peace treaty but the Frankish side 
diligently avoided such an obligation.

With view to the situation, khan Omurtag asked 
for “establishing the borders and the limits between 
the Franks and the Bulgars” (de terminis ac fini-
bus inter Bulgaros ac Francos constituendis). The 
term terminaes designates a line marked with signs 

while finaes concerns a border territory (TROUSSET 
1993, 25; CASEVITZ 1993, 17; GINOUVÈS 1998, 198, 
Note 95). Therefore, the demand of the Bulgars 
envisaged establishing a border line and border 
regions constituting a buffer zone (see КОЛЕДАРОВ 
1979, Map 2; Fig. 4. 2).

In 826 khan Omurtag set the question in a dif-
ferent way. He accepted that if interpositione ter-
minorum “did not suit” Louis I, “each party should 
guard its borders [plural!] even without a signed 
peace treaty” (suos quisque terminos sine pacis 
foedere tueretur).

The formula pacis foedere does not necessar-
ily mean a “peace treaty” since the foedus is often 
a treaty between nonequivalent/unequal part-
ners. It is hard to believe that the Bulgar khan was 
not informed about it. In fact, Einhard defines the 
first demand of the Bulgars as pacis. He describes 
with the same term the treaty between Charle-
magne (768–814) and Michael I Rangabe (811–
813) (ЛИБИ 1960, 34). The treaty with Nicephorus 
I (802–811), on the other hand, he calls pacta. How-
ever, Einhard calls foedus the treaty between Char-
lemagne and the “Emperors of Constantinople” as 
well (ЛИБИ 1960, 32). Thus the question about the 
actual meaning of pacis foedere in the Bulgar draft 
for a treaty in 826 can be defined only within the 
context of the events. Since the establishment of a 
border between the Bulgar khanate and the Frank-
ish kingdom meant liquidation of the existing status 
of the Abodriti-Praedenecenti, it can be accepted 
that the Bulgar demand for a guard on both sides 
of the border did not include a “ federate treaty” 
with the Abodriti-Praedenecenti. Therefore we can 
assume that during their visit in 822, and especially 
by asking for “help” against the Bulgars in 824, the 
Abodriti accepted those obligations with regard 
to the Franks. It seems that this was the immedi-
ate reason for the Bulgar pressure on them and the 
related diplomatic persistence expressed in front of 
the Frankish Emperor. 

After his diplomatic failure, khan Omurtag 
started military campaigns against the Timochani 
and probably against another population gravitating 
to the Franks, similar to the Abodriti-Praedenecenti, 
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  1 Balderic, the Duke of Friuli, who undertook military operations against Ljudevit Posavski, the Slavic Duke of Lower 
Pannonia, entered Carinthia in 819, “a territory under Ljudevit’s custody” (ЛИБИ 1960, 35). In 826 he and Count Gerold 
were appointed “governors of the Pannonian border” (comites ac Pannonici limitis) and reported at the Council of Ingel-
heim that after the Emperor’s third refusal of satisfying their demands, the Bulgars still had not undertaken any actions 
in response – compare with ЛИБИ 1960, 38. In the same article, a little earlier, Einhard calls the above mentioned indi-
viduals “custodians of the Avar border” (Avarici limitis custodes), who were given an order by a special  messenger sent 
by the Emperor to find out whether the report on the death of the Bulgar khan was true (see ЛИБИ 1960, 37). Such intelli-
gence could be received from a Bulgar territory situated nearby and therefore it can be accepted as an indication that “the 
Pannonian” and “the Avar border” remained between the Pannonian mark and the Bulgar territories situated to the East 
and the South.
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as well. Frankish written sources report Bulgar 
actions “on boats” along the Danube and Drava 
Rivers to Lower Pannonia, but do not mention 
actions directed to the Tisza River. The anxious 
expectation of the Franks in the eastern parts of the 
Empire for a Bulgar attack in 826–827 (see Note 1 
here) can hardly be restricted only to the Drava val-
ley and Lower Pannonia. Count Gerold was prob-
ably active on the territory of the former Roman 
province of Valeria. Einhard writes that in 828 “the 
Bulgar army was devastating terminos (fines) Pan-
noniae superioris” (ЛИБИ 1960, 38–39). Military 
actions between Franks and Bulgars in this period 
are proved by a piece of information revealing that 
Ludwig the German, the Emperor’s son and King of 
Bavaria, was sent at the head of a big army against 
the Bulgars (БОЖИЛОВ–ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 1999, 152). His 
domain was at the Upper Danube and it seems rea-
sonable that his actions were directed from the East-
ern and the Pannonian marks to the Middle Danube 
(Fig. 2). An indication of the military actions of the 
Bulgars along the Tisza River, probably in response 
to the German offensive from Bavaria, is provided 
by the inscription of the zera-tarkan Onegavon, 
Omurtag’s “trusted men”, who drowned there while 
serving “in the army” (БЕШЕВЛИЕВ 1979, 215, 
№ 60). In 830 the Emperor’s son, Lothar, was also 
involved in the military campaign against the Bul-
gars. He ruled in Northern Italy and it seems that he 
was involved in the military actions along the Drava 
valley.

The Bulgar-Frankish war must have ended in 
831 since a peace treaty recognizing the Bulgar out-
let on the Middle Danube was signed the following 
year.

The first part of the text of The Bavarian Geog-
rapher, written after 830 but prior to 843 (ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 
1981, 72), is the main source providing informa-
tion about the relations between the two neigh-
bouring countries. The Bulgars were listed among 
the people, which “live next to our [i.e. the Frank-
ish – P. Georgiev] borders” and the Bulgar khanate 
was described as “enormous territory and numer-
ous people” but having only five fortresses (Fig. 1). 
The Abodriti-Praedenecenti, called there Osterab-
trezi, occupied a leading position among the “peo-
ple”, “who live near their borders”. V. Gyuzelev 
believes that by that time they already lived within 
the boundaries of the Bulghar khanate and thinks 
that the title expression in front of them means 
“There are, who outside the borders of those (of 
the Franks – P. Georgiev] inhabit” (ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 1981, 
69, compare with p. 80). The Osterabtrezi, as well 
as the Nortabtrezi, remained outside the Frankish 
Kingdom and lived “closest to the borders” with 
its neighbours. The Danes were neighbours of the 

