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ZIRIDAVA, STUDIA ARCHAEOLOGICA, 31, p. 195–214

Avar Graves Recently Discovered in Gâmbaș (Alba 
County) on the Spot Called “Ogoarele de jos”* 

Călin Cosma, Adrian Bolog, Ovidiu Oargă

Abstract: Two Avar graves were discovered in 2015 during the archaeological excavations performed on 
the route of the future Sebeș-Turda highway, in the border of the settlement of Gâmbaș (Alba County), on the 
spot called “Ogoarele de jos”. The place of discovery is a high terrace of River Mureș, located north-east of the 
settlement of Gâmbaș, at the base of “Măguricea” Hill, where River Mureș changes its course from east-west to 
south (Fig. 1a). The two funerary complexes are located on this plateau along the NNW-SSW axis, very closeto 
the north-western edge of the terrace, 15 m apart (Fig. 1b).

The two graves date to the Middle Avar Period (650/670–710/720) and are part of the Avar environment in 
Transylvania/the Carpathian Basin. 

The two graves discovered in 2015 in Gâmbaș on the spot of “Ogoarele de jos” is 3 km in a straight line from 
the Avar cemetery in Gâmbaș/Cimitirul vechi reformat, discovered in 1911 and researched in 1913 (Fig. 1a). It 
is thus very likely that the two graves in Gâmbaș – spot “Ogoarele de jos” was part of a different cemetery than 
the one in la Gâmbaș/Cimitirul reformat, researched in 1911, 1913. 

Keywords: Avars, graves, funerary ritual, jewelry, everyday objects.

Two Avar graves were discovered in 2015 during archaeological excavations performed on the 
route of the future Sebeș-Turda highway on the edge of the settlement of Gâmbaș (Alba County), on 
the site conventionally labeled No. 3. The place where they were found, that the locals call Ogoarele 
de jos, is a high terrace of River Mureș, located north-east of the settlement of Gâmbaș, at the base of 
“Măguricea” Hill, in a place where River Mureș changes its course from east-west to south (Fig. 1a). The 
two funerary complexes are located on the plateau in question along the NNW-SSW axis, very close to 
the north-western edge of the terrace, 15 m apart (Fig. 1b).

Fig. 1a-b. The geographic position of the two graves in the border of the village of Gâmbaș.

Grave no. 1
Adult, 30–40 years of age. The pit became apparent at – 0.40 m. The bottom of the pit was at the 

* English translation: Ana M. Gruia.
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depth of -1.30 m.The grave pit was rectangular with rounded corners. The dimensions of the grave 
were 2.32 × 0.84 m. The deceased had been placed in the grave in dorsal decubitus. Only parts from the 
upper skeleton have been preserved. The skeleton was oriented S-Wthe head, N-E the feet (Fig. 2a-b). 
No traces of looting or subsequent disturbances of the tomb have been noted.

Fig. 2 a-b. Ground plan of grave 1.

The funerary inventory consists of jewelry items and dress accessories.
1. Silver earring with lunula-shaped body and star-shaped pendant, cast in a single-valve mold 

(Pl. 1/1, 2/1). It was discovered near the right ear (Fig. 2a-b). The upper part of the lunula was very 
slightly arched. The upper right tip of the lunula is marked by a narrow ring and then the loop that 
was once inserted in the ear. The upper left tip of the lunula ends in a prominence that is prolonged 
and convex in the middle, in shape of a barrel/bitronconical. It is marked at the ends by two rings that 
delimitate and stress the barrel shape of the prominence. The crescent moon is ornamented with a “fir 
tree” motif placed on the margins of its sides and in the center. The pendant is circular. It has the shape 
of an umbo, with a small granule in the middle, from which three petals start towards the outside. The 
umbo is marked by five corners in the shape of a grape bunch, made of small pearl-shaped granules. 
Earring height = 5.6 cm; Height of the star-shaped pendant = 1.4 cm; Width of the crescent = 3.7 cm. 
UniriiNational Museum Alba Iulia, inv.no. F 10 408.

