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On Early Medieval Roasting Trays and their Presence in 
the Settlements from the North-Western Part of Romania* 

Ioan Stanciu

Abstract: These clay containers, larger in size, are known throughout the Early Medieval Period in the entire 
eastern half of Europe. Consensus has not been reached on how they should be called in Romanian literature 
(the recently employed term is “platouri”) and in the older literature they were often interpreted as “portable 
hearths”. This explanation cannot be supported by more precise observations and is mainly contradicted by the 
low strength of their walls, a characteristic that excludes the possibility that they were moved. Still, this possi‑
bility cannot be entirely excluded, as sturdier items were sometimes signaled, made of more compact and better 
fired fabric; at times, though very rarely, they also had transversal orifices at the base. Their connection with 
ovens made of clay and stone is nevertheless certain, as these roasting trays have been built on top of such ovens 
on a wattle structure. There are numerous contexts relevant for this, mentioned in settlements dated to the 
second half of the  6th century and the first part of the 7th century in the southern part of Wallachian Plain where 
they are thus attested for the first time. During the same period they were introduced in the north-western part 
of Romania as well, where they were used until the 9th–10th centuries. Like elsewhere, the contexts of discovery 
indicate the same connection to the ovens inside dwellings but sometimes also to hearths set in the area between 
the dwellings. The great majority of roasting trays are rectangular in shape, but there are some are also oval or 
circular ones (those in the latter category are larger and have higher walls than the clay pans per se). Over the 
entire territory of Romania, the peak presence of such containers, probably mainly used for drying cereals, fruit, 
and vegetables, can be set during the 8th–9th centuries. The latest items known from the territory of Romania are 
those from settlements on the Lower Danube, dated to the 11th–12th centuries. 

Keywords: “roasting trays”, connection to ovens inside dwellings, “roasting tray” function, Romania, 
north-western Romania.

Highlighting the suspected functions of this type of “receptacles”, the Romanian archaeo‑
logical literature has coined them in diverse and sometimes contradictory ways: tăvi (trays, clay 
pans), vetre portative (portable hearts), sometimes even vetre portative cu marginea înălţată (por‑
table hearths with heightened edges) or cuptor de lut portativ (portable clay oven), more recently 
platouri de lut (baking trays)1, these containers were sometimes found in clear connection to inner 
ovens made of stone or with the cavity carved in a block of clay, which was left unexcavated when 
the more or less pitted part of the dwellings was built2. In these situations they were built directly 

*	 English translation: Ana M. Gruia.
1	 Ghenescu 2002, 77–78, 81. The confusing term “cuptor ‘ţest’” [baking bell oven] appears in Dumitraşcu 1994, 89. 

References to “plită sau tavă rectangulară” [rectangular roasting plate or tray] (Constantiniu, Panait 1965, e.g. p. 115.) or 
“tavă fixă de pe cuptor” [fixed tray on top of an oven] (Teodor E. S. 2000, 326) are more precise. Partly, the term “cuptor 
mobil” [mobile oven] would fit the baking trays better. See Mesnil, Popova 2002. In the Romanian literature, the term 
platou [roasting tray] was initially adopted from French, corresponding to tavă [tray] or tipsie [clay pan] in Romanian (for 
example Dolinescu-Ferche 1979, 223). The advantage of such a term is that it removes the possible confusion with clay 
pans, also called small trays and, sometimes, even trays. Unlike them, roasting trays are significantly larger and largely 
rectangular . Even more so compared to the older literature, the two shapes (“tipsii” [clay pans] and “platouri” [roasting 
trays]) were not markedly differentiated (Herrmann 1986, 267, with references). The German correspondent of these 
roasting trays is Lehmwannen.

2	 The most relevant contexts are in southern Romania, i.e. in settlements from the second half of the 6th century–first 
half of the 7th century (Dolinescu-Ferche 1979, 223; Dolinescu-Ferche 1995). As examples, roasting trays on stone 
ovens: Bucureşti–Căţelu Nou (Leahu 1963, 38); trays above ovens carved in blocks of clay left unexcavated: Dulceanca 
II (Dolinescu-Ferche 1986, 123–124, 125 fig.  2/1 and others). There are also later examples: roasting trays found in 
connection to clay ovens in the settlement of Băneasa–Sat, dated to the 10th century (Constantiniu, Panait 1965, 108, 
115). More examples to be found in the settlement from Biharea–Grădina SA-Baraj, i.e. in habitations dated to the 7th–9th 
centuries: rectangular item found under the debris of a stone oven, another above the stone oven inside dwelling 4/1977, 
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on top of the fire installation, following the horizontal shape of the ovens’ upper part on a structure 
of twigs or laths (that had burnt away at the first firing of the ovens), as indicated by the imprints 
of such structures3. At least in the case of the settlements from southern Romania dated during 
the 6th–7th centuries the trays usually replaced the vault, sometimes overlapping the vault of the 
clay ovens (Fig. 1/3)4. Specialists have noted contexts in which such trays were placed above the 
mended ovens, though one cannot know if they were also used in the initial stage of use of the fire 
installations in question5.

