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Old and New Archeological Researches Regarding
the Early Medieval Habitat in Sylvanian Basin’

Dan Bacuet-Crisan, Sanda Bacuet-Crisan

Abstract: Through the present paper we wish to stress, yet again, the importance of ground researches in
the identification of new archaeological objectives but mainly the need to repeat such researches in areas with
archaeological potential known from specialized literature. Among all types of archaeological investigations,
ground research is and still remains the easiest (including from a financial perspective) method of archaeological
research. By intensely employing this method in a geographic micro-area one can considerably enrich the scien-
tific data on human habitation during various historical stages.

Keywords: archaeological researches, early medieval habitat, Sylvanian Basin, ground researches, artifacts.

Introduction

The goal of the present paper is to introduce to the scientific circuit an archaeological objective
recently identified through ground researches and certain artifacts recently discovered on archaeo-
logical spots already known from specialized literature, but also to discuss again an older discovery
that has not been scientifically valorized until now.

Ground research in the fortification from Zalau “Valea Rachisorii/Palvar”
(Pl.1/c,no. 1)

The site in Zaldu “Valea Rachisorii/Palvar” is located on the territory of the city of Zaliu at the
feet of Meses Mountains, at the end of Crasna St., in the precinct of the former military tank shooting
range, towards the village of Aghires. As one knows, this archaeological objective includes three
distinct elements: an inhumation cemetery, a settlement and a fortification. Several archaeological
research campaigns have been performed there, in 1989, 2000, 2001, 2002 and 2003".

Fig. 1. The site in Zalau “Valea Rachisorii/Palvar” (taken from Bacuet-Crisan 2015).

English translation: Ana M. Gruia.
! Bicuet-Crisan 2014, 38, 49-50.
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In the summer of 2015 we have performed new ground researches in the precinct of the early
medieval fortification that have led to the discovery of early medieval pottery fragments (P1. 2/1). The
items were found in the southern part of the fortification, near the access road into the fortification,
an area that had been partially excavated during the 2003 research campaign®.

The shardsare part of the same pot (Pl. 2/2), i.e. the upper part of a large handless cooking pot
(diameter of the mouth 28 cm), grayish black in color, almost black. The pot has been modeled on the
slow potters’ wheel from fabric containing sand with small pebbles and mica flakesas temper mate-
rials. The pot’s rim is flared, faceted and with the edges slightly rounded. The neck and shoulder are
strongly arched. The decoration was made through incision in the soft fabric and consists of straps of
wide straight lines, horizontal, traced almost parallel to each other, in a careless manner.

Though several ground researches and two archaeological excavation campaigns have been
performed during 2002-2003, so far only a few pottery fragments were found®. The best formal
analogies for this pot can be noted in the cemetery from Alba Iulia “Str. Brandusei” - from the phase
dated to the 10* century*. Taking into consideration the low number of artifacts discovered so far in
this fortification, the discovery of these pottery fragments brings extra data on the possible chrono-
logical determination of the objective. Naturally, their presence does not solve the chronology of the
fortification but, as previously stated, one cannot exclude the possibility that the three monuments
(the settlement, the cemetery and the fortification) were contemporary°.

Fig. 2. The site in Zalau “Valea Richisorii/Palvar”. Satellite view (taken from Bacuet-Crisan 2015).

Ground researches in the perimeter of the tumular incineration necropolis in
Nusfalau (municipality of Nusfalau) (P1. 1/c, no. 2)

The tumular incineration necropolis from Nusfaliu is located on the second terrace of River Barcau
(on its left bank), on the spot called “Vulpiste/Halmakpataka”. This archaeological objective is very well
known in specialized literature and several stages of archaeological researches were performed there:
in 1878 Mattyasovszky researched a tumulus, in 1879 K. Torma researched another tumulus, in1880
J. Hampel researched one of the large tumuli and in 1958 M. Comga researched three more tumuli®.
From an ethnic perspective the incineration tumular necropolis from Nugfalau has been connected to
the arrival of a group of Western Slavs” with Avar influences. At that time, the necropolis was dated

Bacuet-Crisan 2014, 50.
Bacuet-Crisan 2014, 50.
Dragota et al. 2009, P1. 17/3.
Bacuet-Crisan 2015, 17-19.
Comsga 1961, 519-528.
Comsa 1961, 527.
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to the 8% century - beginning of the 9 century, chronologically later than the one in Somegeni, dated
around year 8002

Fig. 3. Nusfaldu “Vulpiste/Halmakpataka”. Ground plan of the tumular necropolis
by J. Hampel (taken from Hampel 1881 and Cosma 2002).

In a 1999 study L. Stanciu suggested that this necropolis should be dated to the first half of the 8*
century® arguing in support of the idea the fact that a group of Eastern Slavs was present. Ever since
the researches in Somegeni, M. Macrea has noted in these tumuli ritual practices that have analogies
in the Eastern Slavic environment™.