2. Bronze earring with globular pendant (Pl. 1/4, 2/4). Discovered in the area of the right ear. The 
loop is made of a bronze bar, lozenge shaped in profile. The ends are blunt. The pendant consists of 
two superposed spheres. The first sphere is smaller in diameter and is attached to the earring’s loop. 
The second sphere (spherical bulb) is made of black glass, inserted through perforation on the wire 
that starts from the iron sphere. Diameter: = 2.2 cm; Bar thickness = 0.2 cm; Pendant length = 0.8 cm; 
Diameter of the small sphere = 0.5 cm; Diameter of the large sphere = 0.7 cm. Unirii National Museum 
Alba Iulia, inv. no. F 10 411.
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3. Bronze earring with globular pendant (Pl. 1/5, 2/5). Discovered in the area of the left ear.The 
loop made of bronze bar is lozenge in profile. The ends are blunt.The pendant consists of two super‑
posed spheres. The first sphere is smaller in diameter and is attached to the earring’s loop. The second 
sphere (spherical bulb) is made of black glass and has been inserted, through perforation, on the wire 
that starts from the iron sphere. Diameter = 2.2 cm; Bar thickness = 0.2 cm; Pendant length = 0.8 cm; 
Diameter of the small sphere = 0.5 cm; Diameter of the large sphere = 0.7 cm. Unirii National Museum 
Alba Iulia, inv. no. F 10 412.

4. Silver earring (Pl. 1/2, 2/2). Discovered in the area of the right earring.Made of thin, round 
bar. One of the ends is pointy and the other is wide. Diameter = 2 cm, Bar thickness = 0.2 cm. Unirii 
National Museum Alba Iulia, inv. no. F 10 409.

5. Bronze earring (Pl. 1/3, 2/3). Discovered in the area of the left earring.Made of thin, round bar. 
Both ends are blunt. One of the ends is pointy, the other is wide. Diameter = 1.8 cm; Bar thickness = 
0.2 cm. Unirii National Museum Alba Iulia, inv. no. F 10 410.

6. Necklace made of beads of various types: yellow, made of clay fabric, the size of millet grains; 
in the center they are large, cylindrical in shape, with striations, bitronconic shapes, melon or barrel 
shaped (Pl. 1/7, 2/7). Discovered in the area of the sternum.Unirii National Museum Alba Iulia, inv. 
no. F 10 414.

7. Trapezoidalbuckle cast out of bronze. The tongue is also preserved (Pl. 1/6, 2/6a-b). Discovered 
in the area of the human pelvis (Fig. 2a-b).The bar is oval in section and has a flat reverse. Dimensions: 
3.5 × 3 cm; Diameter of the loop’s bar = 0.4 cm; Diameter of the pin = 0.5 cm. Unirii National Museum 
Alba Iulia, inv. no. F 10 413.

8. Iron knife (Pl. 1/8, 2/8). Discovered on the right side of the human pelvis.Blade with a single 
edge.One part of the handle tang has not been preserved. Preserved length = 13.2 cm; Blade length = 
10.5 cm; Blade width = 2.5 cm. Unirii National Museum Alba Iulia, inv. no. F 10 415.

9. The macroscopic, morphologic analyses have led to the identification of an animal bone, i.e. a 
bird’s, that can be interpreted as a funerary offering.

Grave no. 2
Adult, old. The grave pit became apparent at -1.20 m. The bottom of the grave pit was at the depth 

of -1.60 m. The grave pit was rectangular with rounded corners. The dimensions of the grave were 
2.20 × 0.76 m. The deceased had been placed in the tomb in dorsal decubitus. The skeleton was almost 
entirely preserved, but the preservation state of the bones was precarious, so that in some cases the 
surface of the bones could not be observed (see the anthropological analysis of the skeleton presented 
in the end of the study). The orientation of the skeleton was S-Wthe head, N-E the feet (Fig. 3a-b). No 
traces of looting or subsequent disturbance have been noted.

The funerary inventory of the grave consisted of jewelry items and dress accessories.
1. Loop-shaped earring made of bronze with an attached pendant in the shape of a grape bunch 

(Pl. 3/1, 4/1). Was discovered in the area of the right ear (Fig. 3a-b).The loop is made of a bronze bar 
that is round in section. The ends are blunt. The attached pendant is in the shape of a grape bunch 
consisting of three pearl-shaped small spheres attached to each other in shape of a circle and a fourth 
sphere in the center of the previous three. Diameter: = 2 cm; Bar thickness = 0.2 cm; Pendant height = 
0.4 cm. Unirii National Museum Alba Iulia, inv. no. F 10 416.