Northern Abodriti, while the Eastern ones, as stated 
by Einhard, inhabited “the outlying parts” (see the 
substantive form of ad-iaceo – adiacentia, ium) of 
Danubian Dacia, dominated by that time by the Bul-
gars (ФЕХЕР 1955, 56–57; BÁLINT 1991, 98; VÉKONY 
1996, 328; БОЖИЛОВ–ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 1999, 153). A mem-
ory of the Bulgar domination over the Hungarian 
puszta can be found in the so-called Gesta Hun-
garorum providing information from the 9th cen-
tury (GYÖRFFY 1965, 42–43; MORAVCSIK 1969, 167; 
GYÖRFFY 1972, 205). When it was conquered by 
the Magyars in the late 9th century, this region was 
governed by Salanus dux who was a descendant of 
Keanus magnus, dux Bulgariae. It is believed that 
“the name” of the latter comes from the khan title 
of 9th century Bulgar rulers or is directly connected 
to the khans Krum (after 796–814), Omurtag and 
even to King Simeon (893–927) (КОЛЕДАРОВ 1979, 
18). It is explicitly stated in Gesta Hungarorum that: 
Terram vero, qui iacet inter Thisciam et Danubiam, 
preoccupavit sibi Keanus magnus, dux Bulgarie, 
avus Salani ducis, usque ad confinium Ruthenorum 
et Polonorum et fecisset ibi habitáre Sclauos et Bul-
garos. Therefore a conclusion can be made that the 
territory between the Danube and the entire course 
of the Tisza River was “conquered at the beginning” 
for the Bulgars by one of their “great khans” whose 
name remains unknown. It is beyond any doubt that 
this information reflects a historical event dated to 
the first half of the 9th century, regardless of the pos-
sible confusion with later events by the Anonymous 
author. If judging by the facts presented above, the 
most probable identification of Keanus magnus is 
that with khan Omurtag, whose diplomatic and mil-
itary pressure aimed at gaining control over the 
Abodriti-Praedenecenti and establishing a com-
mon border with the East Frankish Kingdom were 
recorded by Einhard. What is more, Gesta Hunga-
rorum pointed out that the occupation of the terri-
tory between the Danube and the Tisza Rivers was 
made “with the help and the advice of the Greek 
emperor”, and the Bulgar army used portus Grae-
corum, which is supposed to be the city of Alba Bul-
gariae (present-day Belgrade on the Danube) domi-
nated by that time by the Bulgars (MORAVCSIK 1969, 
168–169). This information is usually neglected due 
to the fact that it is not confirmed by other sources. 
However, the word egressus is used in it, meaning 
not only “going out” but “disembarkation” as well. 
In this case the expression egressus auxilio suggests 
that the “Greek” help was in the form of ships for 
transporting the Bulgar army. And since the Frank-
ish annals provide information that the Bulgar expe-
ditions along the Danube and the Drava Rivers 
were made per navali (navibus), it can be accepted 
that the ships were most probably provided by the 



Byzantines. It seems hard to believe that it was the 
river fleet of the Byzantine Empire which had offi-
cially signed treaties with the western Empire and 
wanted to maintain good relations. Therefore an 
official interference of “the Greek Emperor” seems 
really questionable. However, the alliance between 
Omurtag’s Khanate and the Byzantine Empire in 
that period is a fact and it is not improbable that the 
latter had found an indirect way to help its neigh-
bour.2 The information provided by Gesta Hungaro-
rum that Bulgars and Greeks had found their death 
in the Tisza at that time (probably people from the 
crews) is supported by the information about the 
death of Omurtag’s “trusted man” Onegavon.

The Annals of Fulda also provide information 
about the Bulgar control on the Tisza. In 863 Car-
loman of Bavaria signed an agreement with knyaz 
Boris (852–889) for a joint campaign against Rosti-
slav of Great Moravia (846–870). The Bulgar troops 
advanced to the centers of Rostislav’s state “from 
east”, probably from the Bulgar territories along the 
Upper Tisza (ЛИБИ 1960, 44).

The information provided by Regino of Prüm’s 
Chronicon about the territories between the Dan-
ube and the Tisza reveals that in 889, during their 
conquest of the land along the Danube, the Magyars 
“wandered in the steppes of Pannonia and Avaria” 
(Pannoniarum et Avarum solitudines) (ЛИБИ 1960, 
308). For this reason probably, king Arnulf’s delega-
tion to the Bugarian knyaz Vladimir (889–893), sent 
in September 892, travelled by ship along the Sava 
River and its tributaries to the Lower Danube (ЛИБИ 
1960, 47; ГЕОРГИЕВ 2005, 265).

In the Arabic geography compiled ca. 870 (sur-
viving in a work of al-Gardizi dated to the 10th cen-
tury), the distance between the Nándors, i. e. the 
Unogunduro-Bulgars living in the Carpathian 
Basin, and the land of the Moravians was described 
as a 10 day walking distance, estimated to be 250–
300 km walk via the present-day Great Hungarian 
Plain (GYÖRFFY 1965, 28). Defining this territory as 
“deserted” did not simply mean that it was a deserted 
and uninhabited land. Romanian researchers have 
pointed out recently that solitudines Ava(ro)rum was 
used to designate a buffer zone (PÉTRIN 2000, 37–38; 
MADGEARU 2003, 45). A. Madgearu believes that 

the definition “Avar” was just reminiscence and not 
a proof of reviving a local Avar domination in the 
region.3 It concerns the present-day Alföld area, situ-
ated between the Tisza and the Danube Rivers, which 
served as a buffer zone between the Bulgar and the 
Frankish domain until the late 9th century (Fig. 4. 2). 
It had served as such between the domains of Gep-
ides and Langobardes and even earlier, in the Late 
Roman period. “Deserted” and “uninhabited” lands 
were often defined as border areas, namely the so-
called terra nullius (CASEVITZ 1993, 17) and numer-
ous examples can be listed. Theophanes the Confes-
sor defines as ἐρήμην (i. e. “deserted”) the territory 
from Sidera to Deultum (ІV, 15), “which was a bor-
der between Byzantines and Bulgars” ca. mid-9th 
century (ГИБИ 1964, 117–118; ГЕОРГИЕВ 2007, 200). 
The border area between Bavaria and Great Mora-
via was mentioned as deserta Boiorum (=Bavarian 
deserted land) by the Frankish annals related to the 
year 858 (GÛZELEV 1973, 97, Note 30). V. Gyuzelev 
reasonably pays attention to the information provided 
by Einhard (Vita Kar., 13) that during the conquest of 
Pannonia in 802, the Franks found out that the area 
where the residence of the Avar khagan had been sit-
uated, was “deserted” and “deprived of all its popu-
lation” due to the long period of war (ЛИБИ 1960, 30). 
In the so-called Geography of King Alfred the Great, 
the territories “east of the land of the Carinthians” 
are called “desert lands”, and beyond them was “the 
country of the Bulgars” (Pulgara land) (GÛZELEV 
1973, 95; КОЛЕДАРОВ 1979, 21). And since Carin-
thia was situated to the Pannonian mark, it becomes 
clear that “the desert lands” reached the Middle Dan-
ube and perhaps even the Tisza River (Figs. 2, 4. 2).4 
The first story about the life of St. Naum provided 
information about the territory of the Middle Dan-
ube, which were “deserted” and after the withdrawal 
of the Bulgars remained “deserted under the power 
of the Ugrians” (ИВАНОВ 1970, 307). With view to 
the information provided by Regino of Prüm, these 
territories can be located between the Danube and 
the Tisza, since in the beginning they were populated 
by the Magyars, called “Paeonian [meaning Panno-
nian – P. Georgiev] people” in the story. Therefore 
the life story of St. Naum shows directly that the ter-
ritory between the Danube and Tisza Rivers was 
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  2 It is not improbable that the Bulgars used for their expeditions along the Tisza River, and the earlier one along the Drava 
River, ships similar to those about which Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus wrote that they were available to the Croa-
tians in the 9th–10th centuries (compare Константин Багрянородный 1989, 136–139, com. note 9 and 10). It is worth 
recalling that according to Einhard, Charlemagne had left “the sea towns” in Dalmatia under the control of the “Emperor 
of Constantinople” (ЛИБИ 1960, 31–32).

  3 W. Pohl expresses a different opinion: POHL 2002, 322.
  4 It seems that the existence of a buffer zone situated between the part of Pannonia inhabited by Magyars and the Frankish 

Kingdom gave reason to Constantine VII. Porphyrogenitus to use the comparative degree for the geographic definition 
“further west” – compare Константин Багрянородный 1989, 52/53, 337.



conquered after “the Bulgar rout” and supports the 
information of Gesta Hungarorum that it was domi-
nated by the Bulgars prior to this event.