In the settlements from the southern plain of Romania, usually dated during the second half of 
the 6th century and in the first half of the 7th century, these roasting trays or larger trays were relatively 
frequently found in the inventory of the dwellings, sometimes with items found in situ that attest to 
their location on top of ovens carved into blocks of clay left unexcavated or made out of stone and to 
the fact that they were part of the construction of such ovens (an example in Fig. 1/1a–1b)6. In the 
same region, such larger trays sometimes seem to overlap with ovens carved into the walls of dwell‑
ings, but the context referred to remains unclear, certainly debatable7. 

The above mentioned terms have been suggested and used in direct relation to the presumed 
function of these clay containers. They were usually explained as “mobile hearths”, “portable trays” or 
elements fixed on top of ovens. In fact, there is a major difference in meaning between a hearth – even 
if a “mobile” one – and a tray, as the first one tends to envisage a container in which fire was made, 
while a tray was placed, in some way or another, above the fire; besides, traces of repeated firing have 
not been signaled on the inner surface of such “larger trays”8. 

The already mentioned examples indicate with sufficient clarity the existence of these roasting 
trays in the 6th–7th centuries settlements in the Wallachian Plain, placed on top of clay or stone ovens, 
as stable parts of their construction. In the same region, identical ovens were found in the settlement 
of Băneasa-Sat, dated to the tenth century9. It is difficult to identify the reasons why such containers 
were periodically moved from the top of the oven. On the other hand, given their size, weight, and 
especially in the case of those with poorer firing, it is unlikely they were moved at all, as they would 

other fragments discovered under the debris of the stone oven in dwelling 9/1980 (Dumitraşcu 1994, 89, 183, 186). On 
the same site, there was the strange context of a “small oven or baking bell dug into the virgin clay”, near a stone oven. 
According to the description, this was certainly a rectangular roasting tray (Dumitraşcu 1994, 184). Remains of such 
trays were also found in connection to ovens in other early medieval settlements such as those in Karos–Mókahomok 
(Herold 2006, 10, 15) and Örménykút–site 54 (Herold 2004, 43).

3	 They could have been modeled elsewhere and subsequently placed on top of the ovens (Dolinescu-Ferche 1995), but 
in this case they had to be left to dry for a while. For traces of such an “encasing”, for example: Constantiniu 1963, 86; 
Teodor 1978, 75; Dolinescu-Ferche 1984, 126, 130 n. 79; Dolinescu-Ferche 1995, 165, 179, 182–184; Ghenescu 2002, 
82. Besides these mentions, there are also other authors who have explained such roasting trays in connection to the 
construction of the ovens, for instance Constantiniu 1963, 94–96, Constantiniu, Panait 1965, 108–109, 115; Teodor 
1978, 74–75; Olteanu 1983, 70–71; Teodor 2011, 54; Spinei 2009, 215.

4	 Dolinescu-Ferche 1984, 126; Dolinescu-Ferche 1995, 163.
5	 Clay ovens dated to the 6th–7th centuries as examples: Dulceanca I – pit house no.  2 (Dolinescu-Ferche 1974, 85, 96 

fig. 104); Dulceanca II – pit houses nos. 1, 10 and 19 (Dolinescu-Ferche 1986, 123–124, 128; Străuleşti-Lunca – dwelling 
A (Constantiniu 1963, 94–96). See also Dolinescu-Ferche 1979, 192. The use of the roasting trays each time the oven 
was built is also attested later, in the case of pit houses nos. 3 and 4 in the settlement of Băneasa–Sat, dated to the 10th 
century (Constantiniu, Panait 1965, 108–109, 115).

6	 For example Dolinescu-Ferche 1995, 163–176, with notes indicating the corresponding illustrations. 
7	 Pit house no. 8 in the settlement of Dulceanca II is envisaged, as the mention features in Dolinescu-Ferche 1995, 177, 

178 fig. 13/4–6. This was in fact a slightly pitted dwelling, thus the construction of the oven was adapted to this situation. 
This means that a shallow pit (in comparison to the floor) was dug in a corner of the dwelling and the oven was set in one 
of the pit’s walls, similar to those carved in a bock of clay left unexcavated, with a roasting tray placed on top (Dolinescu-
Ferche 1986, 124, 126 fig. 3/2). As several actual examples from the earlier settlement in Lazuri–Lubi tag indicate, at 
least in the north-western part of Romania, the ovens carved into the walls of the pitted parts of the dwellings were 
located on the outside of the construction and their vault did not reach the ground level of the settlement, though 
there might have been an opening for ventilation (Stanciu 2011, 143–145). Thus, the fragment found in dwelling no. 3 
in Bobota–Pe vale (8th–9th centuries) did not likely belong to a roasting tray placed above on oven carved into the wall 
(Băcueţ-Crişan 2010, 15, 65–66 Pl. 9–10, 71 Pl.15). 

8	 Krauss, Jeute 1998, 516; Ghenescu 2002, 78; Stanciu 2011, 260. A movable hearth was probably the one in Bârlad–
Prodana, circular in shape (with the diameter measuring around 120  cm), provided with a central chimney and 
perforations that allowed for it to be hanged (Teodor 1978, 75).