In 2014 and 2015 we have performed ground researches in order to recover possible artifacts
revealed by the agricultural works performed on the fields where the tumular necropolis is located.
From the plowing layer we have recovered several early medieval small pottery fragments, brick-
reddish brown, pieces of adobe and three highly corroded iron artifacts:

- Iron buckle, rectangular in shape, rectangular in section (Pl. 4/1a-1b).

- Fragment from an iron artifact with a perforation (Pl. 4/2).

- Fragment from an iron artifact (P1. 4/3). Probably from themetal edges of a knife scabbard (?).

During the ground research we have also identified three other small tumuli (flattened by the
agricultural works) that are located on the left side of the Nusfalau-Plopis road (Pl. 3/2). These tumuli
are practically unpublished as following the ground plan of the tumular cemetery created by J. Hampel
one notes that out of the 14 tumuli that he saw at that time 13 tumuli are located on the right side
of the Nusfalau-Plopis road and only 1 on the left side of the road (Pl. 3/1). Even if her researches are
more recent, Maria Comsa did not observe other tumuli in other areas either. This can be due to the

8 Macrea 1959, 515.
9 Stanciu 1999, 257-258, 261-262. See also discussions in Cosma 2001, 334.
10 Macreal959, 520.



162 ¢ Dan Bicuet-Crisan, Sanda Bicuet-Crisan

characteristics of the terrain, their marginal position in relation to the necropolis and the existence of
trees recently removed from the plots in question that have been recently introduced to the agricul-
tural circuit.

In conclusion, this discovery strengthens the presumption that the initial number of tumuli was
greater and the surface initially covered by the necropolis was wider. Naturally, we do not exclude the
possible existence of other tumuli located in the margins of the necropolis that now can hardly be
identified on site.

Ground researches inside the borders of the village of Bozies (municipality of
Boghis) (P1. 1/c, no. 3)

Early medieval vestiges have also been discovered inside the borders of the village of Bozies. These
were identified through ground researches that we performed in 1998-1999'". Our 2014 and 2015
researches envisaged a terrace on the right side of Creek Drighiu that flows into River Barcau.

Fig. 4. Bozies (municipality of Boghis). Location of the early medieval site (X).

On the surface of the plowed soil we have noted blackish spots (some rectangular in shape) that
contained archaeological material mixed with mica-schist blocks and river rocks from the fire installa-
tions destroyed by the agricultural works.

From these archaeological contexts we have recovered several pottery fragments from handles
cooking pots and small trays. The handless cooking pots have been modeled on the slow or fast potters’
wheel and are brick-red brown, blackish brown and brick-red yellow in color. Their fabric was tempered
with sand and pebbles mixed with mica. The few tray fragments were modeled by hand from fabric
tempered with sand and mica flakes. They are yellowish brick-red in color. Several fragments of hand-
less cooking pots modeled on the slow or fast potters’ wheel are decorated through incision in the soft
fabric with wavy lines and straps consisting of straight lines. The technological and formal character-
istics of the pottery fragments discovered on this spot indicate that the habitation can be dated to the
eighth-ninth century.

" Bicuet-Crisan 2000, 522-523; Bacuet-Crisan 2007, 54-55; Bacuet-Crisan 2014, 121-122.



Old and New Archeological Researches Regarding the Early Medieval Habitat in Sylvanian Basin ¢ 163

Older discoveries from the border of the village of Popeni (municipality of
Mirsid) (Pl 1/c, no. 4)

The results of archaeological researches performed in the settlement from Popeni “Pe pogor”
(municipality of Mirsid) have been presented in the specialized literature on various occasions'?. The
first archaeological researches on this site have been performed by the late archaeologist Al. V. Matei
(of History and Art County Museum-Zalau) in 1978-1979%. These were followed by the rescue
archaeological excavations (performed in 1999) determined by the works for the introduction of the
gas pipeline between Jibou and Zalau'.

Fig. 5. Location of the site in Popeni “Pe pogor” (taken from Bacuet-Crisan 2006).

Despite the fact that the archaeological material discovered there has been presented in several
scientific publications, one bone artifact has not enjoyed sufficient attention.

The artifact in question was discovered in 1979 in the area of some archaeological complexes
destroyed by agricultural works. The artifact is a flat animal bone (shoulder bone) that is, on closer
inspection, decorated on one side (Pl. 5). The decoration has been incised with a sharp object and
consists of a strap made of two parallel straight lines that flank small oblique incisions that somewhat
suggest a torsade (Pl. 5). Unfortunately the item has been broken of old and thus one does not know
how the complete ornament looked like or what the original shape of the itemwas; it is thus difficult
to determine its function.

Such artifacts are extremely rare. The artifact from Popeni “Pe pogor” is the second® decorated
bone item dated to the early medieval period discovered in Sylvanian Basin. To the best of our knowl-
edge, no such early medieval discoveries have been made in the north-western part of Romania.