In the time of the Avar Khaganate, the territories 
between the Tisza and the Danube Rivers formed 
its central part. The khan’s residence was situated 
there, at least in the middle and the late period of 
the Khaganate’s existence. The location of the res-
idence is still not certain. Some scholars think that 
it has to be sought in the region of the present-day 
city of Kecskemét, near Tételhegy (Titel) in Bács-
Kiskun county (СЕНТПЕТЕРИ 1989, 120–121, Map 1; 
СЕНТПЕТЕРИ 2014, in print). Others believe that the 
Late Avar Hring was situated in the southern part 
of the territory, between the two rivers (SZŐKE 
2009, 395, Fig. 1). The unpopulated part of the 
Khaganate’s territory was typical for border areas 
(VÉKONY 1979, 305–306). As early as the Early 
Avar Period, the present-day Great Hungarian Plain 
became an inner area of the Khaganate (POHL 2002, 
89, Anm. 20, Karte 4). The earliest traces of Avar 
sites have been found there, the settlements being 
concentrated on the left bank of the Tisza River.

 The number of the population decreased after 
the destruction of the Khaganate but it is difficult 

to believe that it was completely annihilated. 
The archaeological data dated to the 9th–10th 
centuries prove this suggestion (СЬОКЕ 1989, 113–
114). The above-quoted author believes that the 
archaeological materials are typical for the Late 
Avar culture with some influence of the Saltovo-
Mayacki cultural milieu. This provides grounds to 
suggest that the relations with the steppe Khazaria 
had a political character as well and to deny the 
possibility that the territory between the Tisza and 
the Danube was dominated by the Bulgars in the 
9th century (СЬОКЕ 1989, 110–111).

The data on Bulgar political control over this 
region from the 820s onwards was presented above 
(on the matter see КРИШТО 1987, 265, with ref.). It 
was a priority for khan Omurtag and his succes-
sors with view to the relations between the Bulgar 
Khanate, the East Frankish (German) Kingdom 
and Great Moravia. However, the political con-
trol over the region did not mean that it was part 
of the territory of the Bulgar state. It seems more 
probable that it kept its importance as a buffer 
zone being under the custody of the Bulgar Khan-
ate from 832 until the Magyars settled down in the 
Carpathian Basin.

ETHNIC COMPOSITION

The question about the population of the buffer zone 
situated between the Bulgar Khanate and the Frank-
ish kingdom in the 9th century is a complex one and 
can hardly be solved without a detailed analysis 
and synthesis of the information derived from vari-
ous sources. It will be discussed here from a general 
point of view.

Prior to the war in 795–803, the territory was 
populated mainly by Avars and people from the 
steppes related to them. This was normal since the 
territory between the two rivers was the central area 
of the Khaganate as early as the second half of the 6th 
century. An important proof for this is the map of the 
burials yielding skeletons with Mongoloid physical 
anthropological features (Fig. 3. 1). During all three 
periods of the development of the Khaganate (6th–9th 
centuries) the burials were concentrated in the area 
between the Tisza and the Danube (KISS 1995, 131, 
Abb. 1. 1). The review on the regions where burials 
yielding parts of a horse skeleton dating to 6th–7th 
centuries were found produces a certain picture 
(РАШЕВ 2007, 159–162, Tab. 98. 1, with ref.). They 
are concentrated on the left bank of the Tisza River 
and along the lower valleys of its tributaries, the 
Maros and the Körös. According to D. Csallány 
and I. Kovrig, these burials were left by the 

Bulgar-Kutrigurs who settled down there together 
with the Avars as early as 568. Others, such as P. 
Somogyi, talk about an “East European nomadic 
component in the Avar Khaganate”. The existence 
of a community comprising Middle Asian Avars 
and a population form the East European steppes 
has been recently suggested (LŐRINCZY 1995, 399). 
The concentration of pit graves dated to the Middle 
Avar period is found on a larger area – the Middle 
Danube, the Middle and Upper Tisza as well as the 
central part of the territory between the areas listed 
above (Fig. 3. 2). It supports an earlier hypothesis 
that in the late 7th century Kuber’s Bulgars were 
living along the Middle and Lower Tisza, to the 
north of the so-called Sermesianoi (ПОПОВИЋ 1986, 
114, Note 101). 

In general, the data on the Middle Tisza basin 
prove a long preservation of a population of East 
European steppe origin, organized in tribes (РАШЕВ 
2007, 162). Regardless of the fact whether it was 
Bulgar-Kutrigurs or some other people from the 
steppes, this population bore a culture similar to 
that of the Bulgar population living along the Lower 
Danube. The Bulgar official in the 9th century must 
have relied on remnants of this population as well as 
on newly-arrived Avars and Slavs. In my opinion, 
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the information provided by Gesta Hungarorum 
about the “Bulgars and Slavs” under the custody of 
Salanus dux should be interpreted in this context. It 
is hard to believe that the Bulgars had to colonize 
this area, a hypothesis which met reasonable objec-
tions (BÁLINT 1991, 98–100; ДМИТРИЕВИЋ 1991, 
209). In this context, the often contested informa-
tion provided by Gesta Hungarorum and the other 
sources cited above gain additional support. In gen-
eral, terms such as “Avars” and “Avar culture”, espe-
cially in the Late Avar and the post-Avar periods, 
should not be overestimated. They are polytonyms 
behind which various ethno-cultural traditions tran-
spire (HOREDT 1987, 20–21; POHL 2002, 323–324).

According to Einhard (Vita Kar. 13), Pannonia 
is “an area inhabited by this tribe” – that is, the 
Avars, called Huns by the author. At the end of the 
war, the area was “deprived of all its population” 
(ЛИБИ 1960, 30). It seems that this description is not 
too exaggerated since the Pannonian mark estab-
lished by Charlemagne remained at a considerable 
distance from the Danube (КОЛЕДАРОВ 1979, 37, 
Note 83, Map 4). This does not mean, of course, that 
the eastern part of Pannonia was not controlled by 
the Frankish administration. Einhard’s description 
of the borders of Charlemagne’s conquests includes 
“the two Pannoniae and Dacia lying on the other 
bank of the Danube”, most probably as far as the 
Tisza. However, these territories were used by the 
Franks as a buffer on the side of the Bulgar domain 
in the Carpathians and Oltenia. The “Monk of 
St. Gall” points out that Charlemagne refused to go 
to war with the Bulgars because “after the destruc-
tion of the Huns [= the Avars], they did not seem 
dangerous to him for the Frankish kingdom” (ЛИБИ 
1960, 285). This statement is approached with cau-
tion. However, it is highly probable that after the 
defeat in 796 of the Avar Hring situated in the 
area between the Danube and the Tisza, there was 
a decrease of Frankish activity in the eastern parts 
of the Khaganate, a circumstance used by the Bul-
gars who occupied these territories or, what seems 
more probable, to patronize the local Avar aristoc-
racy (КОЛЕДАРОВ 1979, 32; ПАВЛОВ 1997, 59). 

