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A ,Hadak utjan” — A népvandorlaskor fiatal kutatoinak konferenciajat el6szor 1990-ben,
Szentesen rendezték meg nagy érdeklédés kozepette. A rendezvény hianypotlonak szami-
tott, korabban ugyanis nem volt lehet6sége a palyakezdé népvandorlas koros régészeknek,
hogy sajat korosztalyuk korében megosszak egymassal tudomanyos eredményeiket. Mar az
els6 talalkozo interdiszciplinaris egyuttmikodésre torekedett: régészek mellett torténészek,
muivészettorténészek és nyelvészek is eldadast tartottak; az eléadasok alapjan késziilt ta-
nulmanyok kiilon kétetben jelentek meg. A konferencia elnoki tisztjét az els6 alkalom ota
dr. Tomka Péter, a Karpat-medencei népvandorlas kor kiemelked6 kutatéja tolti be.

A szentesi konferencia egy sikeres sorozat els6 allomasa lett: 2015-ben, Révkomaromban a
kezdeményezés mar negyedszazados sziiletésnapjat innepelhette. A ,Hadak atjan” 26. talal-
kozdjanak megszervezését — a sorozat torténetében elészor — az ELTE BTK Régészettudoma-
nyi Intézete vallalta magara. Témajaul a népvandorlas kori gazdasag, kereskedelem és kéz-
miivesség kérdéskoreit valasztottuk. 2016. november 3-4-én Osszesen 47 el6ado6tdl mintegy
32 el6adast hallhattunk, amelyeket témakorok szerint tobb szekcioba — kapcsolatrendszerek,
kereskedelem, gazdalkodas és haztartasok, anyag és technologia, valamint kézmiivesség — so-
roltunk. Ezek kozil most 13 eléadas jelenik meg irasos formaban is, részben magyarul, rész-
ben azonban - a megjelenésnek teret biztosito folydirat, a Dissertationes Archaeologicae irany-
elvei alapjan — angol és német nyelven. Reméljiik, hogy az idegen nyelvi kiadas segitségével
a konferencian bemutatott sokrétd és gyakran Gj modszertani megkozelitésre tamaszkodo
eredmények a nemzetkozi kutatas szamara is hozzatérhet6vé valnak.

Budapest, 2018. oktober 1.



A konferencia eddigi helyszinei

1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

2017
2018

Szentes
Nyiregyhaza
Satoraljaujhely
Visegrad
Szenna

Velem

Pécs

Veszprém

Eger

Szeged — Domaszék
Székesfehérvar
Simontornya
Gyula
Keszthely
Vargesztes
Nagykovacsi
Nagyvarad
Kecskemét
Gyor
Budapest - Szigethalom
Szeged
Visegrad
Veszprém
Esztergom
Révkomarom
Budapest

Debrecen
Mosonmagyarovar



Material culture patterning as the source
of the Avar power network, 8" century AD

GERGELY SZENTHE
Hungarian National Museum

szenthe.gergely@hnm.hu

Abstract

Determined by group identities, the variables which indicate social hierarchies seem to materialize in case
of the Avar period Carpathian Basin mostly in the field of objects of daily use and costume accessories. The
analysis of the distribution of these objects — both spatial and chronological — reveals basic structures of the
late Avar period (8" century AD) network which had operated the Khaganate as a complex system. The paper
investigates the discussed elements from a methodological point of view.

Introduction

The present paper investigates Avar Period (and particularly Late Avar Period) social struc-
tures, with respect to the problem of how those manifest themselves in the archaeological
evidence.!

It is a commonplace that the scenes of power display depend on the given society and culture.
A spatial manifestation of the hierarchy of power is rooted in settlement hierarchy as well as
the built environment in case of Byzantine social systems, using space as a frame of reference.
This is characteristic to Western European social structures with late Roman foundations, but
also to less hierarchical Germanic societies.

At the present stage of research of the Avar Period Carpathian Basin, merely the manor hous-
es of Germanic origin can be assumed to be spatial points of focus, reflecting social hierarchy.

Among all the published settlements it was only the Kolked-Feketekapu site where long-
houses and their yards were documented, their structure” identical to that of the Germanic
farmsteads® elsewhere in Europe. Furthermore, according to the data already published by
Zsuzsanna Hajnal the ceramic material of the settlement shows a concentration of ceram-
ics with Germanic style printed decoration* as well as others of Late Antique type’. These
phenomena distinguish the Kolked site among the contemporary Avar settlements. The find
material of the grave groups published by Attila Kiss® and contextualised within Western
European cross cultural relations by him’ and Tivadar Vida yielded spectacular additions.?

This research was funded by the Janos Bolyai Research Fellowship.
About the settlement structure see HAJNAL 2009, 112.

HAjNAL 2009, 92.

HajNAL 2013.

HajNAL 2006.

Kiss 1996; Kiss 2001.

Kiss 2001, 268-334; Kiss 1992.

Viba 2008, 18-31.
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Gergely SZENTHE

Accordingly, Kolked was not one of the ‘ordinary’ central settlements characteristic to the Avar
Period Carpathian Basin but a culturally distinguished phenomenon, seemingly reflecting to
the extra-Carpathian Basin, Merovingian Age Western European socio-cultural structures.
Apparently, similiar settlement centres could exist within the Carpathian Basin only in con-
nection with specific Germanic populations and it is uncertain how their role and significance
has changed due to the impact of the Avar power structure and its traditions of social display.
Similarly to the Kolked site, the Keszthely Culture is also a unique phenomenon, however a
central role of the Fenékpuszta fortress within the Avar settlement system is beyond proof.’

0 100 km

0-150m 300-500m

150-300m | 500-1000 m

L
| Legends
- late avar settlement area (after Vida 2008)
---------- late avar settlement area (after Gall-Romat 2015)

ﬁ e e e - the regions controlled by the Avar power structure (after Gall-Romit 2015)
» - the supposed location of the centre of the late Avar Khaganate (after Szentpéteri 1993, 2013, 2015)

e - - the supposed location of the centre of the late Avar Khaganate (after Szdke 2014b)

—— ()~ the supposed ‘workshop cireles” in the late Avar era (after Fancsalszky 2007)

Fig. 1. The Avar settlement area and the supposed locations of the "Hring’ of the Avars (after Cocrs -
GALL — URAK 2016, Fig. 9)

According to the present stage of research, no dramatic changes can be documented in the
settlement patterns based on a non-hierarchic system of rural settlements of the Late Avar
Period." The so-called ‘hring’ known from Frankish written sources is long since considered
as the ‘centre of power’ of the late Avar Khaganate or maybe even the centre of the khagan."
Nevertheless, we have no data on the characteristics, built-up density or (perhaps permanent)
population of the ‘hring’,"* ‘where the Khagans and rulers of the Avars hold their meetings’."®

9  Research identifies the bearers of the Keszthely Culture as a distinct ethnic and/or religious group of late
antique tradition in Avar context. For a summary see Vipa 2009a; VIpA 2009b, 318-320.