2. Loop-shaped earring made of bronze with one end in shape of a spiral (Pl. 3/2, 4/2). Discovered 
in the area of the left ear (Fig. 3a-b).The loop is made of a bronze bar that is round in section. One of 
the ends is pointy. The other end is bent three times, in shape of a spiral on the outside. Diameter: = 
2.2 cm; Bar thickness = 0.2 cm. Unirii National Museum Alba Iulia, inv. no. F 10 417.

3. Necklace made of beads of different types: yellow, made of clay fabric, barrel-shaped, melon-
shaped or bitronconic(Pl. 3/3, 4/3). Discovered in the area of the sternum (Fig. 3a-b).Unirii National 
Museum Alba Iulia, inv. no. F 10 418.

4. Iron knife (Pl. 3/4, 4/4). Discovered near the left arm (Fig. 3a-b). Single edge blade. The handle 
shaft has not been preserved. Preserved length: = 13.5 cm; Blade width = 1 cm. Unirii National Museum 
Alba Iulia, inv. no. F 10 419.

4. Sea shell.
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Fig. 3 a-b. Ground plan of grave 2.

Analogies. Dating. Ethnical and cultural identification

Earring with lunular pendant (Grave 1 – Pl. 1/1, 2/1).
From a formal perspective, the earrings from Gâmbașcan be included in the large group of lunular 

earrings with star-shaped pendant present in the Carpathian Basin and the Lower Danube Basin 
during the seventh-eighth centuries. Thus, the lunula inGâmbașcan be included in type II Comșa, 
dated to the second half of the 7th century, throughout the 8th century and even to the first decades of 
the 9th century1; to type II variant C. Cilinská, dated to the 7th–8th centuries, still considered as a later 
variant than other typological variants of the earrings of the same type2; to type III Teodor, dated to 
the period between the end of the 7th century and the beginning of the 9th century3; to type VIII B, VIII 
G Grigorov4, type V Grigorov, variants generally dated to the 7th–8th centuries5; to the type of lunula-
shaped earrings variant G Garam, performed for earrings discovered in the cemetery in Tiszafüred, 
variant dated to the end of the 7th century and until the second half of the 8th century6.

D.  Staššíkova- Štukovská is the author of a combined typology of lunular earrings from the 
Carpathian Basin dated to the 7th–8th centuries that takes into consideration the shape of the lunula, 
the upper ending of the lunular body of the earrings, the ornament and the manner in which it was 
applied to the items, and the different types of pendants attached to the lower part of the lunulae7. In 
reference to this typology, the shape of the lunula in Gâmbașcan be included in the large group that 
1	 Comșa 1971, 383, fig. 1.
2	 Cilinská 1975, 71–72, fig. 1, 6, 12.
3	 Teodor 1995, 192–193, 194, fig. 4/10, 12–19, 5/4–5, 7, 9–11, fig. 6.
4	 Grigorov 1999, 30–32, tab. 6, 9.
5	 Grigorov 2007, 103–104, 137, Tip. V. 
6	 Garam 1995, 276–280, Abb. 149/1–2, Abb. 160, variant C.
7	 Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 250–298.
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forms type 1–13b8. One notes the fact that the upper part of the lunula of the earring in Gâmbaș is 
slightly curved by comparison to the 13 variants in D. Staššíkova- Štukovská’s typology.

Earrings with the lunula with just two horns in the upper part, like the one in Gâmbaș, were dis‑
covered, for example, in the cemetery from Tiszafüred (Hungary)9. The earrings from this cemetery 
are nevertheless different than the artefact from a Gâmbaș through the decoration of the lunula. The 
lunulae with just two horns in the upper part, like the one in Gâmbaș, are also presentin the Bulgarian 
environment during the 7th–11th centuries, but the model on the lunula and the star-shaped pendants 
are different that the one on the item from Gâmbaș10. In Transylvania, in the yet unpublished cem‑
etery in Teiuș (Alba County), archaeologists have found two similar earrings, both through their shape 
and the upper ending of the lunula, with just two horns11.