About the territory “between the Rhine, the Vis-
tula, the Ocean and the Danube” Einhard writes 
that the people living there “are very similar in lan-
guage but differ very much in customs and nature” 
and defines some of the big Slavic tribes (ЛИБИ 
1960, 32). When he mentions the Danube he means 
the Upper Danube. The territory enclosed within 
these boundaries was inhabited mainly by Slavs. 
The same information is provided by the Bavarian 
Geographer as well. However, the situation to the 
south of the Danube was quite different. Einhard 
writes that in 811 Charlemagne sent a big army in 

Pannonia, which had “to put an end to the quarrels 
with the Huns (=Avars) and Slavs” (ЛИБИ 1960, 33). 
It means that the ethnic composition of the popula-
tion remained the same since the time of the Khaga-
nate (POHL 2002, Karte 2).

The population living on the territory between 
the Danube and the Tisza in the 9th century must 
have consisted of Avars, Bulgars and Slavs. 
Accordind to the other contested information, pro-
vided by the “Monk of St. Gall” (І, 27), as early as 
his anti-Avar wars Charlemagne was at war with 
the Huns (=Avars), Slavs and Bulgars. The fact that 
the latter were mentioned as inhabiting the eastern 
parts of the Khanate might be explained by the pres-
ence of Carpathian and Pannonian Bulgars in the 
Avar army.

Together with the ethnic groups defined by 
names, the “Monk of St. Gall” also writes about 
“many other very cruel tribes”, who did not allow 
anyone to travel by land to Greece (ЛИБИ 1960, 
283). A document certifying the success of the mis-
sion started by the Franks during their military 
campaign against the Hring in 796 also provides 
information about “gens bruta et irrationabilis vel 
certe idiotae et sine litteris”, which after being bap-
tized turned into “laboriosa ad cognoscenda sacra 
mystеria invenitur” (POHL 2002, 319; SZŐKE 2009, 
396). It seems that the Council of the Bishops was 
held at that time in Castra … super flumen albidum 
Danubium, not far away from Pepin’s camp in the 
Sirmium region. The Abodriti-Praedenecenti were 
probably among the unnamed “cruel tribes”, bap-
tized after 796, living in the southern parts of the 
territories between the Danube and the Tisza or the 
Drava and the Sava, through which the main roads 
from Central Europe to the Bulgar Khanate and the 
Byzantine Empire passed. An indication for this can 
be found in a sentence from Alkuin’s letter (№ 111) 
concerning the baptizing of Avars by Saxon mis-
sionaries. It recommended that they should work 
among praedicatores non praedatores (SZŐKE 2009, 
396, Anm. 15). By using this expression Alkuin 
defines “the post-Avar population” in Pannonia as 
being composed from “praisers (of God)” as well as 
“robbers”.

The often contested Suda Lexicon also pro-
vides information about the events in the eastern 
parts of the Avar Khanate before and after 803. As 
it is well known, the 10th century anonymous author 
states three times that the Bulgars completely 
destroyed the Avars (ГИБИ 1964, 309–310). The 
author stresses this fact in entries related to both 
ethnic groups. In the entry related to the Bulgars, 
he makes several associations and parallels with the 
Avars. All this makes the information seem authen-
tic and reliable notwithstanding some mythological 
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or anecdotal passages. The statement of the author 
about the complete defeat of the Avar by the Bulgars 
is accompanied by information about Avar prisoners 
of war interrogated by the Bulgar khan. As a result 
of this data, even scholars skeptical to Suda accept 
that from 803 until 805 khan Krum succeeded in 
including the eastern parts of the Khaganate within 
the boundaries of his Khanate, leaving “a buffer 
zone, partly inhabited by Slavs and partly – by 
Avars” to the west of them (БОЖИЛОВ–ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 
1999, 126–127). It has been proved recently that the 
information provided by Suda about “a complete 
defeat of the Avars” by the Bulgars is exaggerated 
(OLAJOS 2002, 230–235). According to the author 
the text speaks only about “inflicting an easy defeat 
(capture)”. The defeat of the Avar Khaganate was 
conditioned by an internal crisis and partition into 
separate parts (КЛАНИЦА 1987, 74–81). Local polit-
ical formations were established within the Khaga-
nate as a result of the processes of internal disinte-
gration and external blows, and they gradually fell a 
prey to their neighbours (POHL 2002, 320–322).

Information on the territory situated at the 
northwestern limits of the Bulgar Khanate and 
inhabited by Avars is provided by the Anonymous 
Vatican Narration – during the campaign of Nice-
phorus I Genik, khan Krum managed “to hire 
against payment Avars and the neighbouring Slavic 
tribes” (ГИБИ 1961, 13). Apparently it does not con-
cern prisoners of war taken between 803 and 805. 
The fact that the Avars as well as the Slavs were 
recruited with the promise of payment reveals that 
they must have come from independent or semi-
dependent territories. With view to the histori-
cal and archaeological data on the Avar-Slavic and 
steppe/East European origin of the population in 
the Danube and the Tisza basins mentioned above, 

it seems realistic that the Bulgars recruited peo-
ple from these territories. Furthermore, in the same 
year, as attested by Einhard, Avars and Slavs from 
Pannonia rose against the Franks and they were 
driven from the northwest. 

On the basis of this data, it can be accepted 
that the “easy” victory (capture) of the Bulgars 
over the Avars ca. 803–805 was in fact taking 
possession over the territories between the Western 
Carpathians and the Tisza. The area between the 
Tisza and the Danube was put under the Bulgars’ 
control permanently as a result of a military 
campaign from 827 until 831. A local political 
government domina ted by the Avar aristocracy 
and headed by the Kavhan must have been 
established there in the years following 796 (POHL 
2002, 320–322) and the Abodriti-Praedenecenti 
must have been its subjects. Until 811 this “Avar 
principality” was dominated by the Frankish 
Kingdom. Scriptor incertus provides information 
that the rebellion in Pannonia broke the status 
quo and the Bulgars recruited considerable Avar-
Slavic forces to use them in the military campaign 
against the Byzantine Empire (ГИБИ 1961, 23; 
SZÁDECKY-KARDOSS 1986, 11; HERMANN 1995, 43). 
The eastern part of the Khaganate was the most 
probable territory from where khan Krum and 
his brother recruited “a great army consisting of 
Avars and all Slaviniae”. However, it does not 
seem probable that the Bulgars were able to put 
under permanent control the territory between the 
Danube and the Tisza in this period. Apparently 
after 814 the Frankish Kingdom succeeded to 
restore its influence over the “Avar” communities 
in Pannonia and the territory between the Danube 
and the Tisza, and used them a protective zone on 
the side of the Bulgar Khanate.

ABODRITI-PRAEDENECENTI DENOMINATIONS

The question about the real nature of these denom-
inations interested the scholars as early as the 19th 
century. It is of great importance for this exposé/
presentation. At the beginning, the academic com-
munity believed that these were the names of one 
or two separate Slavic tribes. V. Gyuzelev suc-
ceeded in eliminating most of the delusions related 
to the matter but not the one concerning the Slavic 
origin of this population (ГЮЗЕЛЕВ 1981, 76–77). 
In his opinion “the true name of the Slavs living 
at the Danube” was Praedenecenti and the name 
Abodriti was correctly interpreted by all research-
ers to designate “the ones inhabiting the terri-
tories at the Oder (River)”, “to define that they 

were also Slavs” and was “transferred on the 
Praedenecenti”.