10 The change that can still be reconstructed is of such rate that Béla Miklos Széke could describe the Avar
society as early feudal, SzOKE 2014, 26-29. Although analyses are still missing regarding this matter, his
observation is most important as a working hypothesis for future research.

11  SzOKE 2014, 12; for a summary of related literature see BALOGH 2016, 328-332.

12 See for example Annales Laureshamenses, Annales Einhardi, year 796.

13 In most detail: PoHL 2002, 306—308.
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Material culture patterning as the source of the Avar power network, 8" century AD

Furthermore, beside the fact that such a structure should be localized east of the River Dan-
ube,'* an exact geographic position remains unclear (Fig. 1), and there is definitely no proof
that there could have been more than one of these establishments.”” Although the written
sources — all closely related to each other - tend to use the term ‘regia’, royal court," Ein-
hard, who was the one who must have had first-hand information on the situation, consid-
ered the word ‘regia’ unsuitable thus found it necessary to give further explanation: ‘the
name of which is, as it is said, Hring, however Lombards call it field (campus)’."”

In western terminology ‘hring’ or ‘campus’ most probably refers to a representative place
of assembly’® where certain decisions were made, and which had an important role in the
demonstration of Avar social hierarchy, more precisely the display of the power of the Avar
elite, probably also through exposing treasures they have hoarded. Thus we have no data
to prove that this place was, in reality, one of the political centres of the Avar Khaganate or
maybe even a permanent seat of the Khagan. More likely it can be considered an analogue
to the places of assembly used periodically by early feudal societies.’” Much has been writ-
ten about the “Pliska kampos” of the column with a Greek inscription of the khan Omurtag,
dated to the year 822. However, in the case of Pliska there are no proves that the kampos
would mean more than a field.*® Accordingly, it seems to be likely that the Lombards - like
the Bolgars obviously did —, acquired the category “campus” from the Byzantine source.

There is no evidence as to the similarity of the political and social structure of the early and
late Avar Khaganate - in fact, more arguments stand against it.* Still, at the present stage of
research, and at least in the central part of the Carpathian Basin, that is, in the central lands
of the Avar Khaganate® the lack of settlement hierarchy seems to be constant. Respectively,
in those cases where certain settlement structures do emerge from the system of early rural
settlements, such as Kolked and Keszthely, a cultural distinction of the local population can
also be documented.”

14, Pippinus autem, Hunis trans Tizam fluvium fugatis, eorumque regia, quae, ut dictum est, Hringus, a lango-
bardis autem campus vocatur, ex toto destructa, direptis pene omnibus Hunorum opibus, ad patrem Aquisgrani
hibernam habente venit, ac spoliam regni quae secum detulit, eidem praesentavit.” Annales Einhardi a. 796. -
‘Thus Pepin, after driving the Huns beyond the River Tiza, destroying completely their royal seat called
‘Hring’, or meadow as Longobards call it, and robbing them of almost all their riches, returned to his
father for the winter...

15 SzZENTPETERI 2013.

16 Annales Einhardi 796 and based on it, Poeta Saxo 796. (MGH SS 1. 183, 252).

17  See note 19.

18 'This is also supported by the text of the Annales Laureshamenses: ,,(Pippinus)... pervenit ad locum, ubi reges
Avarorum cum principibus suis sedere consueti erant, quem et in nostra lingua Hringe nominant” - “Pepin ar-
rived to the place where the kings and nobility of the Avars held their meetings” Annales Laureshamenses
a. 796, MGH SS 1. 37.

19 In the 6-8" century, ‘campus Martius’ appears as the scene of military parades and jurisdiction in Frankish
and Longobardic context: FLECKENSTEIN 1993, 361.

20 HENNING ET AL. 2007, esp. 434-435.

21 Inthis respect usually the multitude of names of late Avar dignitaries is quoted as an argument (PoHL 2002,
292-306), or the somewhat less steady but widespread theory about the introduction of diarchy, which is
however based on a debatable interpretation of the written sources (see the plural of ‘reges’ in Note 18).
Pontr 2002, 293-300.

22 Regarding the tendencies of centralization commencing in the close environs of the Carpathian Basin from
the 8" century onwards see for example SIKORA 2014.

23 Therefore the expression ‘central place’ is still unsuitable in the milieu of the Carpathian Basin.

293



Gergely SZENTHE

Methodology

Therefore, I suggest to discuss the matters of political and social ‘centres’ — or better be called
central traits — in a different system of concepts. From the archaeological material and fea-
tures, those elements should be sorted out which, being the expressions of prestige, may hint
to the inner relations of the Avar Khaganate as a political structure as well as the Avar society
as a hierarchical organization.

The concept of networks is first introduced in the archaeology of the Early Medieval Car-
pathian Basin by Erwin Gall,** when speaking about a ‘Hungarian network of power’ in rela-
tion to the period following the Hungarian conquest. According to him, by recognizing this
network, ‘the complex sequence of political, sociological and social psychological phenom-
ena’ which characterized this era becomes definable.” A great advantage to this approach is
that by shifting the emphasis to the search for the central traits perceptible in the patterns of
archaeological phenomena, the high amount of the archaeological material to be examined in
this respect allows it to be less speculative.

As settlement patterns cannot, neither the differences in the size and find material of late
Avar cemeteries can be axiomatically interpreted as manifestations of central or peripheral
character in a social-political sense, as they may result from the regional topographical condi-
tions® as well as from the cultural characteristics of a certain community, motifs which define
settlement patterns as well.

In contrary to the high population concentration” of the Transdanubian region, proved also
by the cemeteries with a multitude of graves such as Zamardi or Keszthely,?® in the Alfcld
region cemeteries usually contain less graves which hint to a different, sporadical settlement
pattern.”? However, this statement is only true as a tendency,” and does not refer to the Early
and especially to the Middle Avar Period, when there were many solitary graves all around
the Carpathian Basin as well as grave groups or graveyards which were only rarely used or
abandoned shortly for some reason.

