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The archaeological research state of the 9/10–11th 
centuries in Moldova (Romania). Some thoughts on 

funerary places and stray finds (axes)1

Erwin Gáll

Abstract: The archaeological research of the 10th–11th century Moldova is really backward for many 
reasons. For this reason, in this paper could only aim to set up a chronological order of the finds. The 
relative chronological system used in the Carpathian Basin and in parts of Bulgaria and in some aspects 
in whole Central-Eastern Europe is to be applied to the finds from Moldova, which has certain limita‑
tions and poses certain threats, but at the moment we cannot see a better point to start from. On the 
base of the relative chronological system used in other regions in the Eastern Europe we can classifi‑
cation the funerary places and the stray finds in 3 chronological groups. However, we have to emphasize 
that the funerary places/graves have been found in Eastern Moldova and the axes as stray finds, in the 
largest quantities, were found in Western Moldova. What does this archaeological data base mean? Does 
it indicate a difference in life style or manifestation a cultural difference? These are the great questions of 
the research in the future.

Keywords: Moldova (Romania), 9/10–11th centuries, funerary places, stray finds, axes. 

Introduction

The archaeological research of the 10th–11th century Moldova2 is really backward for many reasons3. 
Of course we do not to say that no there were not archaeological researches at all, as our list of the sites 
would refute this statement. But it can be said that even in Romania the archaeological research in 
the land of Moldova of the 9/10–11th centuries is the most left behind, not to speak of a comparison 
with the region of Central and Eastern Europe. On Annex 1 the level of this research can be accurately 
traced research as far (clearly we cannot talk about cemeteries, only about graves and group of graves) 
the size of the excavation is concerned. 

As far as the research level, standard of these excavations are concerned we have no data in the 
most of the cases (except for the sites of Probota and Holboca), not to mention the anthropological 
and archaeozoological analysis that apart from one case (Probota Grave 74) are completely missing 
from the current analyzes. However, due to the lack of archaeological analyses there is no such chrono‑
logical system as in the case of the Carpathian Basin concerning the cemeteries, let alone settlements. 
In the future there should be done more for the complex processing of archaeological resources as well 
as publishing the results. 

We could assert our database primarily thanks to the efforts of two researchers (Victor Spinei and 
Dan Gheorghe Teodor), whose work it cannot be disregarded (see Annex 1 and Annex 2).

1	 English translation: László Oláh, Erwin Gáll. Our short analysis aims to analyse the cemeteries and stray finds found in 
the territory of Moldova belonging to present Romania. We were forced to renounce to analyse the settlements, since 
they can be dated just within very broad limits of time. Dedicated to the 150th anniversary of the Romanian Academy.

2	 Victor Spinei provides a good geographical description on the area east of the Carpathian Mountains: Spinei 1985, 13–44.
3	 Among these reasons one could mention the uninterested attitude of the experts and the ethnicizing point of view 

dictated by mainstream science policy. Boia 1997, 76, 123–125. It follows from these reasons that no archaeologi‑
cal synthesis comprising this region and comparing with region of Muntenia/Greater Wallachia has been published 
so far. Ioniță 2005. The new funerary sites are Păulești (1 grave) and Strejnicu (1 grave). Frânculeasa et al. 2012, 
139–163.

4	 'Studiul antropologie, făcut de către prof. Olga Necrasov, a stabilit că scheletul omenesc din acest mormînt prezintă 
caractere mongoloide’. Zaharia, Zaharia 1962, 605.
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Theoretical approaches

If the issue of ‘ethnic’ identity is called ‘hot potato’ by some sociologists (who can study the mani‑
festations of this horizontal identity in real life)5, the judgement of this issue is obviously even more 
problematic in the case of archaeology6. The possibilities to identify ‘ethnic’ identities in the distant 
past are limited and what we are interested in, namely their connection with the archaeological sources 
and the possibility to detect them, are even more relative. Therefore I am skeptical about the attempts 
made by historians who used archaeological finds to support their historical constructions. This scep‑
tical and careful attitude is even more relevant in the case of the Moldova finds from the 9th/10th and 
11th centuries, whose research (see Annex 1) shows a lot of deficiencies. Therefore this paper could 
only aim to set up a chronological order of the finds.