L. Niederle believes that from an etymologi-
cal point of view the name Praedenecenti is simi-
lar to Branichevtsi, a statement which leads to an 
ungrounded identification of one tribe with the 
other (ЗЛАТАРСКИ 1970, 400–401). The Czech his-
torian H. Bulin accepts that it is an irregular form 
of the Slavic designation Придунавяне (BULIN 
1960, 19–25). V. Gyuzelev disagrees and bases 
his arguments on the conclusions of the linguist 
V. Georgiev, who states that Praedenecenti orig-
inates from an Old Bulgarian combination of the 
words прэдьн̀   ч ди (plural) meaning “leading (=the 
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noble) people (=children, family)” (ГЕОРГИЕВ 1964, 
91). This way Einhard accepted the Slavic name for 
the Eastern Abodriti meaning: “The Abodriti who 
are usually called leading (=noble) family, chil-
dren”. The Hungarian archaeologist G. Vékony 
also proposes a Slavic etymology. He thinks that 
praedenecenti originates from *predъ-ае/anec-en-
ьci and means “Volk von diesseits des Donez (Flus-
ses)” (people on this bank of the river Donets) 
(VÉKONY 1981, 225, Anm. 101).5

The role of the Abodriti-Praedenecenti in the 
political relations between the Bulgar Khanate and 
the Frankish Kingdom questions their affiliation to 
the Slavic ethnos. Therefore the concept about the 
Praedenecenti being Slavs in origin and language 
has to be rejected.

In its structure and composition the name 
Praedenecenti is a Latin composite. It consists of a 
base and a suffix (?), which is easy to discern in the 
word adiacеntem used by Einhard in the same pas-
sage in which he explains that Praedenecenti is a 
vulgo form of the “ethnonym” Abodriti (ЛИБИ 1960, 
36). In the context of his story, adiacentem is deriv-
ative from the verb ad-iaceo “lie next to”, “border”, 
ad- being a preposition beyond any doubt mean-
ing “at, by, next to”. It is used in a substantive form 
in Einhard’s text and means “surroundings”. The 
Praedenecenti had indeed lived there. Therefore, 
the peripheral position of the Abodriti in relation to 
the Empire seems embedded in their “byname”. 

In its base the noun praeda, ae meaning “spoil”, 
“benefit”, “profit” can be identified. It seems more 
probable to connect the next part, ne- with the base 
as well and to interpret it as praedonae “robbers”, 
“plunderers”. In this case, the vulgo name of the 
Abodriti can be interpreted as “the robbers from the 
surroundings”, “the plunderers from Dacia situated 
near by the Danube [= Dacia at the Danube]”. 
Therefore, the “popular” name of this population 
was reduced to “the ones who plunder” and *praed 
Оnaecentes was transformed by Einhard into 
*Praed Еnecentes.

The ethnonyms Abodriti and Osterabtrezi are 
official ones. However, do we have to continue to 
believe that the first one means “the ones who live at 
the (River) Oder” and prove that it was used by the 
Slavs from the Danish border of the Empire to the 
Middle Danube? Not as far as “the Osterabtrezi” 
are concerned. It was artificially made up and 
maintained for them in order to create the impression 

that it always concerned “Slavic tribes” of the same 
name. However, other opinions have also been 
expressed about the name Abodriti (=Nortabtrezi). 
L. Niderle believes that the name is derived from 
the name of a hypothetical tribal chieftain – Bodro, 
and A. Hilferding thinks that it comes from люди 
бодрие. E. Moshko suggests that it can be derived 
from the word bodro meaning “valley, depression” 
(САЛИВОН 1981, 137). The annals mentioned them in 
795 as Abodriti and it was accepted that they were 
identical with the Obodriti mentioned by medieval 
written sources (HERMANN 1995, 44). A. Salivon 
believes that Obodriti and regnum Obodritorum 
are ethnicons, i.e. names given by another people 
and self-denominations. The population was mainly 
Slavic. German medieval writers believed that 
the people living at the Laba (Elbe) river were a 
“bloodthirsty tribe” (Adam von Bremen) or “Slavic 
robbers” (latrunculi Sclavorum) (ХЕЛЬМХОЛЬД 
I, 85). I mention only these negative comments 
concerning the Obodriti because they correspond to 
the meaning of the byname of the Eastern Abodriti. 
Apparently the ethnicon Obodriti – Abodriti was 
used since early times as a synonym of a community, 
whose occupation was robbery and because of this, 
it was given additional names such as latrunculi and 
praedenecenti. 

However, it seems more important to outline 
the small but significant difference between the 
record of the ethnicon from the Elbe region and the 
one from the Frankish annals. The latter, no mat-
ter whether it concerned the “Northern” (Nortab-
trezi) or the “Eastern” (Ostabtrezi), was recorded 
as Abodriti. It seems that the form Obodriti was the 
name with which the Slavs living in the Elbe region 
called themselves. The Frankish pronunciation mis-
interpreted it by replacing the sound “О” with “А” 
as a result of reconsidering of its meaning in Latin.

The change in the pronunciation of the name 
of the Obodriti, living along the Elbe river, and its 
application to the Praedenecenti, inhabiting the 
areas at the Danube, was a result from the simi-
lar role they played in Frankish policy. In 795 the 
Obodriti took part in the Frankish war against 
the Slavs-Viltsi (ХРEСТОМАТИЯ 1987, 249). Ein-
hard notes under 798 that they “always helped the 
Franks and for this reason they were considered 
allies”. Living next to the Northeastern limits of the 
Frankish Kingdom, they were at war with the Sax-
ons, Danes or other Slavs. In other words, in the 
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late 8th and the early decades of the 9th centuries the 
Obodriti were used as a bridgehead for outposts and 
offensive without being formally included within 
the boundaries of the Empire.6

Transformed from this point of view, the 
ethnonym Obodriti was given the preposition for 
place ab (а) (“from, at, to, from the side”) instead of 
the initial “О”. The unchanged part -bodriti (-odriti) 
resembles the modern English word border (after 
the metathesis of the middle consonants). It was 
introduced in the English language in ca. the mid-
14th century from the French word *bordure, which 
originates from the Frankish word *bord meaning 
“side” or “edge”, i.e. an edge of something. The 
Frankish word itself is derived by linguists from 
Proto-Germanic *bordus meaning the same. 
Therefore, the word *аbord(iti) describes the 
location of the Frankish allies “on the edge of their 
kingdom”. Besides, the word *bord is an equivalent 
of the concept of “border area” *march “mark” 
(from Proto-Indo-European *mereg), which has a 
similar meaning: “edge”.

For Einhard Abodriti (instead of Obodriti) it is a 
terminus technicus and he uses it for the allies liv-
ing beyond the Frankish border in “the two Panno-
niae” as well. It was the role of the population liv-
ing there as protectors of the borders of the Empire 
that was the actual reason to call it Abodriti and not 
its probably Slavic original name. The author of The 
Bavarian Geographer used the same approach. The 
term-ethno nym Abtrezi used by him is a result of the 
“Germanization” of the Latin name of the population 
living at the German state.7 In order to differentiate 
the people living at the Danish border from the peo-
ple at the Bulgar one, he adds a definition related to 
their location – Nort- (for those inhabiting territories 
opposite the northern edge of the Empire) and Oster- 
(for those inhabiting territories opposite the Empire’s 
eastern limits) respectively. The latter has to be 
regarded a serious argument in favour of the fact that 
Einhard’s Abodriti-Praedenecenti had lived at the 
eastern and not only on the northern bank of the Dan-
ube. It has to be accepted as a final argument that the 
population in question had also lived in the territories 
facing the eastern bank of the Danube (Fig. 4. 2).