As a most spectacular example of this, the case of Zamardi, suggested to be a capital of the
khagans, requires special attention.* Although this is the largest known Avar cemetery pos-

24 GALL 2014.

25 GALL 2014, 82.

26 Extensive, inhabitable areas (for example in the north-western part of the Carpathian Basin or in the
Mez6£6ld region as well as south of it, in the territory of today’s Tolna and Baranya counties), mounds ele-
vating from the moist surroundings as well as narrow, flood-free banks along the River Tisza. Concerning
habitation around present day Szeged see SZALONTAI — SUMEGI 2014; concerning the region between the
Rivers Tisza, Maros and Koros see Cocrs — GALL — URAK 2016, 68, P1. 24.

27 'This settlement pattern is explained by the habitation of strategically important locations in Vipa 2009b, 317.

28 The absence of ‘rich’ grave goods is especially conspicuous in the case of the late Avar cemeteries at Keszt-
hely, paired by an archaeological material proving a local identity: concerning the late phase of the Keszthely
Culture see Kiss 1997.

29 Fully excavated cemeteries with a maximum of 200-250 graves for example Kiskére (GARAM 1979); Ke-
cel-Hatardiilé (Cs. S6s 1958); around Szeged: SZALONTAI 2016, 688; cemeteries at Oroshaza: JuHASZ 1995;
Martély-Csanyi-part (FARKAS 1892; SZEREMLEI 1900, 462-481; PARDUCZ 1937, 177-180); around Szentes: the
most important cemeteries are Lapisto, Felsécsordajaras, Nagyhegy, Berekhat-Farkas-tanya: ADAM 2002,
352-357.

30 See the case of Tiszafiired-Majoros (GARAM 1995).

31 SzENTPETERI 2013, 169-170.
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Material culture patterning as the source of the Avar power network, 8" century AD

sibly with more than 4000 graves, its central character seems to be contradicted by the late
Avar graves of the cemetery. In the ‘richest’ grave group, including belt sets made of copper
alloy as well as horse graves, coffins were routinely adorned with metal sheet crosses.* These
objects are unique and must be treated as local and marginal phenomena in the archaeological
material of the Avar Period. The crosses on the most well-furnished Late Avar Period graves
- those containing copper-alloy objects of relatively low value and quality, as usual for the
grave assemblages of the period in general - are evidences of an identity with Western Euro-
pean or more likely Italian connections,* but seemingly marginal in the Avar power system.

Up to this day, researchers attempted to identify ‘centres of power’ in the Avar Period based
on objects made of precious metals or mostly gilded artefacts, as well as the analysis of graves
with weapons.* The argument however comes around in two steps: the presence of precious
metal objects and weapons points toward the elite because the elite is militant and possesses
great wealth, therefore members of the elite are given weapons and precious objects as grave
goods. Although there is undeniable verity to this argument, the justification of the method
is utterly questionable in the case of the Late Avar Period discussed in this paper. Namely, in
this period graves are seldom fitted with precious metal objects® or weapons®, these charac-
teristics only appear pointwise and are the results of cultural and social motivations unknown
to us, therefore their interpretation is highly debatable. In order to filter the influence of the
free association model, fitting the graves into a single scheme would only be possible when
other elements of settlement structure, material culture and funerary practices would all be
considered.”

Surveys of Avar cemeteries suggest that even within a narrow geographical area funerary
rites may be of considerable diversity.** However, in order to examine the social hierarchy of
the Avars, such an element of the archaeological material is required that appears in the same
form over the whole Avar settlement area and would seem equally important everywhere.
That is, its appearance would barely be (and if so, uniformly) distorted by funerary practices
all over the Carpathian Basin. Moreover, cultural factors otherwise responsible for local-re-
gional traits would have minimal or no effect on it, and of course it should have a role in the
demonstration of social prestige.

Although in terms of structure, number of graves and funerary practices late Avar cem-
eteries more or less differ from each other, among grave goods, objects belonging to the
personal attire are quite standardized concerning their characteristics, types and — usually

32 BARDOS — GARAM 2014, see e.g. the graves nr. 1652, 1706, 1709, 1808, 1887, 1895, 1899.

33 KNAUT 1994.

34 H.ToétH - HORVATH 1992: based on Kunbabony and other sites of the pseudo-buckle type; Vipa 2009, 314;
BarogH 2016, 328-331.

35 Collected in SZENTHE 2015a.

36 Late Avar period cemeteries with more weapons are e.g. Komarno-Lodenice (TRuGLY 1987 and TRUGLY
1993); Kosice-Sebastovce (BUDINSKY-KRICKA — To¢Ik 1991) or the recently published Valalik-Vsechsvitych,
ZABOJNIK — BERES 2016). As a common sense of the research, cemeteries with graves well-furnished with
weaponry emerge mostly at the peripheries of the Avar settlement area during the late period. However,
unpublished Late Avar Period cemeteries in the Great Plain area make this assertion a bit hazardous.

37 'The first forward works to follow this train of thought, with a regional focus: Co¢is — GALL — URAK 2014;
BarogH 2016.

38 See the yet unpublished MA thesis of Zalan Andras Szalai, providing excellent and relevant data through
the comparison of three cemeteries from the northwestern part of the Carpathian Basin: Szavar 2015.
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meager — value. Therefore, material culture preserved in late Avar cemeteries is, considering
some limitations, quite suitable to represent relations within the system. ‘Standardization’
is however not complete: for example, small differences can be detected in the practice of
putting precious metal objects into the graves. Accordingly, in some smaller cemeteries or
solitary graves belt mounts made of precious metals — thus quite out of the ordinary — may
appear.” As these mounts do not differ from the average quality mounts made of non-ferrous
metals in respect of form and technology, it is possible that their material rather reflects the
traditions of a cultural group following a unique, ‘out-of-the-ordinary’ model of representa-
tion, and not so much those of a social group with high demand, that is, an elite.

Still, when looking for such an element of the Avar material culture, which can be considered
the most steady sign of the Avar influence or perhaps even the proof of the presence of the
Avar power structure,” and is capable of synthetizing the phenomena of late Avar culture,
we evidently come to the ornate belts. Based on their frequency as grave goods,* ornate belts

should have had an important role in the representation of Avar male identity.* The high-val-
ue esthetical work® reflected in the decoration of the mounts and not influenced by raw ma-
terial, is also hinting at their high prestige value.