The lunula from Gâmbaș is different from other items also through the fact that a barrel-shaped 
(birtonconic) ornament also features on one of the upper horns (the left one). This ornament also 
had a functional role (i.e. of a fastening/closing groovefor the end of the loop that went through the 
ear). Such endings form type 2b Staššíkova- Štukovská12. We nevertheless note the fact that the great 
majority of lunular earrings have barrel-shaped ornaments on both horns13, not just on one as in the 
case of the artifact from Gâmbaș.

The most numerous lunula-shaped earrings are decorated in the techniques of filigree and granu‑
lation, with grains set in the shape of grape bunches or linear or curved straps on the body of the 
lunula14. In Gâmbaș the model consists of an ornament in the shape of a fir tree, a decorative motif 
that features rather rarely on the plates of the lunulae15. In Transylvania, a fir-tree-shaped ornament 
features on the lunula of an earring discovered in Tomb 2 from the Avar grave in Cicău, a necropolis 
that dates back to the Middle Avar Period16. We are not aware of lunulae with two horns in the upper 
part that displayan ornament (fir-tree-shaped, placed in two rows on the plate of the lunula) identical 
to the one from the lunular plaque of the earring from Gâmbaș.

The largest part of lunular earrings ending in two horns in the upper part are provided with an 
attached pendant that is round and marked by three triangles in the shape of grape bunches17. The 
pendant attached to the lunulae, umbo-shaped and marked by five triangles in the shape of grape 
bunches, made through granulation, is also present in a series of lunular earrings discovered in the 
Carpathian Basin18. An analogy from a location that is close geographically to the pendant attached to 
the lunular earring from Gâmbaș is for example the earring from Cicău, that dates, as we have men‑
tioned above, to the Middle Avar Period19. Still, umbones with five triangles are most often encoun‑
tered on earrings provided with three horns in the upper part of the lunula20.

Considering all the details related to the shape and the component elements of the lunula pre‑
sented in the paragraphs above we can state that the earring from Gâmbașis a distinct item, at least 
so far, among the lunular earrings discovered in a geographic area more or less close to Transylvania.

It has been stated that lunular earrings are artifacts that have originated in the Byzantine world, 
with the model taken over and used in the Carpathian Basin during the 7th–8th centuries21. Specialists 

8	 Staššíkova- Štukovská, 1999, 254.
9	 Garam 1995, 276–280, Abb. 149/7–9, Abb. 160, variant C.
10	 For verification see: Grigorov 1999, 30–32, tab. 6, 9.
11	 Unpublished research C. Cosma.
12	 Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 254–255.
13	 For example: Comșa 1971, 376–390; Cilinská 1975, 71–72, fig. 1,6, 12; Teodor 1995, 187–206; Garam 1995, 276–280, 

Abb. 149/1–12, Abb. 160; Grigorov 1999, 21–42, Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 250–298.
14	 For example: Comșa 1971, 376–390; Cilinská 1975, 71–72, fig. 1,6, 12; Teodor 1995, 187–206; Garam 1995, 276–280, 

Abb. 149/1–12, Abb. 160; Grigorov 1999, 21–42, Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 250–298.
15	 ComparăStaššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 254–255, 5b.
16	 Winkler et al. 1977, 270–271, 273, fig. 3/2/3, pl. II/5.
17	 For example: Comșa 1971, 376–390; Cilinská 1975, 71–72, fig. 1,6, 12; Teodor 1995, 187–206; Garam 1995, 276–280, 

Abb. 149/1–12, Abb. 160; Grigorov 1999, 21–42, Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 250–298.
18	 For example: Comșa 1971, 376–390; Cilinská 1975, 71–72, fig. 1,6, 12; Teodor 1995, 187–206; Garam 1995, 276–280, 

Abb. 149/1–12, Abb. 160; Grigorov 1999, 21–42, Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 250–298.
19	 Winkler et al. 1977, 270–271, 273, fig. 3/2/3, pl. II/5.
20	 For example: Comșa 1971, 376–390; Cilinská 1975, 71–72, fig. 1,6, 12; Teodor 1995, 187–206; Garam 1995, 276–280, 

Abb. 149/1–12, Abb. 160; Grigorov 1999, 21–42; Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 250–298.
21	 Comșa 1971, 385–390; Teodor 1995, 187–190; Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 250–298.