9	 Constantiniu, Panait 1965, 108, 115.
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have broken10. At least in the case of clay ovens built on a structure of wattle and with the vault 
modeled in the shape of such roasting trays, as specialists have sometimes presumed, the latter were 
structurally joined to the body of the ovens and thus moving them was impossible11. Even in the case 
of ovens built out of stone or carved in a block of clay left unexcavated, the trays modeled on top of 
them would have merged, to a smaller or larger degree, to the rest of the construction already at the 
time of the first firing. 

Tab. 1. Distribution of clay pans (modeled by hand), larger trays (roasting trays) and baking bells in the settlements 
from north-western Romania that have been investigated to varying degrees. A—Total number of complexes. B—
Number of dwellings. C—Complex. D—Estimated number of clay pans. E—Estimated number of baking bells. F—
Estimated number of large trays (baking trays). *—Dwelling. In parentheses I have indicated the proportion of the 
complexes that have revealed clay pans out of all researched complexes in each settlement (row C) and the average 
distribution coefficients in the complexes (rows D and E).

Nr. 
crt. Sit A B C D E F

1. Lazuri–Lubi tag
24

1
13/1995
25/1995
15/1995
24/1995
72/1995

Sf. 9–10–43’95
194/2000
39/2001
40/2001*
45/2001

1/1995 14 3 –
3 3 –
1 – –
7 1 1
1 1 –
3 1 –

10 7 2
2 – –

10 4 –
2 1 3
8 1 –

Total = 11 (45,83%) 61 (5,54) 22 (2,00) 6 

2. Aghireş–Sub păşune

46/2008 1 – –

58

8
102/2009
103/2009
104/2009
105/2009
106/2009
107/2009*
109/2009
111/2009

59/2008 1 – –
1 – –
1 – –
3 – 1
1 – –
2 – –
5 1 –
2 – –
4 – –

Total = 9 (15,51%) 21 (2,33) 1 (0,11) 1 
3. Badon–La Răstignire 1 1 ?* 1 – –

4. Bobota–Pe vale
14

6
3/2003*
X/2003*

C. 1/2003

1/2003* 1 – –
4 – 1
4 1 –
1 – –

Total = 5 (35,71%) 11 (2,20) 1 (0,20) 1 

5. Carei–Staţia epurare
2 –

Cuptor/1992
Groapă/1984 1 – –

2 3 –
Total = 2 (100%) 3 (1,50) 3 (1,50) –

6. Cheud–Sub hij 1 1 1/2009 1 1 –
7. Crăciuneşti–Mohelca 1 1 1+2/1972* 3 3 –

10	 Ghenescu 2002, 77; Herold 2006, 10. It is possible that the observations on the items from the settlement in Stradów check 
out in other parts. According to the structure of the fabric, two groups were identified there, the second characterized by 
the lower frequency of organic inclusions and an increased resistance, while their traces of secondary firing indicate the 
fact that they were used above fires (Szmoniewski, Lityńska-Zając 2005, 221–225). In regard to this fact, the fragments 
found in dwelling no. 1 in Lăpuşel–Ciurgău are similar (Stanciu 1994, 274, 276 Pl. III/13, 302).

11	 Rappoport 1975, 152 Fig. 55.
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Nr. 
crt. Sit A B C D E F

8. Cuceu–Valea Bochii
9

2
3/1999*
4/1999

Groapa 3/1999

1/1999* 4 – –
4 – –
2 1 –
2 – –

Total = 4 (44,44%) 12 (3,00) 1 (0,25) –

9. Lăpuşel–Ciurgău
13

2
L. 2/1992*

Groapa 12/1992
L. 3/1992–93

Groapa 3/1993
Groapa 16/1993
Groapa 17/1993
Groapa 33/1993

L. 1/1992* 6 – 1
5 – –
2
8 1 –
1 – –
4 – –
3 – –
1 – –

Total = 8 (61,53) 30 (3,75) 1 (0,12) 1 
10. Marca–Primăria nouă 2 2 4/2006* 1 1 –
11. Mirşid–Fântâna albă 4 4 4/2000* 4 1 –
12. Pericei–Keller tag 3 2 4/1999* 2 1 –

13. Popeni–Pe pogor
8

–
B/1999
6/1999
7/1999

Groapa 1/1978 2 – –
1 – –

14 2 1
3 – –

Total = 4 (50%) 20 (5,00) 3 (0,75) 1 

14. Porţ–La baraj
28

9
4/2007

17/2007
20/2007
22/2007*
23/2007*
38/2007*

3/2007* 1 – 1
1 – –
2 – –
1 – 1
1 – –
2 – 1
1 – –

Total = 7 (25%) 9 (1,28) – 3 
15 Sarasău–Zăpodie ? 35 13/1971 1 3 –
16. Săcăşeni–F. ciobanului ? 1 ?/1972 3 – 1?