Fig. 2. Large strap ends with animal combat scenes of the ’type Avar’ in the Carpathian basin

39 Collected in SZENTHE 2015a, 297-307.

40 A collection of innovative questions raised but left unanswered up to this day: Daim 1996.

41 About 10% of the male graves include belt mounts: FANcsALszKy 2007, 19-20.

42 As to the significance of belts: DAM 1996, 340; VIDA — PAszTOR 1996, 341-342. Their exact role is however
unknown. According to Falko Daim the owners would be bearers of a social role connected to legal status:
Da1m 1996, 340. Gabor Fancsalszky considered the men with ornate belts ‘leaders of village communities’:
FaNcsaLszky 2007, 33.

43  SZENTHE 2016, 360.
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Data concerning the relations of late Avar cast belt mounts

In this paper I focused on a single artefact type among the belt mounts, which is quite signif-
icant as proved by its geographical spread and frequency. I also investigated the distribution
of other artefacts which appear in context with this type, as elements of the same belt set for
example. Large belt-ends decorated with ‘Avar type’* animal combat scenes, characteristic
of the first half of the Late Avar Period® are distributed evenly among the Avar sites in the
Carpathian Basin (Fig. 2).* Considering artefacts in relation*” with these strap-ends - in case
these are not too rare and their frequency allows such an observation - a similar distribution
can be documented. As an example a shield-shaped mount*® (Fig. 3) and a rectangular mount*
decorated with a palmette (Fig. 4) is shown here. Large belt-ends sometimes appear in belt
sets together with certain mount types which have a characteristic regional distribution: for
example, ‘Dunacsun type’ mounts™ decorated with griffins (Fig. 5! principally appear along

44 SzENTHE 2013, 147-149, distinguished from the Mediterranean type decoration with standing animals,
mostly griffins.

45 Spatstufe II: ZABojNix 1991, 238; SpA II: Daim 1987, Abb. 28; SpA 1L

46 A list can be found in FaANcsaLszky 2007, Map 14, Type 7.

47  Scientific literature dealing with Avar belt mounts is not really specific about what exactly belongs to a
certain type, especially in the works of Peter Stadler and Gabor Fancsalszky. Authors usually highlight a
single element or a combination of a few elements (such as the wings and beak of the griffin or the direction
it looks on the mount) and categorize the mounts according to these, see for example STADLER 1990. This
paper proposes a more precise classification, according to which the important elements of a type are the
components of the artefact, its length width proportion as well as the detailed match of the depicted figure,
scene or other kind of ornaments. From this point of view a ‘type’ basically includes artefacts which are in
a close genetic relationship regarding manufacture.

48 Budapest X-Rakos grave 25 (NAGY 1998, 76, Taf. 71); Budapest XXII-Voroskereszt u. grave 13 (NAGY 1998,
192, Taf. 132); Cunovo (Dunacstny) grave 54 (SOTER 1895, 100); Devinska Nova Ves (Dévényujfalu) grave
116 (E1sNER 1952, Obr. 16); Gy6r-Téglavets-dils grave 652 (FETTICH 1943, 31, XXVIL T. 1-17); Hrani¢na
pri Hornade-Kechnec (Kehnyec) grave 118 (PAsTor 1971, 124-125, Obr. 35, 1-23, 25-26); Komarno-Lo-
denice (Komarom-Hajégyar) grave 114 (TrRuGLY 1993, 201, Taf. XIX); Kosice-Sebastovce (Kassa-Zsebes)
grave 132 (BUDINSKY-KRICKA - ToCixk 1991, 33, Taf. XIX); Mosonszentjanos-Kavicsbanya stray find (un-
published); Mosonszentjanos-Kavicsbanya 27 (unpublished); Médling a.d. Goldenen Stiege grave 440 (DAIM
1977, 14-15); Nové Zamky (Ersekujvar) 232 (CILINSKA 1966, 48-49, Taf. XLIV); Odzaci (Hédsag) IV grave
15 (KARMANSKI 1975a, 19, Tab. XVI; Odzaci (Hodsag) IV grave 18 (KARMANSKI 1975a, 20, Tab. XIX); Pilis-
marét-Basaharc grave 151 (FETTICH 1965, 51); Pilismarot-Basaharc grave 218 (FETTICH 1965, 74); Szarazd
stray find (KovAcs 2001, 199-203, 12-13. kép); Szeged-Csengele-Feketehalom stray find (TOROK 1995, PL. 7,
12-14); Szeged-Fehért6 A grave 70 (MADARAS 1995, 22, P1. 12); Szeged-Fehérto A grave 300 (MADARAS 1995,
45, PL. 31); Szeged-Fehérto A grave 323 (MADARAS 1995, 45, PL. 32); Sz6reg B-Koézségi homokbanya grave
19 (Korek 1945, 109, X. t); Tiszafiired-Majoros grave 1084 (GARAM 1995, 126, 128, Taf. 147); Tiszafiired-Ma-
joros grave 1245 (GARAM 1995, 148, Taf. 166); Tiszaftiired-Majoros grave 1268 (GARAM 1995, 154, Taf. 169);
Vrbas-ciglana Polet (Verbasz-Polet-téglagyar) grave 76 (NAGY 1971, 203, Tab. XVI); Wien 13-Unter St. Veit
stray find (DAM 1979, 62-66, Taf. 4-5); Zwolfaxing grave 98 (LIPPERT 1969, 141, Taf. 38).