200    ◆    Călin Cosma, Adrian Bolog, Ovidiu Oargă

have also noted on the large number of shapes of lunular earrings ornament in various manners dis‑
covered on sites from the Carpathian Basin, explaining it through theexistence of contacts between 
the various cultural environments in the Middle and Lower Basin of the Danube during the 7th–8th 
centuries22. There were certainly regional workshops in the Carpathian Basin that have developed and 
produced lunular earrings of various types, shapes, and with various decorations23. The earring in 
Gâmbaș is an extremely well manufactured item, also through how the ornament on the lunula and 
on the attached umbo was made. This fact and the production of this earring out of silver place the 
object in an upper category of lunular earrings from the Carpathian Basin. It might have been an 
object from Byzantium, but also a product of a regional workshop located somewhere on the territory 
of Transylvania.

I have stated above the fact that the majority of specialists who have dealt with the typology of 
lunular earrings have suggested that such artifacts should be dated to the interval between the second 
half of the 7th century and the beginning of the 9th century24. D. Staššíkova- Štukovskámentions the 
fact that lunular earrings must be regarded as a type of artifact that belongs to the 7th–8th centuries and 
regarding the definition of their ethnicity, the topic must still be researched25. Still, a series of elements 
pertaining to their technology and decoration (discussed in the paragraphs above), analyzed in depth, 
have allowed for the formulation of certain hypotheses for restricting the chronology of certain types 
of lunular earrings for just certain periods during the 7th or the 8th century26. Authors have remarked 
in the special literature the fact that the items with better made ornaments, displaying finer workman‑
ship, are earlier than the items with carelessly rendered, sometimes just sketched decorative motifs27. 
Thus, the first group (of better quality items) mainly dates to the second half of the 7th century and the 
first part of the 8th century28, when the earring from Gâmbaș can also be dated. It is unlikely that the 
item is earlier than that, as lunulae started to feature in the Carpathian Basin in archaeological contexts 
dated starting with the middle of the 7th century. Lunular earrings discovered for example in north-
western Romania, but also in other geographical areas, dated to the second half of the 8th century and 
even to the first half of the 9th century are of a different type than the item from Gâmbaș29.

The two earrings with black glass pendant found in Grave no. 1 (Pl. 1/4–5, 2/4–5) are arti‑
facts that feature in the Avar cemeteries in women’s graves. Z. Cilinská dates this type of earrings 
between the second half of the 7th century and the middle of the 8th century30. In Tiszafüred earrings 
with attached pearl pendants were also present during the third third of the 8th century31, while in 
the Bulgarian environment, though few such items have been found, they continue to be present in 
archaeological contexts dated to the last decades of the 8th century32.

Earrings with open ends, like the ones in Grave no. 1 inGâmbaș (Pl. 1/2–3, 2/2–3), are artifacts 
that have been discovered in Avar cemeteries both in children’s and adult’s tombs33. From the Avar 
environment this type of earring was adopted in the Bulgarian area34. They are not a precise chrono‑
logical indicator, as such artifacts feature in contexts dated to the Middle and Late Avar periods35.

The earring with attached grape bunch-shaped pendant from Grave no.  2 in Gâmbaș 
(Pl. 3/1, 4/1) is an item with little dating power, as artifacts of this type were used by the Avar popula‑
tions in the Carpathian Basin throughout the Middle and Late Avar periods (650–800)36.

22	 Comșa 1971, 385–390; Teodor 1995, 187–190; Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 250–298.
23	 Mesterházy 1990, 102; Teodor 1995, 187–190, Stanciu 2000, 139; Cosma 2002, 78.
24	 For example: Comșa 1971, 376–390; Cilinská 1975, 71–72, fig. 1,6, 12; Teodor 1995, 187–206; Garam 1995, 276–280, 

Abb. 149/1–12, Abb. 160; Grigorov 1999, 21–42; Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 250–298.
25	 Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 296–298.
26	 Stanciu 2000, 139–141; Cosma 2002, 78–79, 132–133; Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 250–298.
27	 Horedt 1958, 83; Comșa 1971, 383 și n. 36.
28	 Comșa 1971, 383 and n. 36.; Stanciu 2000, 139–141; Cosma 2002, 78–79, 132–133; Staššíkova- Štukovská 1999, 