17. Turulung-Vii–Hegyalja
3 –

1/1975
2/1975 4 – –

1 – –
Total = 2 (66,67%) 5 (2,5) – –

18. Zalău–Bl. M. Viteazul
5 3

Din strat
7/1998* 2 – –

13 5 –
Total = 1 15 5 –

19. Zalău–Pálvár 4 3 ?/2002 1 – –

Even if descriptions are not very clear, there are a couple of mentions of orifices discovered in the 
walls of these roasting trays, sometimes connected to a possible way of transporting them12. At least in 
the early medieval settlements form the north-western part of Romania, the use of mobile large-size 
trays is not indicated by any actual piece of information. It is possible that such roasting trays were 
used on top of open air hearths, resting on supports made of rocks, but this explanation also lacks clear 
footing13. In fact, arguments supporting this explanation could exist in the case of the settlements and 

12	 The suggestion probably envisages poles inserted through these perforations (Glodariu et al. 1980, 92). A bier would 
have been nevertheless much more efficient. Other times, the perforations have been connected to supporting posts 
or their function interpreted as that of allowing liquids to pour out during use (Herold 2006, 10). The clay plaques with 
perforations found in several ovens from Străuleşti–Lunca remain unclear (Constantiniu 1963, 86). Fragments from “o 
tavă fără bordură” [an edgeless tray], found in front of an oven and explained as a portable hearth, were signaled in a 
dwelling from Durleşti–Valea Babei (Republic of Moldavia), dated to the 9th century (Tentiuc 2012, 42–43, 83).

13	 Herrmann 1986, 272; Szmoniewski, Lityńska-Zając 2005, 225 Fig. 4A, 227. In the settlement of Aghireș–Sub pășune a 
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Fig. 1. 1a, 1b—Dulceanca II (second half of the 6th century): pit house no. 1 and section through the oven that was 
used during two stages (graphic processing of an image taken from Dolinescu-Ferche 1986). 2—Dulceanca I (second 
half of the 6th century): clay baking tray found on top of the oven in pit house no. 2 (taken from Dolinescu-Ferche 
1974). 3—Dulceanca I (more likely the second half of the 6th century, not the 3rd century), tray found above the vault of 
the oven in the “Dacian” pit house no. III (taken from Dolinescu-Ferche 1974). 4—Klučov (Bohemia), 8th–9th-century 
settlement: rectangular clay baking tray (taken from Beranová 1980). 5, 6—Radovanu (second half of the 6th century 
– 7th century): “oval hearth” (tray) found in pit house A (5) and “hearth with ornamented edging” from pit house B 
(taken from Comşa 1975).
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fire installations in the two south-Carpathian settlements of Bucov, in use during the 8th through the 
10th century. Fragments of “hearths with heightened edges”, rectangular or more or less circular, were 
often discovered there in connection to the hearths of pit-houses or ground dwellings, on the surface 
of certain fire installations (usually slightly pitted as compared to the level of the floor) or in their close 
proximity. River rocks or, in one case a brick, were sometimes found around them, very likely indicating 
supporting walls for such trays or roasting trays14. Another example was even found in a region neigh‑
boring that in question here, i.e. the 7th–8th centuries settlement of Biharea–Grădina SA-Baraj (Bihor 
County)15. Even more convincing though is the case of a hearth built in the space between the dwellings 
of the settlement of Brăşăuţi (Neamţ County), dated to the 8th–9th centuries. A rectangular roasting tray, 
with rounded corners, incompletely fired, was placed on top of several rocks with traces of burning16. 
It is difficult to say if in such situation the trays were mobile containers, precisely due to their fragility. 
Probably they were most often fixed, set under some roof in order to avoid destruction due to rain. 

As for the shape and dimensions of these larger trays or roasting trays, the observations expressed 
some time ago are probably still valid in general lines. Rectangular items are more numerous, with rounded 
corners, but there are also circular and oval ones. The sides of rectangular items reach up to 85 cm in 
length, while the maximum height of the walls reaches 18 cm, noting the base that was usually thick17. 
In general, the clay (sometimes described as sandy) contains cereal chaff, sometimes even grass18. In 
north-western Romania also the majority of the items signaled so far seem to be rectangular (for example 
Fig. 2/9), there are some certainly circular in shape (Fig. 2/18–19), but oval ones are not missing either 
(Fig. 2/8). The maximum height surpasses 17 cm in the case of an item, probably rectangular, from the 
settlement in Aghireş–Sub păşune (Fig. 2/3), while the minimum height (of an item from the settlement 
in Lazuri–Lubi tag) measures around 8 cm (Fig.2/16). The thickness of the walls varies between 3 and 
6 cm, and in the case of a fragment from the base of a roasting tray found in Lazuri, the value reaches the 
maximum of 7 cm. The composition of the fabric is most often the one described above and the majority 
of the items had been insufficiently fired, thus their walls and the base were rather weak.

fragment of a roasting tray was found in connection to an open air hearth bordered by rocks (Băcueţ-Crişan et al. 2009, 
37, 239 Pl. 139 C. 113/2009, 353 Pl.253/4). In the early medieval settlement in Gergelyiugornya (on the Lower Someş, 
in Hungary) archaeologists have signaled a feature that is rather a hearth with heightened edges and open on the side 
where it was stoked with wood. It is very similar to the roasting trays in question, but it was fixed, raised above ground 
level (Simonova 2008, 141 Fig. 13).