49 Cataj (Csataj) grave 74 (HANULIAK — ZABOJNIK 1982, Tab. I, 4-15); Fot grave 1 (TETTAMANTI 1985, 13. kép);
Gyo6r-Téglavet6-dils grave 740 (FETTICH 1943, 38, XXVIIL. t. 18-21); Kiskore-Halasto grave 41 (GARAM 1979,
15-17, Taf. 11); Kiskore-Halast6 grave 54 (GArRAaM 1979, 19, Taf. 13); Kiskore-Halast6 grave 111 (GARAM 1979,
24, Taf. 18); Komarno-Lodenice (Komarom-Hajogyar) grave 103 (TRUGLY 1993, 195, Taf. VI); Ladanybene-F6
ut stray find (H. TotH 1992, 51-52, 8. t.); Lukacshaza-Hegyalja-dil6 grave 8 (Kiss 1996, 108-109, 1. t.);
Nagypall I-Hatari-d(16 grave 16 (Kiss 1977, 74, PL. XXVIII); Szarvas-Grexa-téglagyar grave 227 (JuHAsz
2004, 41, Taf. XXIX); Szebény I grave 47 (GARAM 1975b, 78, Fig. 5); Szeged-Fehérté A grave 159 (MADARAS
1995, 31, PL. 20); Szekszard-Bogyiszloi ut grave 417 (RosNER 1999, 57, Taf. 29); Szentes-Lapist6 grave 93
(CSALLANY 1906, 300); Szentes-Nagyhegy grave 3 (CSALLANY 1962, 475, Taf. XIX); Zitavska Ton (Zsitvaté)
grave 31 (CILINSKA 1963, 92, Tab. VII, 19).

50 Type 19 or type Leobersdorf grave 71 of Peter Stadler but the list consists of other mounts those are signifi-
cantly different morphologically (STADLER 1990, 310).

51 Budapest X-Rakos grave 25 (Nagy 1998, Taf. 71); Cerevi¢-obala Dunava grave 12 (KARMANSKI 1976,
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Fig.

3. Shield-shaped belt mounts with an ornament of a simple double foliated scroll (®: in
belt sets of various compositions; @: in belt sets with large strap ends ornamented with animal
combat scenes of 'type Avar’)

the Transdanubian course of the River Danube; the propeller-shaped mounts consisting of a

double row of geometrised scroll ornaments® (Fig. 6) as well as the belt-hole guards forming a

band-loop (Fig. 7)°* have a strong Transdanubian, more precisely Northwestern-Transdanubian

52

53
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T. XVII, 1); Cunovo (Dunacsin) grave 54 (SOTER 1895, 100); Cunovo (Dunacstin) grave 127 (SOTER 1895,
110); Dunapentele (LAszro 1935, XX); Gyér-Téglavets-dlé grave 356 (FErTicH 1943, XXII. T.); llandza
stray find (DIMITRIEVIC ET AL. 1962, 18, Tb. XXX, 2); Kékesd grave 184 (Kiss 1977, P1. XXII); Kosice-Sebas-
tovce (Kassa-Zsebes) grave 221 (BUDINSKY-KRICKA — ToCik 1991, Taf. XXII); Leobersdorf-Ziegelei Polsterer
grave 71 (DAIM 1987, Taf. 69-71); Romonya I grave 41 (Kiss 1977, P1. XLVII); Sturovo-Obid (Parkany-Ebed,
Okorhalas) grave 8 (To¢ik 1992, Obr. 61, 9-15); Szebény I grave 11 (GARAM 1975, Fig. 3); Szebény I grave 202
(GaraM 1975, Fig. 15); Lébény, grave find (SOTER 1898, 178-180);

Aporka—Urbépuszta grave 20 (BONA 1957, 158, XXXV. T.); Edelsthal (Nemesvolgy) grave 77 (SOTER 1898, 210,
II. t. 14); Kékesd grave 184 (Kiss 1977, 56, P1. XXII); Kélked-Feketekapu B grave 219 (Kiss 2001, 97-98, Taf.
67); Leobersdorf-Ziegelei Polsterer grave 133 (Daim 1987, 264, Taf. 131-132); Mosonszentjanos-Kavicsbanya
grave 14 (unpublished); Modling a.d. Goldenen Stiege grave find (SCHWAMMENHOFER 1976, 15); Miinchendorf
grave 35 (BACHNER 1985, 115, Taf. 18); Miinchendorf grave 38 (BACHNER 1985, 115-116, Taf. 20).

Cunovo (Dunacstny) grave 127 (SOTER 1895, 110); Devinska Nova Ves (Dévénytjfalu) grave 524 (EISNER
1952, Obr. 52-54); Dunabogdany site 8/4 grave find (MRT 7, 39. t. 1-13); Edelsthal (Nemesvolgy) grave
207 (SOTER 1898, 218); Edelsthal (Nemesvolgy) unidentifiable (SOTER 1898, IV. t. 15); Gy6r-Téglavet6-di-
16 grave 305 (FETTICH 1943, 25, XVIL T. 6-8); Gy6r-Téglavets-dils grave 506 (FETTICH 1943, 31, XXIV.
T.); Gy6r-Téglavet6-dils grave 545 (FETTICH 1943, 32, XXVIL T.); Gy6r-Téglavet6-diil6 grave 776 (FETTICH
1943, 39, XXIV. T. 1-11); Komarno-Lodenice (Komarom-Hajogyar) grave 114 (TRuGLY 1993, 201, Taf. XIX);
Leobersdorf-Ziegelei Polsterer grave 65 (DAM 1987, 238, Taf. 57); Mosonszentjanos-Kavicsbanya grave 227,
grave C and stray find (unpublished); Modling a.d. Goldenen Stiege grave find (SCHWAMMENHOFER 1976,
15); Miinchendorf grave 38 (BACHNER 1985, 115-116, Taf. 20); Oskii-Agyaggddor grave 54 (Rut — FETTICH



Material culture patterning as the source of the Avar power network, 8" century AD

Fig. 4. Rectangular belt mounts with double palmettes (®: in belt sets of various compositions;
®: in belt sets with large strap ends ornamented with animal combat scenes of ’type Avar’)

regional character. Contrarily, there is only one artefact type with a regional distribution cen-
tered in the Great Hungarian Plain which appears in context with the large strap-ends with an-
imal combat scenes: small, broad shield-shaped mounts decorated with a single foliated scroll**
(Fig. 8). However, it is not unusual for all of the above-mentioned regional types that a solitary
specimen is brought to light well beyond the regional distribution area (see Fig. 8).

While some specimens of the above-mentioned artefact types are found in context with large
belt-ends decorated with animal combat scenes, other exemplars are included in belt sets with
different types of large belt-ends and mounts. Thus it takes only a few steps to link practically
the whole range of artefact types used in the first half of the Late Avar Period into one profuse
network of connections. In this network the artefacts of regional character (however with a
few specimens uncovered beyond the main distribution area) are linked by artefacts charac-
teristic of the Late Avar Period in general.