250–298.
29	 Cosma 2002, 78–79, 132–133, pl. 153/4.
30	 Cilinská 1966, 144, Abb. 11.
31	 Garam 1995, 276.
32	 Grigorov 1999, 42, tab.8, tip IV A.
33	 Garam 1995, 284, abb. 149/17–18.
34	 Grigorov 1999, 42, tab. 8, tip I A.
35	 Garam 1995, 284, abb. 149/17–18.
36	 Cilinská 1975, 75–76, Abb. 1/VII, Abb.6; Garam 1995, 263–266; Grigorov 2007, 103–104, 136, 141, Tip. II. 1.
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As for the earring with a spiral-shaped ending from Grave no. 2 (Pl. 3/2, 4/2), specialists 
mention the fact that it started to be produced around year 700 in the Carpathian Basin37. As it is 
a relatively easy to made jewelry item, it was used by women of modest social standing38. An ear‑
ring that is almost identical to the one from Grave no.  2 in Gâmbaș has been identified in Tomb 
6/1913 from the same settlement39. The cemetery that includes Tomb 6/1913 dates to the Middle 
Avar Period40.

The beads discovered in the two tombs from Gâmbaș (Pl. 1/7, 2/7, 3/3, 4/3) are dress accessories 
often encountered in children’s tombs, but also in those of adults in Avar cemeteries dated throughout 
the existence of the Avar Khaganate from the Carpathian Basin41.

The trapezoidal buckle from Grave no. 1 in Gâmbaș (Pl. 1/6, 2/6a-b) was part of the dead per‑
son’s belt. Belt buckles such as the one in Gâmbaș were discovered in numerous Avar tombs. They were 
generally dated on the basis of their association with other materials (belt tongues, belt appliques) 
that allow for finer chronological identifications. On the basis of the discoveries in the necropolis in 
Nové Zámsky, Z. Cilinská included trapezoidal bronze belt buckles in type I of main belts that feature 
pendants, appliques, and tongues ornamented with perforated animal scenes. The same typology sug‑
gests that type I is earlier than types II and III the belt buckles of which are oval in shape and the frame 
is decorated with vegetal motifs, associated to items decorated in a similar fashion42. Nevertheless, 
there are numerous examples in the Avar necropolises that prove the fact that such artifacts were in 
use throughoutthe 8th century (including its final part)43. Among these examples we only mention the 
most relevant: Kisköre44, Szob45, Pilismarót46, Gyód-Máriahegy47, and Kékesd48. Thus, according to the 
earring with which it is associated (the items presented above) the belt buckle in Gâmbaș can be dated 
to the Middle Avar Period.

The iron knives (Pl. 1/8, 2/8, 3/4, 4/4) discovered one in each of the two graves from Gâmbaș, 
used in the Avar world to various ends (as weapons or everyday objects), are commonly present in the 
Avar necropolises from the Carpathian Basin49. They feature in men’s, but also women’s tombs. There 
are several opinions on how their presence in tombs should be interpreted. In some cases special‑
ists presume that they had an apotropaic function50. When the knives are associated in tombs with 
weapons, they have been interpreted as artifacts belonging to those warriors’ set of weapons51. Other 
researchers state that the presence of knives in graves symbolizes, among other things, that person’s 
free status in Avar society52.

The corroboration of data regarding the chronological identification of the objects in the two 
tombs discovered in 2015 in Gâmbaș/Ogoarele de jos (data presented in the previous paragraphs) 
allows for the dating of the two funerary complexes to the Middle Avar Period (650/670–710/720) 
and their integration into the Avar environment in Transylvania/the Carpathian Basin. 

Anthropological data

The anthropological analysis of the skeletons in the graves from Gâmbaș has revealed the fact that 
the deceased had been mature persons (see the anthropological analysis below/Appendices 1–3). The 

37	 Cilinská 1975, 77, Abb. 1/VIII/B, Abb.6; Garam 1995, 286.
38	 Cilinská 1975, 77.
39	 Horedt 1958, 98, fig. 16/21.
40	 Horedt 1958, 87–91; Cosma 2015, 254–262.
41	 See for example: Garam 1995, 290–298; Pásztor 1997, 213–230; Pásztor 2015, 119–154; Schmid 2015, 44–49.
42	 Cilinská 1966, 176–179, 177, fig. 19.
43	 Even in the cemetery in Nové Zámsky, in M. 98, belt buckles of that type feature in association only with items with 