14	 Comşa 1978, 22–23, 26, 39 Fig. 24, 40 Fig. 25. The context recorded in pit house no. 1 in Bucov–Rotari is exemplary. The 
description is quoted after the author of the research: “The first [hearth] was almost round. When it was rebuilt, river 
rocks were placed on top of it and they were covered with a new layer of clay. The second hearth has the margin like some 
sort of a collar, looking like an irregular pan, larger in size. One brick fragment was found near its margin. No rocks were 
found near either of them. Small river rocks were placed above and around it” (Comşa 1978, 23 and 37 Fig. 22/1). The 
entire context could receive a different explanation. The tray (the second hearth), probably circular, supported by bricks 
and smaller river rocks, had fallen on top of the hearth per se. In the settlement of Dridu, the small rocks around the 
hearths have constantly been explained as an edging (Zaharia 1967, for example p. 41–42). The “clay covering” found 
on top of the river rocks that covered the first hearth might be explained in connection to the remains of a possible clay 
covering of the walls that supported the “pan-shaped” hearth. Besides, tray fragments are being constantly presented as 
distinct items from the clay covering of the proper hearths, with the clear mention that sometimes such fragments were 
found around the hearths or mixed with pieces of burnt clay covering from the walls. As they have been illustrated, the 
fragments of the second hearth certainly belong to roasting trays (Comşa 1978, 26, 40 Fig. 25/9, 10). Another interesting 
context is that of the hearth from house 7 (ground dwelling). In this case imprints of, naturally, horizontal posts were 
found on the base of such a tray (Comşa 1978, 26) and they might indicate a skeleton for the support of the “container” 
during modeling, in its turn supported by walls or stone bases, while the wood had burnt away after the fire was started.

15	 “A hearth with coals and ash was found at the depth of 0.60 m and near it, southwards, was a cluster or rocks from 
the oven, on top of which was located a small clay oven. A subsequent intervention, seemingly even modern, has led 
to the toppling, disturbing of this important fire installation that was discovered displaced, in secondary position 
…” (Dumitraşcu 1994, 79). This “small clay oven” is envisaged when the author presents a rectangular roasting tray 
(Dumitraşcu 1994, 89). It is unclear if this installation was located inside a dwelling or in the open. Similarly, a hearth 
above which fragments of a roasting tray were found is recorded in dwelling 2/1977 (Dumitraşcu 1994, 182). 

16	 Spinei, Monah 1970, 375, Fig. 18.
17	 There are even larger items (Ghenescu 2002, 77, but without references). The indicated maximum dimensions are those 

of a rectangular roasting tray found in dwelling 9/1980 from the early medieval settlement in Biharea–Grădina SA-Baraj, 
described through the following dimensions: it’s sides measure 85 ´ 46  cm. Another item from the same settlement 
measures 68 ´ 42 cm, and the walls are 18 cm high (Dumitraşcu 1994, 184, 186).

18	 For example, descriptions of these containers in Teodor 1978, 74–75; Herrmann 1986, 267; Parczewski 1993, 69; Krauss, 
Jeute 1998, 513–516; Ghenescu 2002, 77; Musteaţă 2005, 58; Szmoniewski, Lityńska-Zając 2005. 
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Fig. 2. Clay roasting trays (modeled by hand) from north-western Romania (20—Baking bell). 5, 7, 8, 12, 13, 15, 16, 
18, 20—Lazuri–Lubi tag. 1, 3, 4—Aghireş–Sub păşune (taken from Băcueţ-Crişan et al. 2009). 2, 6, 11, 17—Porţ–La 
baraj (taken from Matei, Băcueţ-Crişan 2011). 8, 9—Lăpuşel–Ciurgău (taken from Stanciu 1994). 14—Popeni–Pe 
pogor (taken from Băcueţ-Crişan 2006a). 18a—Nuşfalău–Ţigoiul lui Benedek (taken from Băcueţ-Crişan 2014). 19—
Săcăşeni–Fântâna ciobanului (taken from Lazin 1975).

At least in the case of the early medieval settlements from the north-western part of Romania, no 
matter the shape of these roasting trays or trays on a horizontal plane, one can distinguish between 
those with thicker walls, and more importantly thicker base (Fig. 2/3–4, 9–12, 15, 16), that seem to 
be mostly rectangular in shape, and those with thinner walls and the base equal in size to the latter 
(Fig. 2/13, 14, 17, 18). It has been suggested that the category with thinner walls had other uses than 
the ovens, precisely due to the thickness of the walls that would make them brake through repeated 
manipulation19. Stronger or weaker traces of secondary firing are often visible, mainly at the base 

19	 Krauss, Jeute 1998, 516.
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of the walls and on the base (on the outer surface). An item found in a dwelling in Săcăşeni, with 
the fabric containing just a bit of sand, could be included in the category of very large clay pans (the 
reconstructble diameter of its mouth surpasses 37 cm, while the height of its margin measures 6 cm), 
as its shape is identical to that of clay pans, but also to that of the roasting trays under discussion 
(Fig. 2/19).