1931, 49, Taf. XV); Romonya I grave 31 (Kiss 1977, 112, P1. XLVI); Romonya I grave 41 (K1ss 1977, 112, P1.
XLVII); Romonya I grave 95 (Kiss 1977, 115, P1. XLIX); Romonya I grave 116 (Kiss 1977, 115, P1. L); Szebény
I grave 194 (GARAM 1975b, 84-85, Fig. 14); Szebény I grave 201 (GARAM 1975, 85, Fig. 15); Zwolfaxing grave
57 (LIPPERT 1969, 134, Taf. 23); Zwolfaxing grave 98 (LIPPERT 1969, 141, Taf. 38).

54 Edelstal (Nemesvolgy) grave 208 (LOBINGER 2016, Taf. 49); Janoshida-Tétkérpuszta grave 6 (ERDELYI 1958,
6, II. t. 8—15); Kal grave 9 (HARANGOzO — TOTH 2016, 220, 6. kép); Nyékladhaza-Vasutallomas grave 4 (VEGH
1964-1965, I. T. 17-23); Oroshéaza-Bonum-téglagyar grave 61 (JuHAsz 1995, 25, Taf. IV); Sommerein am Le-
ithagebirge grave XI (DAIM — LIPPERT 1984, 37, Taf. 2); Szeged-Fehérté A grave 319 (MADARAS 1995, 46, P1.
33); Vrbas-ciglana Polet (Verbasz-Polet-téglagyar) grave 121 (NAGyY 1971, 209, Tab. XXXIV).
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Fig. 5. Rectangular belt mounts with griffins of the type Dunacstin’ (®: in belt sets of various

compositions; @: in belt sets with large strap ends ornamented with animal combat scenes of
‘type Avar’)

Fig. 6. Propeller-shaped mounts consisting of a double row of geometrised scroll ornaments

(®@: in belt sets of various compositions; @: in belt sets with large strap ends ornamented with
animal combat scenes of 'type Avar’)
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Material culture patterning as the source of the Avar power network, 8" century AD

The human factor defining the distribution of the belt mount types can be best demonstrated
directly through certain cast metal objects, in case of which the correspondence between sin-
gle pieces is so close that we can be certain of the existence of a model or negative mould, per-
haps a ready mount used for standardized production.” It was Gabor Kiss who has first drawn
attention to the importance of identical cast artefacts in his study concerning belt buckles
decorated with griffins.”® I also found evidences to a connection between the cemeteries of
Tiszafiired and Kolked, as well as Tiszafiired and Zamardi in the form of identical objects
(Fig. 9).” Duplicates are however a rarity and because of the materials used (clay, wax) as well
as the workmanship some differences are detectable even between the pieces produced with
the same model.*® As for a whole group of mounts belonging to the same type, such differenc-
es are absolutely common. In my opinion, a ‘type’, in the proper sense, should only include
artefacts with identical morphology and length-width proportions (true for both the object
itself and the decoration, but not the size). Therefore, such ‘types’ can be considered, similarly
to identical objects, as evidences of direct contacts on the technological level.*

Another phenomenon hinting towards direct connections is the existence of identical belt sets.
As in the Late Avar Period belt sets were mostly assembled from different types of mounts,® the
idea that belt sets consisting of a single type of mounts may come into existence irrespective of
each other is highly improbable and can therefore be excluded with great certainty.® Implicitly,
these are even less frequent than identical objects. The belt sets of Grave 6 at Visznek, Grave 221
at Janoshida-Totkérpuszta and Grave 68 at Szentes-Berekhat were found close to each other,*
with only a few metal sheet elements to form an unremarkable difference between them. There
exists a fourth bet set®® including a large belt-end of the same type as mentioned before, the
mounts of which also show a remarkable similarity to those mentioned above. There is however

55 SZENTHE 2012, 66—67.

56 Kiss 2001, 222.

57 SzENTHE 2012, 63, Abb. 3. 1-4.

58 As part of my survey I made measurements of several mounts belonging to individual belt sets. I found that
in all cases there were size differences between mounts identical in all other respects. Regardless of the full
size of the mounts these differences may exceed 1-1,5 millimetres, even in the case of the usually very small
mounts of the side-straps (the presentation of the ever growing database which served as a basis for these
observations exceeds the limits of this paper). Similar differences show in the weight of the mounts. Still it
should be emphasized that all formal details of these mounts point towards a production in the same model.

59 See for example the resemblance between the mounts with griffin decoration from Tiszaftired-Majoros
grave 1003 and the grave unearthed at Kenderes-Banhalom. The proportions of the mounts within these
two sets, as well as the style of workmanship (punched griffins of flat surface), as well as the shape of the
griffins correspond greatly. However, the griffins from Banhalom are 4,5-5% smaller than the ones from
Tiszafiired, which are also much thicker. These differences can be easily explained by the activity of a single
workshop. There is a number of such examples within the same cemetery, for example during our research
of the Tiszafiired graveyard, together with Csaba Bir6 we found identical mounts with griffins in several
graves (Bir6 — SZENTHE 2011, Fig. 6 griffins with scythe-shaped wings from the graves of Tiszafiired). In
accordance with the observations of Gabor Kiss, several more examples could be mentioned, where, al-
though I did not make a precise comprehensive study, the exact sameness of form (beyond mere typological
correspondence) can at least be observed regarding the size, proportions and the front side of the mount.

60 SzOKE 2001, 106—-107.

61 Seemingly the mount sets with geometric circular-lobe decoration, datable to the ,Spdtstufe “III or SpA IIla
periods, that is the second half of Late Avar Era, comprise an exception to this rule. However, in this period
the rate of standardization is very high, while the range of mount types used for the decoration of belts is
quite narrow. Thus this phenomenon can be more likely the result of standardized production instead of the
uniform modelling of individual belt sets.

62 BREUER 2005, Abb. 48.

63 Tiszafiired-Majoros, grave 363 (GARAM 1995, Taf. 85).
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Fig. 7. Belt-hole guards forming a band-loop (®: in belt sets of various compositions; ®: in belt
sets with large strap ends ornamented with animal combat scenes of "type Avar’)

Fig. 8. Small, broad shield-shaped mounts decorated with a single foliated scroll (®: in belt sets

of various compositions; ®: in belt sets with large strap ends ornamented with animal combat
scenes of "type Avar’)
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a great distance between the find spots of a recently published belt set from Kal (Heves Coun-
ty)** and one from Nemesvolgy (Edelstahl, Lower Austria)®, other examples being the belt sets
from Sajoszentpéter (Borsod County)® and Kiskassa (unpublished, Baranya County).”’