vegetal decoration: Cilinská 1966, 25, M. 98, pl. XXVIII/M. 98.
44	 Garam 1979, M. 136, 27, 74–76, pl. 21/38.
45	 Kovrig 1975, M.1, 161, 200, fig. 3/M. 1/3.
46	 Szabó 1975, M. 1, 245, 277, fig.3/M. 1/1.
47	 Kiss 1977, M. 74, 42–43, pl. X/M. 74/1.
48	 Kiss 1977, M. 135, M. 137, 54, 59,pl. XVII/M. 135/1, M. 137/1.
49	 Sós/Salamon 1995, 56–58. 
50	 Sós/Salamon 1995, 56.
51	 Sós/Salamon 1995, 57.
52	 Horedt 1958, 70; Winkler etalii 1977, 273.
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age of the individual in Grave no. 1 has been estimated at between 30–40 years at the time of death, 
while that of the individual in Grave no. 2 has been defined as that of an aged adult.

The peculiarities of the skull (the glabella, the external occipital protuberance, the mastoid pro‑
cess) show male characteristics, but determining the gender in all certainty is risky in the absence 
of the rest of the skeleton (the pelvic area) notes Sándor Gál Szilárd (Mureș County Museum, Târgu 
Mureș), the author of the anthropological analysis of the human skeleton from Grave no. 1 Gâmbaș 
(see below the anthropological analysis/Appendix 1).

As for the deceased in Grave no. 2, on the basis of morphology of the skull’s characteristics (only 
the mastoid process, the supraorbital edge and the glabella could be observed), the gender of the indi‑
vidual has been determined a possibly male, states Claudia Radu (The Center of Molecular Biology, The 
Institute of Interdisciplinary Researchesin Bio-Nano Sciences, Babeș-BolyaiUniversity Cluj-Napoca), 
who has performed the anthropological analysis of the skeleton in Grave no. 2 (see below the anthro‑
pological analysis/Appendix 2).

Due to the very poor state of preservation of the two skeletons, the DNA analyses have not pro‑
vided relevant data for determining the gender of the deceased. A single piece of information was 
obtained though, indicating the fact that the person in Grave no. 1 probably originated in the Near 
East, part of the populations from the Eurasian steppes from the second half of the first millennium 
A.D. that have migrated towards Europe53.

Comment of the anthropological data in correspondence with the funerary inventory 
inside the tombs. We should note that in both cases one can only presume that the deceased had 
been male. DNA analyses have shown that the deceased in Grave no. 1 had possible Asian origins. If 
indeed the skeletons in the two graves from Gâmbaș belonged to men, then we must present several 
data regarding the presence of earrings in the case of the two tombs.

In the Avar environment, earrings are considered artifacts typical for female fashion54. 
Nevertheless, earrings were also discovered in some graves that belonged to high status Avar warriors 
of the Avar Khaganate from Pannonia55. These were artifacts made of precious metal (especially gold) 
and a single item of the type was found in each grave, placed right or left of the skull56. The warrior 
graves where such discoveries were made have been dated to the Early Period in the development of 
the Avar Khaganate in Pannonia57. The deposition of a single precious metal earring in graves is a ritual 
that the first Avars reaching Pannonia have brought with them from Eurasia58.

As for the types of earrings from the graves of Avar warriors from Pannonia during the Early Avar 
Period, one notes the fact that they belong to other types than the lunula in grave no. 1 or the two ear‑
rings in Grave no. 2 in Gâmbaș59. We are aware of two Avar warriors’ graves, one from Transylvania, in 
Unirea II/Vereșmor60 and the other from Banat in Sânpetru German/Magazin61, the funerary inven‑
tory of which also included a single gold earring. But these are not lunular earrings. We have presented 
the two analogies only to stress the funerary practice of depositing a single precious metal earring in 
men’s graves. 