The analysis

This short analysis of ours cannot be comprehensive due to the present state of research. Therefore 
we would like to concentrate on some important aspects. First of all, the relative chronological system 
used in the Carpathian Basin and in parts of Bulgaria and in some aspects in whole Central-Eastern 
Europe is to be applied to the finds from Moldova, which has certain limitations and poses certain 
threats, but at the moment we cannot see a better point to start from. To give an example of these: 
bits with the single-piece bar are dated to the second part of the 10th century in the Carpathian Basin, 
but it is questionable whether we can date all the finds of this type similarly east of the Carpathians? 
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Fig. 1. The burial sites in Moldova in 9/10th–11th centuries (for the numbering of the sites see Annex 1).

5	 Malešević 2004, 1.
6	 According also to Sebastian Brather, archaeology cannot be used to identify ‘ethnic’ groups, which opinion the author of 

these lines can only agree with. Brather 2002, 152–156.
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In the first step, we tried to give an overall review of the graves and cemeteries whose documenta‑
tion is available for us. It must be emphasized that no cemetery has been excavated and the biggest 
burial site contains only 11 graves! The situation is not only complicated by the fact that we can just 
talk about the findings of small excavations, but as the finds excavated in those cemeteries or graves 
have not been published, some of them cannot be dated exactly or in some cases they cannot be dated 
at all due to a lack of data. Based upon the dates in the table below, it must be stated that these burial 
finds do not constitute a unified category. 

This review of research history makes us emphasize the most important advice: we would like to 
warn everyone not to set up any historical hypothesis due to the present state of the researches. The 
elements of dating are first of all the weapons and horse gears, respectively some various types of the 
jewellery.

There are 4 sites that can be dated to the 10th century generally. 6 sites can be dated to the second 
half of the 10th century and 7 sites can be dated to the 11th century. There is a find that cannot be dated 
with certainty and in 6 cases we have no data at all. 
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Fig. 2. The burial sites in Moldova: A. 10th century; B. second half of the 10th 

century; 11th century (for the numbering of the sites see Annex 1).

For the 10th century the most important elements of dating are the pear-shaped stirrups with 
asymmetrical rectangular strap loop (Grozești)7, (Pl. 2/10) iron bits with rectangular sectioned side‑
bars (Grozești) (Pl. 2/7)8, rhomboid- and deltoid arrowheads (Grozești, Probota) (Pl. 2/1–6, 9)9, knifes 
(Grozești, Probota) (Pl. 1/6, Pl. 2/8), quiver (Probota) (Pl. 1/5)10, simple lock rings (Probota, Bârlad 
“Parcul de odihnă”) (Pl. 1/1–2, pl. 4/6)11, rattlers (Bârlad “Parcul de odihnă”) (Pl. 4/1–5)12, lyre shaped 
buckle (Erbiceni)13. 

The elements of material cultures which characterized the second half of the 10th century and 
first half of the 11th century are: buttons (Arsura) (Pl. 4/1–6)14, earrings (Arsura) (Pl. 4/7–8)15, bows 
(Banca) (Pl. 3/Grave 1: 1–4, Grave 2: 1–2)16, arrowheads (Banca) (Pl. 3/Grave 1: 5–6, Grave 2: 5–7)17, 
little circle disc (Banca) (Pl. 3/Grave 1: 10–11)18, bits with single piece bar (Grivița-NV satului, Matca, 
Umbrărești) (Pl. 2/1)19. 

7	 Spinei 1985, 113, Fig. 29/10. Type Pe2a1 after Gáll 2015, Pl. 1/2a1 dated in the first part of the 10th century. Another 
references: Révész 1996, 43–46.