A situation that specialists have failed to notice before and that seems rather frequently 
encountered, at least in some settlements, is that in the same dwelling one encounters several 
roasting trays together, often in pairs, sometimes different in shape. This is even the example of 
the only known dwelling from Lazuri–Lubi tag, where the roasting tray corresponding to the stone 
oven is indicated by pieces from a thick base, while other fragments indicate two distinct trays, 
one almost certainly circular, with lower edging, and the other with the edge considerably higher 
(Fig. 2/13, 18). Dwelling no. 1 in Lăpuşel contained, among the stones of the oven, fragments of 
a rectangular roasting tray with higher edging (Fig. 2/9), while in close proximity archaeologists 
found fragments from a second tray, with a very short and much thicker edging20. Similarly, frag‑
ments from at least two items were recovered from dwelling 29 in the settlement from Porţ–La 
baraj21. In the early medieval settlement from Băneasa–Sat (10th century), the oven in pit house 
no. 3, rebuilt four times, was provided during the final stage with that rectangular roasting tray, but 
there was also “an edging, probably portable”, with shorter walls. Just like in the case of pit house 
no. 4, the report stresses the difference between the roasting tray per se (“plită”[roasting plate]) 
and a “portable tray, similar in shape to a roasting plate, but with thinner walls and base, finished 
on both surfaces”22. The situation repeats itself in the settlement of Bucov-Tioca, namely in dwell‑
ings dated to the 9th–10th centuries or the 10th century, where the common rectangular roasting 
trays were associated with circular trays23. The case must have also been common in some of the 
6th–7th centuries settlements like the one in Radovanu, where fragments from three rectangular 
roasting trays and a relatively circular one were found in two pit houses (measuring along the axes 
40 ´ 60 cm, with the edging measuring 8 cm in height)24. 

The conclusion is that other containers, possibly mobile ones, probably most often circular (with 
the diameter between 40 and 70 cm), modeled out of the same fabric, sometimes with greater care, at 
least according to the mentions provided in the case of the items from Băneasa-Sat, were sometimes 
found besides the roasting trays set on top of actual ovens or hearths. The shape of these containers is 
very similar to that of clay pans, from which they differ through the greater diameter, higher edging, 
more massive structure, and the inclusion of vegetal remains in the fabric. One may presume that 
these larger trays differed in function from rectangular roasting trays and their comparison with a sort 
of “mobile ovens” attested until today over the entire south-eastern European area is inevitable. The 
items in question are the clay baking bells, spread in Romania especially in the south or the podnica/
ponica from north-eastern and central Bulgaria, used for baking bread or flat bread25. It is possible that 
the two items from the settlement of Lazuri were used to similar ends (Fig. 2/13, 18, 20–21). 

According to the sources, the Latin testum, the term that produced the Romanian ţest [baking 
bell]26, initially designated a sort of lid under which chick flat bread was baked. Different types of bread 
were baked in or under another type of clay or metal pot (clibanus, from a Greek term originally), cir‑
cular in shape, slightly wider towards the base. The same sources describe the manner of using these 
pots, similarly to the one indicated by ethnographic parallels for eras closer to the present: the hearth 
was fired heating up the testum or clibanus, then the hearth was cleaned, the flat bread was placed upon 
the hearth and covered with the heated pot turned upside down, while hot coals were placed on top of 
and around it27. 

20	 Stanciu 1994, 276 Pl. III/12–13.
21	 Matei, Băcueţ-Crişan 2011, 166 Pl. 82/2–4.
22	 Constantiniu, Panait 1965, 108, 115.
23	 Comşa 1978, 26, 40 Fig. 25.
24	 Comşa 1975, 336, 337 Fig. 1.
25	 Chelcea 1968; Krauss, Jeute 1998, 513; Mesnil, Popova 2002.
26	 For example, Chelcea 1968, 171.
27	 Vida 2016, 365, 376–377, with references to the sources. See also Mesnil, Popova 2002, 243. For the function of baking 

bells, with numerous references: Vida 2016, 368–370. Ethnographic analogies also often indicate the use of baking bells 
in the absence of a support, placed straight on the hearth. For example, Chelcea 1968, 172 and Larionescu, Armăşescu 
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According to an ethnographic explanation, baking bells should be envisaged as “mobile ovens”, i.e. 
a set consisting of two complementary parts, a support and the “pot” placed on top of it. But the terms 
that can be encountered in the south-eastern part of Europe only really mention one of the parts, even 
if they always suggest the set. Thus, in Romanian, the ţest [baking bell] refers to the upper part and 

1973, 247. An interesting experimental study, that included the making of the baking bells, ended with baking chicken 
meat under the bell, straight on the hearth (Fusek, Zábojník 2006).