In conclusion I would like to point out that the 
Avar-Slavic or other population along the Tisza and 
the Middle Danube in the 9th century was named by 
the Frankish analysts as Abodriti, but it was known 
to its neighbors to the west as Praedenecenti, i.e. the 
robbers living to the east of their country. While the 

first name has a geopolitical meaning and fits the 
Frankish border nomenclature, the second one is 
based on an old tradition for the people inhabiting 
the territories along the Danube. Here is the descrip-
tion left by Ammianus Marcellinus (ХVІІ. 12, 2) 
at the end of the 4th century: “These tribes (– Sar-
matians and Quadi, mingled and united as a result 
of their neighbourhood and similarity in customs 
and armour) are more fitted for pillaging raids (ad 
latrocinia magis) than a straightforward battle …” 
(ЛИБИ 1958, 118). “The two Pannoniae and Moesia 
Superior” were exposed to their attacks. The his-
torian also defines (ХІХ. 6, 8) Quadi and Sarma-
tians as “tribes, which were very skilful in robbery 
and plundering, have extended their attacks over a 
vast territory and kidnapped men, women and live-
stock” (ad raptus et latrocinia gentes aptissimae, 
praedas hominum virile еt muliebre secus agebant 
et pecorum) (ЛИБИ 1958, 155). Writing about the 
subjects of Mundo, a well-known early 6th century 
military commander, Jordanes (Get. 301) describes 
them as “a multitude of thieves, scamps and rob-
bers” (abactoribus, scamarisque et latronibus) 
(ЛИБИ 1958, 367). According to Jordanes, Mundo’s 
actions were based on ritu praedesque, “brigandish 
habit” and he himself traced his descent to Attila, 
“Attilanis descendes”. 

The latter can be accepted as an important indi-
cation for the final decision on the question about 
the byname Praedenecenti. The form descendes 
meaning “descendents” is similar in phonetic com-
position to the second part of the name, so it seems 
possible that it might have been used for creating 
the rare name of the population “occupied with 
plundering” along the eastern border of the Roman 
Empire. Furthermore, according to Jordanes, the 
Hun “descendant” Mundo was of Gepidic origin 
and Ennodius (ХІІ) described him as a general, 
under whose command was “the unruly Bulgar 
youth” (ЛИБИ 1958, 301). He, as stated by Jordanes 
(Get. 300–301), “was wandering across unculti-
vated and uninhabited lands” “beyond the Dan-
ube”, i.e. to the north of the Gepidic domain around 
Sirmium. It becomes clear from this text that Mun-
do’s “robbers” actually operated in the southern 
part of the territory between the Danube and the 
Tisza. The fortress taken by them was called Herta 
(Arabian Hirta “camp”?) and was situated on the 
bank of the Danube; it could be identified with the 
earthen fortification situated at the confluence of 
the Tisza and the Danube (FIEDLER 1986, 457–458, 
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Abb. 1). So it seems quite possible that the troops 
with which Mundo “plundered his neighbours”, 
were predecessors of the 9th century Abodriti-
Praedenecenti. In this case, we can assume that the 
name had a prototype in the byname of a Sarma-
tian, Germanic or Hun-Bulgar population “occu-
pied with robbery” in the Middle Danube region 
in the 4th–6th centuries. Indications for this can be 
found in the names of some Sarmatian tribes from 
the region such as Amicenses, Picenses, etc., all of 
them having the component–censes in their names. 
It seems probable that it was not just a suffix but 
a concept derived from the Latin centum “a hun-
dred” or centeni, ae “multiplied by hundred”. In 
this case the actual meaning of the byname *Prae-
donaecenti is “the brigandish centuriae”. It is 
known that the so-called decimal system was used 

in the military organization of many ethnic groups, 
but was particularly typical of the social organi-
z ation and tribal nomenclature of Turkic tribes 
(POHL 2002, 164, Anm. 11–13; ГЕОРГИЕВ 2004, 69). 
Although often omitted, an important piece of 
information provided by Theophylact Simocatta 
(VІ, 4) reveals that the Bulgar military contingents 
in the Avar Khaganate were divided into “centu-
riae” (ἑκατόντάσι) (ГИБИ 1959, 334–335). With 
view to this, it seems probable that the byname, 
used by Einhard to designate/describe a militarized 
population living on the territory between the Dan-
ube and the Tisza and occupied with robbery on its 
neighbours, had a Late Antique origin. Its meaning 
corresponds to the combination of the words prae-
datorii globi Gothorum used by Ammianus Mar-
cellinus (XXXVI. 4, 5) (Либи 1960, 144).

THE MILITARY POTENTIAL OF THE ABODRITI-PRAEDENECENTI 

The information provided by The Bavarian Geog-
rapher concerning the Osterabtrezi reveals that 
there were “more than 100 fortresses (civitas)” on 
their territory. It is a well known fact, of course, that 
the figures provided by this written source are not 
very reliable. In spite of this, the large number is 
very impressive, especially compared to the number 
of the fortresses – only five – on “the vast territory 
of the Bulgar Khanate”. Apparently, the domain 
of the Osterabtrezi was regarded a very well forti-
fied one in the 9th century and it was this point the 
author wanted to stress. 

Related to the situation on the territory between 
the Danube and the Tisza, this conclusion suggests 
that these fortifications were not very solid and 
were probably made from wood, wood and clay or 
constructed of lighter materials. Therefore some 
of them can be identified, although hypothetically, 
with the “towns” existing on this territory according 
to the information provided by Gesta Hungarorum: 
Unograd, Eger, Zemlingrad (present-day Zemplin), 
Szabolcs, Sárvár (Clay(?) fortress), Szolnokgrad, 
Alpár, Cserngrad, (present-day Csongrád), Titel (on 
the confluence of the Tisza into the Danube), etc. 
Some of them, as attested by the chronicles, were 
under the power of the Bulgar dux Salan governing 
in the late 9th century (КОЛЕДАРОВ 1979, 18, 20–21, 
Maps 3–4). However, this data has not been con-
firmed by archaeological excavations so far (СЬОКЕ 
1989, 105–106).

“The hundred fortresses” of the Osterabtrezi is 
probably a summarized reflection of a historical 
reality. It seems similar to “the hundred mounds” 
erected by king Slav (khan Asparukh’s predecessor) 

in present-day Dobrudzha and described in the 11th 
century Bulgarian Apocryphal Chronicle (ИВАНОВ 
1970a, 281–282). The excavations revealed that 
“mounds” (=kurgans) were in fact fortified struc-
tures, most probably earthen ones, similar to the 
camps related to the so-called Big earthen rampart in 
Dobrudzha (ГЕОРГИЕВ 2006, 54). However, the myth 
about “the hundred fortresses” was popular not only 
in present-day Northeastern Bulgaria and South-
eastern Romania but along the Prut river (North-
eastern Romania) and also in present-day Hungary. 
Almost everywhere on these territories the myth 
was popular in regions where earthen fortified struc-
tures were probably built as early as Late Antiquity 
and were used in the Early Middle Ages as well by 
various “barbarian” ethnic groups. It is attested in 
Pest County in Hungary. G. Fehér believes that the 
description in Gesta Hungarorum “terram a civi-
tate Atthile regis usque ad centum montes” concerns 
exactly this area (ФЕХЕР 1925, 75). Other Magyar 
chronographers call this place Zazholm, i.e. “a hun-
dred hills (mounds)”. Similar oikonomic data from 
Nagy-Küküllő County is cited by G. Fehér (there is 
a village in this county, whose old Hungarian name 
was Százholm (German Hundertbüheln, Transylva-
nian Hundrubechiu), i.e. “the hundred hills”. Accord-
ing to J. Melich the digit “hundred” was used to 
express the concept of “multitude (large number)”. 
I believe that it was used to describe the existence of 
“a large number” of fortified structures.