Curiously, during my recent research I have not yet found any cemeteries with such corres-
ponding belt sets, however, in some cases similar sets come to light in considerable geogra-
phic distance from each other. May it be a careful theory though, the presence of these objects
beyond mere typological resemblance, and the existence of a few identical belt sets suggests
(even with respect to the uncertainty characterising archaeological research) that the simi-
larities between single mounts are not (or not only) the results of short-distance contacts
between communities living close to oneanother, but - maybe even more — certify a long-dis-
tance system of contacts which ensured the cohesion of society in the Late Avar Period.

Who were the people sustaining this interregional system of contacts? Both the catchment area
of certain workshops,® or closer contacts between groups with the same origin and culture,* or
less likely the effect of trade can be supposed here. Trade, that is, the circulation of mounts irre-
spectively of the manufacturer or the workshop would assume a relatively high level of division
of labour within Avar society: and, people usually trade with such wares which are not available
(cannot be produced) at a certain place. But, this is surely not true in case of the technologically
simple cast mounts. Although in the current stage of research the possibility of trade cannot be
excluded especially due to the wide geographical spread of average quality artefact types, but it
would also require a certain infrastructure, such as regular fairs or travelling merchants. As to
the latter, although their existence is possible again, there is no evidence as yet of their activity
in the Avar Period Carpathian Basin perhaps due to the lack of targeted studies.”

The most plausible answer, not excluding but incorporating the above-mentioned three fac-
tors, would be the horizontal and vertical communication of persons or groups belonging to
the elite. The wide-range system of contacts nurtured by the latter was undoubtedly among
the components sustaining the Late Avar power structure.

Summary: ornate belts as sources of power networks in the
Carpathian Basin

The majority of Late Avar belt mount types can be considered local phenomena of the
Carpathian Basin.”" On the contrary, types identified as of Byzantine origin by Falko Daim

64 Grave 9, HARANGOZzS — TOTH 2016, 220, 6. kép.

65 Grave 208, LOBINGER 2016, Taf. 49.

66 Stray finds from a grave, VEGH 1963, III. t. 8-14, 17.

67 Herewith I thank dr. Erzsébet Nagy (JPM Pécs) for presenting me this find as well as her permission to
mention it in this study.

68 Mentioning the catchment areas of workshops: Kiss 2001, 222; describing workshop circles: STADLER 1990,
316 and FaANCsALszKY 2007, 117-118; proposing the possibility of mobile workshops: SZENTHE 2012, 70-71.

69 The connection between the Tiszaftired cemetery and those in Transdanubia, respectively Southern Trans-
danubia does not only manifest itself in a few corresponding mounts, but also in the elements belonging
to the female attire (disks, belt pendants, earrings with drawn-up sheet globules) (see VIDA 2009b; GARAM
2011, 72-84). It is quite possible that direct personal contacts (either person-to-person or group-to-group)
between the communities of Zamardi, Kélked and Tiszafiired lie behind this parallelism.

70 In contrast to the markets and fairs of the contemporary Byzantine and Carolingian world: HALbon 2000;
AbpAM 1996, 183-186.

71 About the appearance of certain types: FANCSALSzKY 2007; STADLER 1990. Analysing the problem: SZENTHE
2016.
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Fig. 9. Identical objects. 1 — Kolked-Feketekapu, grave 419, 2 — Tiszafiired-Majoros, grave 89,
3 — Zamardi-Rétifoldek, grave 2177, 4 — Tiszafiired-Majoros, grave 1119.

in his epoch-making study published in 2000,”* are totally or almost totally absent in the
central region of the Carpathian Basin (Fig. 10). It seems that the ‘Avar belt’ is a comprehen-
sive factor creating a so-to-say visual cohesion over the whole territory of the Avar sphere
of power. Behind its appearance a system of distribution can be assumed the expansion of
which corresponded to the limits of the Avar sphere of interest. In my opinion this is the
factor which is still being expressed in Hungarian research by emphasizing the peculiar
‘Avar’ character of Avar belts with mounts, however there is no real inconsistency with the
existence of Byzantine contacts, proven by many relevant studies. However, due to the egal-
itarianism mainly apparent in the workmanship” and the raw materials™, still more in the
incredible variety of typological combinations, as well as the lack of documented quality

72  Daim 2000, Karte 3.
73  BALINT 2010, 148—-150; SZENTHE 2012.
74  See the material analyses at KOLT6 1982; DaM 1987, 167-168; WOBRAUSCHEK ET AL. 1987, 45-56.
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groups — ,Stufen” —, the ornate belt in itself must have been unsuitable to express complex
hierarchical relations in the society.

Accordingly, wearing and receiving an ornate belt as a grave good must have had a message
in itself: thus, the group of people wearing ornate belts can be contrasted with those not enti-
tled to it. Most probably the ornate belt was a sign of a certain legal status, which is however
hard to define due to the lack of written sources.”

E-

70 P50
B
R

1. Drittel 8. Jahrhundert
O Typ Stolbica |
® TypViap

2. Drittel 8. Jahrhundert
W Typ Hohenberg - Bozen

M Typ Aleppo ks

B Typ Mikulcice - Vogelmotiv /mj,v?
<> Typ Skradin - Smrdelje

A Typ Kanzianiberg - Novogerkassk ~
A Typ Micheldorf - Skalistoe

3. Drittel 8. Jahrhundert N
@ Typ Stolbica Il ©
O Typ Brestovac - Weiden am See

X Wandmalerei S. Maria Antiqua, Rom

Fig. 10. ’Byzantine-type’ buckles and belt ornaments of the 8" century AD at the north-eas-
tern fringes of the Mediterranean (after Daim 2000, Karte 3)

The distribution maps imply that the distribution of the many belt mount types all over
the Avar settlement area can best be interpreted to the analogy of the spatial pattern of the
Bronze Age depots analysed by Gabor Vaczi representing a scale-free network.” This distri-
bution system rooted in the hierarchical relations of Avar power. In the light of the distri-
bution of certain types, members could most probably obtain an ornate belt through a ‘pres-
tige chain network’-type of distribution system. Following this idea further and still being
strictly deductive, the radius of a workshop could only partially influence the distribution
of ornate belts: that is, depending on how many people it could reach in a certain region

75 See note no. 42.
76 BARABASI 2016, 133-147; for the application of the method in archaeology see VAcz1 2014.
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and what social rank (with according needs) they would represent. The fact that no two
identical belt sets, probably manufactured together, tend to appear in the same cemetery
may be another (indirect) effect of a system regulated from the top of the social hierarchy.
The determining factor of the distribution of types of Avar ornate belts was the customer
himself, who, depending on his power, influence and status in Avar hierarchy could reach
craftsmen of high or lesser quality, or — I admit my theory may be really ambiguous here —
the raw materials as well as the source of forms which appear on belt mounts.