Fig. 3. Distribution of baking bells and roasting trays in the early Medieval settlements (second half of the 7th century – 
9th/10th centuries) in the north-western part of Romania. Sites investigated to a various degrees (the majority) or only 
identified in the field. A—Baking bells. B—Clay pan. C—Rectangular trays. D—Circular or oval trays. 
1—Lazuri–Lubi tag (Satu Mare County). 2—Săcăşeni–Fântâna ciobanului (Satu Mare County; taken from Lazin 1975). 3—Lăpuşel–
Ciurgău (Maramureş County; taken from Stanciu 1994); 4—Aghireş–Sub păşune (Sălaj County, taken from Băcueţ-Crişan et al. 
2009). 5—Bobota–Pe vale (Sălaj County; taken from Băcueţ-Crişan 2010). 6—Popeni–Pe pogor (Sălaj County; taken from Băcueţ-
Crişan 2006). 7—Porţ–La baraj (Sălaj County; taken from Matei, Băcueţ-Crişan 2011). 8—Sarasău–Zăpodie (Maramureş County; 
taken from Popa, Harhoiu 1989). 9—Crăciuneşti–Mohelca (Maramureş County, taken from Popa, Harhoiu 1989). 10—Bozânta 
Mică–Grind (Maramureş County). 11—Vălenii Şomcutei–Ograda Budenilor (Maramureş County; taken from Stanciu 1992). 12—
Cheud–Sub hij (Sălaj County; taken from Culic, Băcueţ-Crişan 2010). 13—Mesteacăn–La parhon and Valea caselor (Maramureş 
County; taken from Iuga 1979 and Iuga 1980). 14—Turulung-Vii–Hegyalja (Satu Mare County; taken from Stanciu, Bader 2003). 
15—Peleş—Liget (Satu Mare County). 16—Noroieni pădure (Satu Mare County; taken from Stanciu 2003). 17—Baba Novac (Satu 
Mare County; taken from Stanciu 2003). 18—Carei–Staţia de epurare (Satu Mare County; taken from Stanciu 2003). 19—Margine–
Poini (Bihor County; taken from Crişan, Marta et al. 2005). 20—Marca–Primăria nouă (Sălaj County; taken from Băcueţ-Crişan 
2008). 21—Drighiu–Tăul cucului, sit 29 (Sălaj County; taken from Cosma 2002 and Băcueţ-Crişan 2014). 22—Nuşfalău–Ţigoiul 
lui Benedek (Sălaj County). 23—Valcău de Jos–site 83 (Sălaj County; taken from Băcueţ-Crişan 2014). 24—Pericei–Keller tag (Sălaj 
County; taken from Băcueţ-Crişan D., Băcueţ-Crişan S. 2000). 25—Zalău–Valea răchişorii (Sălaj County; taken from Băcueţ-Crişan 
S., Băcueţ-Crişan D. 2003). 26—Badon–La Răstignire (Sălaj County; taken from Băcueţ-Crişan D., Băcueţ-Crişan S. 2000). 27—
Zalău–Bul. M. Viteazul 104–106 (Sălaj County; taken from Băcueţ-Crişan S., Băcueţ-Crişan D. 2003). 28—Mirşid–Pe luncă (Sălaj 
County; taken from Băcueţ-Crişan 2014). 29—Cuceu–Valea Bochii (Sălaj County; taken from Băcueţ-Crişan 2006). 30—Popeni–
Racovă (Sălaj County; taken from Băcueţ-Crişan 2014).



190    ◆    Ioan Stanciu

the podnica from Bulgaria indicates the lower part, the support, though it was used with a lid, made of 
various materials, including clay28. 

Some authors have expressed their belief in the fact that in the environment of the Avar Khaganate 
clay pans were used together with baking bells, as their supports, for the baking of flat bread and 
other foodstuffs such as meat29. This possibility can only be discussed for the north-western part of 
Romania, as the material from the inventory of the same dwelling (complex 40) from Lazuri–Lubi tag 
indicates (Fig. 2/21). The context has revealed fragments from a larger clay pan or circular roasting 
tray similar to the podnica, but also others from a larger baking bell, found together on the hearth of 
the oven and near it (Fig. 3).

In north-western Romania the majority of the items were likely of the same type as the rectan‑
gular roasting trays. They are not too numerous, but they feature in all of the settlements that have 
been investigated to a larger extent (Tab. 1 – only records the complexes in which they were associ‑
ated with clay pans; Fig. 3). In the case of complex 40 in Lazuri (dwelling) all of the fragments were 
found in the debris of the stone oven and on its hearth, beside several fragments from a larger baking 
bell (Fig. 2/13, 18, 20–21). Fragments from two items were found in the debris of the stone oven in 
dwelling no. 1 inside the settlement from Lăpuşel–Ciurgău30, while in the settlement in Aghireş–Sub 
pădure one roasting tray fragment was discovered in connection to an open-air hearth31. No mentions 
regarding the connection to the contexts in the dwellings where they were found are available for the 
other cases.

One should note a fragment from the settlement in Popeni–Pe pogor, the edging of which is 
decorated with alveoli (Fig.  2/14). The entire wall of an item from the 6th–7th centuries settlement 
in Radovanu was also ornamented, but in a more complex manner, with successive triangular fields 
obtained through the incision of lines in the raw clay (Fig. 1/6)32. Even if these are isolated examples, 
they do indicate the intention of the owners of some of the dwellings to decorate this element of their 
ovens. 