Bone processing in early medieval settlements is attested by the various categories of tools
made of animal bones and antlers. Some of these artifacts are also decorated through incision with
various decorative elements. Such items have been signaled in varied cultural and geographic environ-
ments. We mention those discovered in the Avar Age cemeteries from Vic-Kavicsbanya'®, Budapest®,
Oroshéza®® or in the Carolingian Age cemetery from Sopronkéhida®. An item similar to the one from

12 Matei 1979, 483-484; Stanciu, Matei 1994, 135-163; Bacuet-Crisan 2006, 9-27.
3 Matei 1979, 483-484; Stanciu, Matei 1994, 135-163.

4 Bacuet-Crisan 2006, 9-27.

> Bacuet-Crisan et al. 2009, P1. 191/8.

16 Tettamanti 2000, Taf. 11/228/3;

7 Nagy 1998, Taf. 97/A/1,Taf. 123/25/9.

18 Juhdasz 1995, Taf. XIX/97/1.

¥ Térsk 1973, P1. 11/1-2.
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Popeni (regarding the decorative element) is the animal horn discovered in the Avar Age cemetery in
Szarvas-Grexa-Téglagyar FO 68, decorated with a torsade motif consisting of scales®. From the terri-
tory of Romania we should mention the decorated bone artifacts found in Alba Iulia?, Sucidava?,
Epureni”, Danesti* etc.

Conclusions

Among all types of archaeological investigations, ground research is and remains the easiest (the
financial perspective included) manner of archaeological research. By intensely using this method in a
geographic micro-region one can considerably enrich the set of scientific data on human habitations
during various historical stages. We wish to stress the importance of performing ground researches
in order to identify new archaeological objectives, but especially their repetition in area with archaeo-

logical potential already known from specialized literature.

Dan Bacuet-Crigsan

History and Art County Museum, Zaldu

Zaliu, ROU
bacuetz@yahoo.com
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Plate. 1. Sylvanian Basin. Localization.
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Plate 2. Zaliu “Valea Riachisorii/Pélvar”. (1) Ground plan of the early medieval fortification
(taken from Bacue?-Cri?an 2014) with the location of the discovery (X); (2) Pottery.
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Plate 3. Nusfalau “Vulpiste/Halmak pataka”. (1) Ground plan of the tumular necropolis by
J. Hampel (taken from Hampel 1881 and Cosma 2002) with the area of the recently discovered
tumuli (X); Satellite image with the location of the three recently discovered tumuli (T1, T2, T3).
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Plate 4. Nusfalau “Vulpiste/Halmak pataka”. (1a-1b) Iron buckle; (2-3) Iron artifacts.
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Plate 5. Popeni "Pe pogor". Bone artifact with incised decoration (1. drawing; 2a-2b. photo).
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studii clasice. Cluj-Napoca.

Praehistorische Bronzefunde. Berlin.

Acta Musei Papensis — Papai Muzeumi Ertesité.

Prahistorische Zeitschrift. Berlin.

Revista Muzeelor, Bucuresti.

Revista Istoricd Romana.

Revista Muzeelor si Monumentelor. seria Monumente istorice si de arta. Bucuresti.
Revista Muzeului Militar National. Bucuregti.

Ruralia. Pamatky Archeologické — Supplementum. Praha.

Rad Vojvodjanskih Muzeja, Novi Sad.

Studii si Cercetari de Istorie Veche. Bucuresti.

Studii si Cercetari Numismatice. Bucuresti.

Slovenska Archeolégia. Nitra.

Studii de Istoria Artei. Cluj Napoca.

Studii de istorie a Banatului. Timigoara.

A Szant6 Kovacs Janos Mtzeum Evkonyve, Oroshaza.

Studii si Materiale de Istorie Medie. Bucuresti.

Szolnok Megyei Mizeumi Adattér. Szolnok.

Studii si Materiale de Muzeografie si Istorie Militara. Bucuresgti.

Starinar. Arheoloski Institut. Beograd.

Studii Clasice, Bucuresti.

Studii si comunicari. Sibiu.

Studia Archaeologica. Budapest.

Studia Comitatensia. Szentendre.

Studia Universitatis Cibiniensis. Sibiu.

Studii si Comunicari. Muzeul Judetean de Istorie si Etnografie Vrancea. Focsani.
Studijne Zvesti Arheologického Ustavu Slovenskej Akademie Vied. Nitra.
Symposia Thracologica. Bucuresti.

Tempora Obscura. Békéscsaba 2012.

Tibiscus. Timigoara.

Varia Archaeologica Hungarica. Budapest.
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VME A Vas megyei Mtzeumok Ertesitsje
Ziridava Ziridava. Arad.
ZM A Vas megyei Muzeumok Ertesitéje

ZSA Ziridava Studia Archaeologica. Arad.