It is worth pointing out that the mythologi-
cal written and toponymic information regarding 
“a hundred hills” in Hungary is related to a cer-
tain extent to the region between the Carpathians 

118 Pavel GEORGIEV



and the Danube. The names of the rivers in the rock 
salt resources area in the Carpathian Basin Kis- 
(=Small) and Nagy- (=Large, Big) Küküllő, which 
have given the name of the county there, originate 
from a word meaning “thorny”, Tarnava in Slavic 
(ФЕХЕР 1925, 73). It recalls the “thorny bushes” on 
the ramparts of earthen fortified structures, espe-
cially in West Europe (NAPOLI 1997, 39). It was 
the usual way to mark the so-called thorny bound-
ary between medieval domains in Gaul for exam-
ple. The famous Avar hrings were also enclosed by 
a hedge (hegin) as attested by the “Monk of St. Gall” 
(ЛИБИ 1960, 284).

Traces of earthen fortified structures were found 
in the Carpatian Basin in Banat, the Great Alföld, 
Bachka and on the right bank of the Körös river 
(NAPOLI 1997, 292–308, Fig. 195, 203, 205; FIEDLER
1986, Abb. 1; Fig. 4. 1). The ones in the Western 
Carpathians are the longest and consist of several 
North–South oriented defensive lines (at a distance 
of 3–25 km from each other), situated between the 
mountain and the plain. The northernmost point 
they have been discovered is the Tisza valley (north 
of Debrecen) and the most southern one – the Dan-
ube and Banat. The ditch in these structures is situ-
ated to the east; the earthen rampart yielded remains 
of wooden constructions at some places. A defen-
sive construction, more than 60 km long, consisting 
of a ditch and a rampart is situated in the Great Hun-
garian Plain, to the north of Budapest, between the 
Danube and the Tisza. The ditch and the rampart lie 
across the slopes of the hills. There is another defen-
sive line in front of their most eastern third. The 
ditches of both defensive lines lie to the north and 
block the access to the territory between the Danube 
and the Tisza from the north. A defensive line was 
discovered in Bachka. It is also oriented West–East 
and lies several kilometers away from the left bank of 
the Danube, facing the river. It seems contemporary 
to the defensive line in the Great Hungarian Plain 
since both were aimed at providing security for the 
territory between the Tisza and the Danube. Together 
with the natural protection provided by the two large 
rivers, the defensive facilities enclosed a territory, 
protected from all sides. In its eastern end an earthen 
barrier was erected to block a territory between the 
Danube and the Tisza, triangular in shape. Within 
this protected territory was also the town of Titel 
considered one of the last centers of the Avar Khaga-
nate and mentioned in Gesta Hungarorum as a key 
point of the Bulgar power under the leadership of dux 
Salan in his struggle against Árpád’s Magyars. 

The earthen fortification structures to the east 
of the Middle Danube were given folk names 
in Hungarian and Slavic – “Ördögárok” and 
“Csörsz-árok” – meaning “ditch of the Devil”. The 

archaeological excavations proved that the mid-
9th century was their terminus ante quem. These 
structures were excavated mainly on the territory 
of Hungary by V. Balás, É. Garam, P. Patay, S. 
Soproni and other Hungarian archaeologists, who 
dated them to the 4th century. They are interpreted 
as an advanced defensive line (Vorlimes) of the 
Sarmatian tribes, constructed as a protection from 
the east, ca. 200 km away from the Middle Dan-
ube Roman limes, against attacks of the Goths and 
Gepids. S. Soproni relates the rampart at the Körös 
river to the Gepids in the mid-4th century. Roma-
nian archaeologists tend to date them to an earlier 
part of the Roman period. 25 years ago U. Fiedler 
made an attempt to examine them as part of the 
earthen ramparts system constructed by the First 
Bulgarian Kingdom (Bulgar Khanate) (FIEDLER 
1986, 460). Recently, Romanian archaeologists 
working in Transylvania have accepted their Late 
Roman origin and belonging to the Sarmatians, but 
consider them, as well as some Hungarian archae-
ologists (I. Bóna and others), an eastern border line 
of the Avar Khaganate (COSMA 2003, 28–29, Note 
32). In the 9th century the territory west of the Car-
pathians as far as the Middle Danube was within 
the boundaries of the First Bulgarian Kingdom. 
Excavations in Transylvania revealed in the foot-
hills of the Carpathians and to the east from the 
“Sarmatian ramparts” a concentration of settle-
ments and cemeteries dated to the 8th–10th centu-
ries, which belonged to a population, whose mate-
rial culture was similar to that of the Avars, Slavs 
and Danubian Bulgars (COSMA 2003, 30, Tabl. III. 
1–2).

The majority of specialists believe that the 
earthen rampart system along the Middle Dan-
ube was established in Late Antiquity. However, 
this does not mean that it was not reused, recon-
structed, renovated and complemented during the 
following centuries, especially between 626 and 805 
by the Avars and probably by the Bulgars in the 9th 
century. It seems that the defensive ring (or at least 
the concept of it) bordered by the Tisza, the Middle 
Danube and the defensive lines in Great Hungarian 
Plain and Bachka was a result of the defensive facil-
ities constructed to protect the political centers of 
the Avar Khaganate (hring?) (Fig. 4. 1).

If this hypothesis is true, the Avar-Slavic or other 
population, called by Einhard Abodriti-Praedene-
centi, controlled this defensive region in the period 
after the end of the centralized Avar Khaganate. 
The region has all the typical features of a forti-
fied *Bord, aimed against the Bulgar expansion in 
the West Carpathians. By 805 the defensive line 
in the foothills of the West Carpathians must have 
been taken by the army of khan Krum. In 811–813 
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the remaining “Avar” military forces were involved 
in resisting the Byzantine threat against the Bul-
gar Khanate and after that in khan Krum’s military 
campaign in Eastern Thrace. The available data on 
local “principalities” existing in the western part of 
the former territory of the Khaganate reveal8 that 
most likely they survived until 822. It was probably 
not a coincidence that in the same year representa-
tives of the Praedenecenti living to the east of the 
Danube sent a delegation to Louis the Pious. Shortly 
before this event, the Bulgars started actions aimed 
at annihilating the fortified area between the Tisza 

and the Danube because it blocked their way to the 
Middle Danube and the direct contacts with the 
Frankish Empire and the Slavs living in the Central 
Europe. All these circumstances provide grounds to 
define the Abodriti-Praedenecenti living in the 830s 
as a population that remained after the disintegra-
tion of the former Avar Khaganate and gravitated to 
the Frankish Empire, but after 832 passed under the 
political custody of the First Bulgarian Kingdom.