8	 Spinei 1985, 113, Fig. 29/7. Type 3b after Gáll 2013, Vol. II, 324. táb.
9	 Zaharia, Zaharia 1962, Fig. 8/3–5; Spinei 1985, Fig. 29/1–6, 8.
10	 On the structure of the quivers in the 10th century, see: Révész 1985, 35–53.
11	 Spinei 1985, 113, Fig. 27/6; Szőke 1962, 35; Révész 1996, 79–80. Types 1a–1b after Gáll 2013, Vol. II, 307. táb. 
12	 Spinei 1985, 113, Fig. 21/1–5. On the rattlers in the Carpathian Basin: Szőke 1962, 59–61; Kovács 1998, 150–151, 153, 

32. jegyzet.
13	 Niţu et al. 1959, 536, Fig. 6/4. For their datings, see: Révész 1989, 513–541.
14	 Spinei 1985, Fig. 14/1–6.
15	 Teodor 1968, 237–238, Fig.  25/1–2; Spinei 1985, Fig.  14/7–8. For their datings, see: Szőke 1962, 46; Giesler 1981, 

120–124; Gáll 2013, Vol. I, 666.
16	 Maxim-Alaiba 1987, 236, Fig. 1/1–5.
17	 Maxim-Alaiba 1987, 236, Fig. 1/12, 15–18.
18	 Maxim-Alaiba 1987, 236, Fig. 1/8–9.
19	 Spinei 1985, 113, 118, Fig. 30/9, fig. 31/12; Spinei 2009, Fig. 32/9. Type 2a after Gáll 2013, Vol. II, 324. táb.
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For the 11th century the most important elements of dating are the cast, square sectioned 
bracelets (Bârlad “Moara lui Chicoș”) (Pl.  5)20, openworked pendant ornaments (Berești, Todireni) 
(Pl. 4/1–2, pl. 4/1–3) 21, twisted finger ring (Holboca) (Pl. 1/12)22, twisted bracelet (Călărași)23, arrow‑
heads (Holboca) (Pl. 1/9–11), quiver (Holboca) (Pl. 1/1–3)24, bow (Holboca) (Pl. 1/4–8)25, iron caul‑
dron (Pogonești) (Pl. 5)26, bits with single piece bar (Bârlad “Moara lui Chicoș”)27, simple bridle bit 
(Pogonești)28. As we mentioned, the bits with single piece bar are dated to the second part of the 10th 
century in the Carpathian Basin, but it is questionable if we can apply similarly east of the Carpathians? 
However, we have to mention that in Muntenia/Greater Wallachia also were dated in/from the second 
half of the 10th century, but on the base of the finds in the Carpathian Basin29. So this is the paradoxal 
situation. 

Geographically the burial sites are clustered along the lower reaches of the River Siret and the 
River Prut (Annex 1: sites 2, 3–5, 6, 10, 11, 12, 16, 17, 19, 23), and the upper and middle reaches of the 
River Prut (Annex 1: 1, 7, 9, 13, 14, 15, 20, 21, 22). At the moment we know that weapons and horse 
gears have been found in 16 out of the 23 burial sites, so it can be stated that the burials of that age 
were characterized by weapon furnishings and the symbolization of horses, even though the present 
stage of research is so poor. The weapons found in the graves are bow bones, the iron parts of quivers 
and arrow heads. The other weapons are missing from the graves in Moldova. 

We need to say something about one aspect of the burial customs, which in many cases were 
misinterpreted, namely their orientation. The W-E orientation evaluated as ‘Christian orientation’30 
kind of orientation is in fact characterizing all the unearthed burials from the territory of Moldova, 
regardless of whether we are speaking about horse-armed or unarmed graves is, even more for example 
the burial without weapons of Erbiceni “Dealul Cimitirului” has N-S orientation. 

As can be seen, the burial sites have been found in all cases in the eastern half of Moldova, between 
the Prut and the Siret. So far we have no find excavated west of the River Siret, which will have to be 
explained in the future. In conclusion we may say that pagan customs in the 10th century continued to 
be practiced in 11th century. On the concrete aspects of Christianity (primarily the churchyards) in the 
funerary rites in Moldova in the 10–11th centuries we can not talk. 