Referring back to the above-mentioned study of Falko Daim: I believe that the Byzantine
influence discovered by him reached the Avar ‘users’ through this filter. For a certain group
of people a Byzantine form (or, in my opinion, a form widely used by members of the con-
temporary European elites) could represent prestige as an embodiment of contacts between
elites. On lower levels within the local Avar social hierarchy this same form would be per-
ceived as the representation of the social standing of its owner, his relation to the Avar elite.

The theory on belt mounts first suggested by Gabor Kiss”” became widely accepted in Hun-
garian research. According to this, the details and decoration of the belt mounts had no actual
importance due to the small size of the motifs and the mounts themselves, thus it was only
the colour of the mounts - gilded, tinned or the bare colour of bronze - that could impress a
person looking at an ornate belt from some distance.

I believe however that within the Avar society and elite, where cohesion was created through
several occasions of close personal contact such as feasts, conclaves, gatherings — perhaps the
above-mentioned ‘Hring’ served as a location for such events —, people present could very
well notice such details. For example, at the aforesaid events virtually anyone could have had
the opportunity to observe closely the belt mounts of the person who once wore the ornate
belt discovered at Kiskundorozsma, maybe even one-by-one, as well as his attire, other jewels
and precious belongings. This way they could assess the social standing and importance of a
person, as well as his social relationships.

Perspectives on the chronology of the Late Avar Period

As a last step of the reasoning we come to the point where the Avar ornate belt can be
considered suitable for chronological observations. We are most probably right to think
that within a society, belonging to a privileged group of people and the related identity
necessitated continuous verification.” The dynamics of socio-political relational networks
presumably required people to continuosly revise their status and relationships. This is the
framework in which the variability of mount forms as well as the style groups distinguish-
able within the forms and decorations of Late Avar belt mounts can be interpreted. Accord-
ing to the above-mentioned theory a new ornate belt (or one which at least represents a
current style) defines the person who wears it as someone who has an active role in the sys-
tem of distribution, who is relatively close to power and can access certain resources, and
after all reflects the potency of its owner or his community. Accordingly, Gabor Kiss stated
that full sets with unique forms and features are quite frequent in graves of personalities

77 Kiss 1995, 99.
78 About the way how material culture expresses continuously redefined identities by changing forms:
HobpDER 1989.
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buried with weapons and artefacts made of precious metals as well as in the case of gilded
bronze belt sets.”” Of course there are counter-examples too: old sets or sets containing
mounts from different morphological and chronological horizons may hint to the exclusion
of the community from active ‘prestige-communication’. This way Falko Daim was able to
distinguish a late horizon within the SpA III phase at the Leobersdorf cemetery (SpA IIIb),*
characterized by the mixed use of mounts typical of earlier chronological phases. The same
phenomenon was observed at the Tiszafiired cemetery by Eva Garam as well.®!

Even beside the proven chronological background of the phenomenon it apparently shows
a frequent occurrence in the case of graves situated at the fringes of cemeteries or grave
groups,® or on belts worn by members of communities which must have been marginal to
the Avar power network (sometimes in a geographical sense too). Situated at the southeast-
ern borders of the territory dominated by the Avars, the graves of the Nagylak cemetery*
included belt sets which are perfect examples of the above-mentioned problem. The phe-
nomenon was so significant that it even made the researchers publishing the site question
the whole Late Avar chronological framework because of it.** Similarly in the case of the
mounts found at Zalaegerszeg-Ola (Southwestern margin of the Avar settlement area), B.
M. Sz6ke dated the creation of the whole ‘set’ to the last period of the Avar culture:* how-
ever, the broad shield-shaped mount as well as the longer small strap-end, which attributes
can be dated to the ,Spdtstufe IIb“ according to the system ]. Zabojnik. Only the squat,
one-sided small strap-end originates without doubt from the end of the Late Avar Period.*
Typically, in the scarce find material from the Nyirség area where settlement only became
denser at the end of the Avar Period*” and we only know of a few belt sets, the proportion
of sets including mounts from mixed time periods® as well as ones with repaired pieces®
is quite high.”” However, the chronological setting of the Nyirség finds in the latest phase
of the Avar Period mostly cannot be verified due to the lack of artefacts with solid dating.
Thus, although the phenomenon is at least partially characteristic of the end of the Late
Avar Period, we neither can simply exclude the influence of social hierarchy in general.

79  Kiss 1995, 100.

80 Daim 1987, 45-49.

81 GARAM 1995, 416—420.

82 One of the most spectacular examples are graves 147, 150, 155 and 156 of the Kiskéros-Varos-alatt cemetery.
They are situated at the northeastern periphery of the graveyard, where, in contrary to other parts of the
cemetery, the burials were not robbed (HorvATH 1935, Taf. XXX-XXXI). Based on the horizontal stratigra-
phy of the cemetery, it is obvious that in this case chronological reasons stand behind the phenomenon.

83 Unfortunately, this graveyard is only partially excavated.

84 Cocrs — GALL — URAK 2014, 57-59.

85 SzOKE 2001, 105, Abb. 1.

86 See parallels of the shape at ZABojNik 1991, Taf. 24, types 108-116.

87 IsTvANOVITS 2003, 249-254.

88 See the three graves in Tiszaeszlar-Kunsirpart (CSALLANY 1958, XXIV-XXV. T.); Kemecse-Sarvay-tag grave
5 (CSALLANY 1958, XXIV. T. 28-29).

89 Grave 7 of Tiszalok-Hajnalos (CSALLANY 1958, XXV. T. 16-17).

90 On the contrary to the previously mentioned, the only seemingly intact belt set was found in grave no. 7
at Kemecse (CsaLLANY 1958, XXV. T. 1-6) I would like to thank Eszter Istvanovits for her permission of
studying the finds.
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