 Translated by Tatiana STEFANOVA
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Fig. 3: 1: Map of the burials yielding skeletons with mongoloid anthropological features in the 
Carpathian basin (after KISS 1995). 1. Early Avar period, 2: Middle Avar period, 3: Late Avar period; 

2. Map of the archaeological sites dated back to the Middle Avar period in present-day Hungary 
(after GARAM 1978; РАШЕВ 2007)
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Fig. 4: 1: Earthen linear defensive structures along the Middle Danube (after BALÁS 1963); 
2: Territory inhabited by the Abodriti-Praedenecenti after 796: 1. Earthen linear defensive structures dated back 

to the Late Antique period (after FIEDLER 1986), 2. Territories conquered by the Bulgars in 803–805,
3. Territories dominated by the Bulgars in 827–831, buffer zone of the Bulgar Khanate after 832, 

4. Territory (buffer zone) of the Frankish Empire after 832
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THE KUNÁGOTA SWORD-GUARD AND TWO BRONZE MATRICES 
FOR SWORD-HILT MANUFACTURE FROM IRAN

Valeri YOTOV

In 1926 a sword with a bronze sword-guard from 
Kunágota (Békés County, Southeast Hungary) was 
published by F. Móra (MÓRA 1926, 123–135) the 
remarkable researcher and director of the Szeged 
Museum (Fig. 1).1 In several articles published by 
Hungarian specialists in recent decades, this inter-
esting artifact (its sword-guard being the main issue 
commented upon) was defined as not being typi-
cal for the Carpathian territory and was subsumed 
under a group of swords regarded as being of Byz-
antine origin (BAKAY 1967, 172 ; BÁLINT 1991, 110, 
Abb. 31; KISS 1997). 

The sword was discovered in a destroyed grave 
together with a couple of stirrups, two earrings 
and a solidus of the Byzantine Emperor Romanos I 
(920–944) (Fig. 2). Both the grave and the cemetery 
are dated, beyond any doubt, to the period between 
930s and 950s (KOVÁCS 1993, 46, 51).

Until now the Kunágota sword, and the sword-
guard especially, were not compared to artifacts 
similar in shape (BÁLINT 1991, 110).2 This has also 
been noted in the analytical work of A. Kiss (KISS 
1997, 200).

During a visit to the Institute of Archaeology 
in Budapest, and due to the kind help provided by 
Hungarian colleagues, I had the opportunity of get-
ting acquainted with articles and books by the Eng-
lish researcher D. Nicolle on medieval arms and 
armour. In the chapters discussing the Byzantine 
Empire, together with a large number of artifacts, he 
presents two bronze matrices for the manufacture of 
sword-hilts: one of them now in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (Fig. 3. 3) and the other from a pri-
vate collection (Fig. 3. 2). Both are believed to have 
come from Iran. D. Nicolle wrote that both arti-
facts are dated to the 12th–13th to 14th centuries, but 
he also drew attention to the fact that “the dating of 
these objects is very difficult” (NICOLLE 1999, Kat. 
Nr. 543-a, 676; NICOLLE 2002, Kat. Nr. 29-A, 30). 

The Kunágota sword-guard has several main 
typical features – a high sleeve, cylindrical in shape, 
of the upper section, arch-shaped levers and a sleeve 

with an ellipsoid bottom section. These character-
istics are very close, indeed almost identical to, 
the shapes that the matrices would produce for the 
moulds and the manufactured artifacts. It is espe-
cially true for the matrix from the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, which has almost the same curves 
of the bottom part (the larger sleeve) and the pal-
mette-shaped decoration on the upper part.

I am familiar with two typological schemes of 
Byzantine swords which I regard as unreliable or 
even subjective, mainly because they were based 
upon images in manuscripts and frescoes and not 
on real artifacts. Nevertheless I have to note that 
at this level of research the Kunágota sword-guard 
and the matrices for sword-hilts from D. Nicolle’s 
catalogues are similar to Type 4 of Ada Bruhn 
Hoffmeyer’s scheme based upon John Skylitzes’s 
Madrid manuscript (Fig. 4) and Type 2 of Timothy 
Dawson’s scheme, which is based upon images in 
medieval manuscripts, frescoes as well as stone and 
bone reliefs (Fig. 5). Among the numerous images 
collected by D. Nicolle there are several sword-
guards, which seem similar to the studied artifacts, 
although the stylization does not enable us to be 
more specific (NICOLLE 2002a, Figs. 93–94).

In his book “Byzantinische Waffen” T. Kolias 
shared his pessimistic opinion regarding the pos-
sibility of creating a more general typology of the 
various types of weapons and of swords in particu-
lar (KOLIAS 1988, 140).3 On the one hand, this pes-
simism seems justified, but on the other, intensive 
communication and an exchange of information 
could provide better options in the future. 

Having in mind that there is no more detailed 
information about the provenance of the matrices 
published in D. Nicolle’s books (Iran in general?), 
I think that the comparison with the sword-guard 
from Kunágota will support a more precise date – 
namely the mid 10th century. A sword found dur-
ing underwater excavations, and dated to the second 
half of 10th or the early 11th century (Fig. 3. 1), pro-
vides grounds to suggest that sword-guards similar 

  1 The Szeged Museum is named after him (http://www.mfm.u-szeged.hu/index_english.php?id=museum-mora).
  2 The comparison made by Cs. Bálint with the bronze sword-guard from Pliska published by S. Stanchev is incorrect, see 

СТАНЧЕВ 1955, 207, oбр. 24.
  3 T. Kolias notes that it is difficult to develop a typological scheme because of the low number of available artifacts.



in shape had already been used during the first half 
of the 11th century (NICOLLE 2002, Kat. Nr. 28).4

In relation with the date again, it is worth 
remembering T. Kolias’s well-supported opinion 
that “when the longer sword (spatha) replaced the 
shorter sword (gladius), the short sword-guard was 
introduced in the beginning and after that it gradu-
ally became longer.” According to T. Kolias, until 

the 10th century sword-guards were short and after 
the 11th century they gradually became longer.5

All three artifacts have to be related to the mil-
itary culture of the East Roman Empire-Byzantium 
as it was also concluded by the Hungarian special-
ists about the Kunágota sword and by D. Nicolle 
about the matrices.

   Translated by Tatiana STEFANOVA
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  4 http://www.diveturkey.com/inaturkey/serce/arsenal.htm#top
  5 „Beim römischen Gladius war kaum eine Parierstange ausgebildet. Als die großen Schwerter den Gladius verdrängt 

hatten, setzte sich auch die Parierstange durch; anfänglich nur kurz ausgebildet, nahm sie an Länge allmählich zu… Ab 
dem 10.–11. Jahrhundert erfährt die Parierstange eine Verlängerung” (KOLIAS 1988, 143).

126 Valeri YOTOV



The Kunágota sword-guard and two bronze matrices for sword-hilt manufacture from Iran 127

Fig. 1: Swords and sword-guard from Kunágota, Grave 1
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Fig. 2: Pieces found in Kunágota, Grave 1. (1. after MÓRA 1926)
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Fig. 3: 1: Bronze sword-hilt from Serce liman shipwreck; 2: Bronze matrices for a sword hilt 
manufacturing (found in unknown place, now in a private collection); 3: Bronze matrices for 

a sword hilt manufacturing found in Iran at the Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Fig. 4: Completed by A. Bruhn Hoffmeyer typology according to John Skylitzes’ Madrid manuscript 
(after HOFFMEYER 1966)
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Fig. 5: Completed by T. Dawson typology according illustrations of Mediaeval manuscripts, 
church frescoes and ivory or stone reliefs (after DAWSON 2007)
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