In the framework of our chronological charts we tried to illustrate the possibilities of dating the 
sites dated using the dating methods that are used in the Carpathian Basin, with the remark that all of 
this should be checked and improved with 14C’s analysis in the future (see also Pl. 5).

The archaeological finds are completed with an object category that no one has drawn attention 
to so far, namely axes (Annex 2). Axes are completely missing from the finds excavated in the ceme‑
teries, and an axe was found only in one grave in Wallachia too (București-Tei)31, respectively two in 
Republic of Moldova/Bessarabia (Echimăuți, Orheiul Vechi)32. However, a great number of axes have 
been found as stray finds and in depots that can be dated to the 9/10–11th centuries. But they do not 
cover the same region as the graves described above and they have mainly been found in Western 
Moldova, west of the River Siret as is indicated on our map. In connection with these items that can 
be classified into three categories, the question may arise as to what can account for their geographical 
distribution (see Pl. 6–8). 

20	 Spinei 1985, 113, Fig. 31/3–4. For their datings see: Szabó 1978–1979, 19, 31, 12. ábra; Giesler 1981, 120–124, Taf. 53; 
Type 2d after Gáll 2013, Vol. II, 311. táb.

21	 Spinei 1985, 110–111, Fig. 27/9–11, 13.
22	 Nestor et al. 1952, 96, 108. For their datings see: Szőke 1962, 97; Giesler 1981, Taf. 53. In the Transylvanian Basin: Gáll 

2013, Vol. I, 695.
23	 Teodor 1997, 62. Their chronologycal analyses, see: Giesler 1981, 121–124, 137–151.
24	 Nestor et al. 1952, 96, 108. We can date the circle decorated quiver plates in the Carpathian Basin to the second part of 

the 10th century. Gáll 2013, Vol. I, 735.
25	 Nestor et al. 1952, 96, 108.
26	 Spinei 1985, 115, Fig. 34/12.
27	 Spinei 1985, 115, Fig. 30/8.
28	 Spinei 1985, 115, Fig. 30/8.
29	 Ioniță 2005. In the Carpathian Basin an analysis on this bit type, see: Petkes 2012, 231–246.
30	 For example: Teodor 1997, 39, 62.
31	 Morintz, Rosetti 1959, 11–47.
32	 Teodor 2003, Fig. 1.
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Fig. 5. 1. Pașcani; 2. Șuletea (after Spinei 2009, Fig. 9/13, Fig. 21/1).

Taking into consideration the fact that axe with a handle support (Pl. 6/3–4, Pl. 7/1–3, Pl. 8/2–3, 5) 
is known from the territory of the Kievan Rus’ and Scandinavia in great numbers shows that in the 
future a greater emphasis should be laid on the research of the connection of these two areas33. 

This is also underlined by such finds as the sword of type Petersen S or Geibig combination type 
11 found near Pașcani34. The cross dating from the 10th–11th centuries found in Șuletea underline the 
southern influences, respectively commercial relations35.

Conclusions

1. Due to the present stage of research, no exact deductions can be made based upon the ceme‑
teries. The fact that cemeteries have only been registered in Eastern Moldova raises questions. 

2. In connection with the graves with or without weapons we have no documentation to construct 
a Christian or a pagan world. To be more exact, based upon these 10th–11th centuries cemetery finds 
neither of them can be supposed. It is useless to seek Christians until the signs of Christianity such as 
a church appears.

3. Most graves excavated so far are oriented W-E (also most graves with weapon and horse furnish‑
ings), but some graves without weapon furnishing are oriented N-S with lyre shaped buckles in them. 
From all this it can also be concluded that W-E orientation burials often mentioned in the archaeo‑
logical literature should not be automatically assessed as ‘Christian’, because this orientation in fact it 
is typical for the great majority of the era’s weapons/horse and without weapons/horse graves in the 
whole Central and Eastern Europe. 