Regarding the function of these clay roasting trays, rectangular, oval, or circular in shape, the 
most often encountered explanation is that they were used for the drying or light roasting of cereal 
grains before grinding or even of vegetables and fruit, a mandatory procedure for the preservation 
of such foodstuffs33. As charred wheat was discovered in clay roasting trays in burnt constructions 
from the borough in Tornow, specialists have indicated that they were used as “storage pots” modeled 
directly on barn floors34. This opinion has been contradicted, as these containers were not proper to 
the storage of wheat in good conditions, especially since in Tornow, together with the clay roasting 
trays archaeologists also found remains from wooden chests that made for much better storage spaces 
(the charred grains could have ended up in the roasting trays from Tornow by chance)35. The com‑

28	 Mesnil, Popova 2002, 241 fig.  1, 244. The same authors support convincing arguments in connection to the ritual 
production of these clay artifacts (exclusively in the charge of women), in general with mythical and ritual meanings that 
accompany them and can be deciphered. See also Chelcea 1968, 171 and Larionescu, Armăşescu 1973. Regarding podnica 
(with the diameter between 50 and 70 cm): Krauss, Jeute 1998, 513; Vida 2016, 366, 369; Curta 2016, 162–163, with 
bibliographic references. 

29	 Vida 2016, 369–370, 391. H. Herold claims that baking bells were not associated with clay pans throughout the Avar 
Period and in the entire Carpathian Basin (Herold 2014, 211). This is for example the situation in the settlements of 
Eperjes and Örménykút, where baking bells were present and clay pans were not (Bálint 1991 and Herold 2004). Besides 
the examples indicated by T. Vida, the north-western territory of Romania is precisely illustrative (see Fig. 3). No matter 
in which region, this possibility was also taken into account by Erdélyi, Szimonova 1985, 387. As an ethnographic analogy 
(from the region of the Eastern Rhodope), a clay lid with handle, identical to a baking bell, that was used on top of clay 
pans, more probably a podnica (Krauss, Jeute 1998, 513 fig. 30, 528 K 51). 

30	 Stanciu 1994, 273, Pl. I, 276 Pl. III/12–13.
31	 Băcueţ-Crişan et al. 2009, 37, 239 pl. 139 C. 113/2009, 353 pl. 253/4.
32	 Though without references, the two decorative motifs are also mentioned in Teodor 1978, 75.
33	 For example: Herrmann 1986, 272, with references; Krauss, Jeute 1998, 514–515; Ghenescu 2002, 81, with references; 

Herold 2006, 10. Besides fulfilling this function, they were presumably also used for bread baking (Filipchuk 2008, 73).
34	 Their use for drying cereals is not excluded (Herrmann 1986, 271–272). The authors have considered their use for flour 

preservation (Krauss, Jeute 1998, 514 n. 29), dough kneading (Herrmann 1986, 272) or even for metallurgical activities 
(Szmoniewski, Lityńska-Zając 2005, 225, 227).

35	 Krauss, Jeute 1998, 514–515. The preservation of cereals in wooden barns or rope sacks is confirmed not only by 
ethnographic parallels, but also by other archaeological discoveries, such as those made in the region of the Lower 
Danube (Olteanu 1983, 70).
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parison between the more massive central European clay roasting trays, with thicker walls – even if 
they are rectangular – and the Balkan podnica indicates, according to some authors, their similar use 
in bread baking. There is nevertheless the issue of the lids, as baking bread requires an enclosed space, 
thus the theory was completed with the possible use of iron lids, similar to those used today together 
with the podnica36. Still, such views disregard the multiple cases in which the roasting trays, prepon‑
derantly rectangular, were found in clear contexts, as constitutive part of clay or stone ovens. If this 
interpretation is certain, at least in the case of the rectangular items, the discussion should continue 
with the possible use of circular ones for baking bread or the preparation of other foods.

The early dating of some roasting trays to the Roman Era has already been contested37. According 
to current data, the earliest dating is that of the roasting trays known from Wallachian Plain, north-
western Romania, and the eastern Carpathian region, from settlements with the main periods of use 
during the second half of the 6th century and the first half of the 7th century38. One should note the 
observation that in all of these regions the roasting trays have been associated with clay pans from the 
very beginning39. The earlier items from Slovakia, Poland, Bohemia, Moravia, and eastern Germany 
have been dated to the 7th century or the 7th–8th centuries40. Starting at the earliest during the second 
half of the 7th century but rather from the 8th century these roasting trays and/or larger trays spread 
to the entire central and eastern Europe, while their maximum presence in settlements probably cor‑
responds to the 8th–9th centuries. The observation stands true for Transylvania and the north-western 
part of Romania as well, probably also for the western regions, then to those east and south of the 
Carpathians41. The latest items known from the territory of Romania might be those from 11th–12th 
centuries habitations on the Lower Danube42. Clay roasting trays, some circular in shape, with traces 
of burning, compared to the above mentioned podnica (ponitse) that are still being used today, were 
found in close proximity but south of the Danube, in connection to the early medieval habitation in 
Krivina (Bulgaria)43.
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