4. The fact the cemeteries/graves have been found in Eastern Moldova and axes in the largest 
quantities in Western Moldova begs the question: what does this archaeological data base mean? For 
33	 They were used also in the areas of north-western Russia, Poland, Estonia, East Prussia from the beginning of the 11th 

century. Paulsen 1956, 27.
34	 Spinei 2009, Fig. 9/13. On the dating of this sword type, see: Petersen 1919, 182; Geibig 1991, 54–56, 144, Abb. 39.
35	 Spinei 2009, Fig. 21/1. 
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sure, a significant parts of the axes were found in the area of ​​Subcarpathians, so there are easily notice‑
ably topographical differences that can be observed between the geographical occurrence of these two 
groups. Does it indicate a difference in life style or manifestation a cultural difference? It would be 
important to clarify, at least partially if these axes derive from a settlement or from grave annexes. 
These are the great questions of the research in the future. 

5. There were lot of questions in the history of the research about the ‘eastern Hungarian’36 of 
9th century. In this regard, in the Hungarian archaeology occurred ideas that there are known finds 
from the territory of Moldova characterized as ‘Hungarian finds’ that were dated at the end of the 
9th century respectively to the 10th century (Grozeşti, Probota Grave 7 and from Wallachia, Bucureşti-
Tei)37. From these finds only one – the Probota Grave 7 – was explored by a specialist, and on the basis 
of the partial horse burials nature of the graves they thought it is ‘Hungarian’ kind of burial. However, 
this is far from being a conclusive evidence38, as the unearthed attachments from the grave neither 
count as evidence. 

36	 Türk 2010, 262–306.
37	 A.H. 1996, 438–439.
38	 Partial horse burials (type Bálint II) (Bálint 1969, 107–114) are known not only in the Carpathian Basin, but also from 

the territory of Bulgaria, respectively in the case of Saltovo-Maiaki culture burials as well. On these problems, see: Türk 
2010, 283, Note 198 with bibliography.
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6. Finally, a thought from Moldova towards the Carpathian Basin! In our opinion, to search for 
‘conquering Hungarians’39 in the 10th century in Moldova or in Wallachia is similar to the search for 
the grave of Attila, Bayan or Árpád at the moment in the Great Plain. We can identify burials as those 
of the 9th–10th centuries ‘Hungarians’ if we want to! But can we do this?...

Erwin Gáll 
Vasile Pârvan Institute of Archaeology, Bucharest 
Bucharest, ROU 
ardarichus9@yahoo.com 
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Plate 1. 1‒6. Probota-Moșanca; 1‒12. Holboca-Movilă.
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Plate 2. 1‒10. Grozești-teritoriul satului; 1. Grivița-NV satului.
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Plate 3. 1‒11. Banca-Gara Grave 1; 1‒7. Banca-Gara Grave 2.
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Plate 4. 1‒8. Arsura-Cetățuia Mogoșești; 1‒6. Bârlad-Parcul de odihnă; 
1‒2. Bereşti-Râpa Sârbilor; 1‒3. Todireni-vatra satului.
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Plate 5. The relative chronology of the cemeteries and the stray finds in the 10‒11th centuries in Moldova.

from the second half of the 10th century/first half of the 11th century

10th century

11th century
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Plate 6. 1. Bârlăleşti-Stanția; 2. Dragoslaveni-La Aguzi; 3. Dulceşti-la vest de sat; 4. Fedeşti; 
5. Găiceana-vatra satului; 6. Fotin Enescu-Drobotă-Viişoara; 7. Gărbovăţ-Arcaci.

1

0 3 cm

     3

     4

     5

     6
     7

     2



The archaeological research state of the 9/10–11th centuries in Moldova (Romania)    ◆    331

Plate 7. 1. Jariştea-marginea estică; 2. Liteni-teritoriul satului; 3. Giurcani; 4. Năneşti-vatra satului.
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Plate 8. 1. Orbeni-centrul satului; 2. Pleşeşti-teritoriul satului; 3. Prăjeşti; 4. Sărăţeni-în 
faţa şcolii generale; 5. Siliştea Nouă; 6. Suceava-zona suburbană.
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