We are not aware of any Avar warrior’s grave that contains as funerary inventory lunula-shapes 
earrings or earrings with a spiral ending. In the cemetery from Tiszafüred for example (a necrop‑
olis where a large number of lunulae were found, as compared to other Avar cemeteries), all lunular 
earrings were found in women’s tombs exclusively and this allowed Eva Garam, the author of the 
monograph of the cemetery in Tiszafüred, to state that lunular earrings were artifacts typical to 
feminine fashion62. The same observations are true for earrings with grape bunch-shaped pendant, 

53	 See the actual data in Appendix 3.
54	 For example: Cilinská 1966, 142–154; Cilinská 1973, 17–20; Cilinská 1975, 63–80; Garam 1987, 195–196; Garam 1995, 

263–290.
55	 Bóna 1970, 251, 260–261; Bóna 1979, 5, 27; Bóna 1980, 31–95.
56	 Bóna 1979, 5, 27.
57	 Bóna 1979, 5, 27.
58	 Bóna 1979, 5, 27.
59	 Compare: Bóna 1970,251, 260–261; Bóna 1979, 5, 27.
60	 Rustoiu/Ciută 2015, 111, pl. 2/9. 
61	 Dörner 1960, 425, fig. 4/4.
62	 Garam 1995, 276–278.
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with spiral-shaped ending, or with globular pendant63. We conclude these very brief observations 
regarding the presence of earrings in men’s tombs in the Avar world with the mention of the fact that 
the combined archaeological and anthropological analyses performed in Avar necropolises from the 
area of the Middle Danube Basin have revealed that the funerary inventory of men consisted of belts, 
weapons, and harness items, but also several types of jewelry items, the most frequent among them 
“hair brooches”64, a type of artifact featuring in the fashion of Avar men65. Numerous types of jewels 
were present in women’s tombs, but also other dress accessories and items of daily or domestic use66. 
It has also been noted that the graves with earring with attached grape bunch-shaped pendant and 
those with one of the ends bent into a spiral belonged especially to women of lower social standing 
in Avar society67.

Data supporting the ritual of depositing earrings in Avar men’s tombs are real and cannot be 
ignored. Still, the case of the two graves in Gâmbaș is different than the ones noted in the Pannonian 
Plain. In Gâmbaș the two deceased had not been warriors, but there could have been individuals who 
continued to practice the older Eurasian ritual of depositing a single earring of one type in men’s 
tombs, even if they were not warriors. We have already noted that the DNA of the skeleton in M. 1 
shows a possible Asian origin while the funerary inventory of the grave places the individual, indif‑
ferent of his/her gender, among the Avar elites. 

Final considerations

The two graves that are the topic of this study belong to mature persons from the Avar community 
that buried its dead in Gâmbaș/Ogoarele de jos. They were buried according to Avar funerary rigor68. 
The issue of the gender of the two skeletons remains incompletely solved. According to the funerary 
inventory the graves cannot be attributed to warriors. They were men or women buried with jewels 
and dress accessories. The great number of jewelry or dress accessory items in Grave no. 1/1915 and 
the fact that some were made out of silver support that person’s special status in the Avar commu‑
nity from Gâmbaș. On the other hand, according to the interpretation that the types of jewelry items 
discovered in Grave no. 2/1915, presented above, the deceased can be said to have held a lower social 
standing in the Avar community from Gâmbaș.

Another problem that must be mentioned regards the topographic location of the two graves. The 
two graves discovered in 2015 in Gâmbaș, on the spot called Ogoarele de jos, are located 3 Km away 
in a straight line from the Avar cemetery in Gâmbaș/Cimitirul vechi reformat [The old Reformed cem‑
etery], discovered in 1911 and researched in 191369 (Fig. 1a).

Archaeological tests and excavations were performed between the two spots with Avar graves in 
Gâmbaș, mentioned above, but they did not lead to the identification of any Avar graves, confirming 
the fact that two separate burial places existed in Gâmbaș. It is thus very likely that the two graves on 
the spot of Ogoarele de jos in Gâmbaș were part of a cemetery, just as it is likely they were two isolated 
Avar tombs. These graves and the Avar cemetery in Gâmbaș/Cimitirul reformat belong to the same 
chronological period, i.e. the Middle Avar Period.

It is possible that two cemeteries were in use in Gâmbaș, the first, located on spot of Cimitirul 
vechi reformat, a cemetery containing the tombs of Avar warriors, and the second, in the spot of 

63	 For example: Cilinská 1966, 142–154; Cilinská 1973, 17–20; Cilinská 1975, 63–80; Garam 1995, 263–290; Sós/Salamon 
1995, 52.

64	 Zábojník 2015, 291.
65	 Garam 1987, 196–197.
66	 Zábojník 2015, 291.
67	 Cilinská 1975, 76–77.
68	 For the different aspects of the funerary rite and ritual in the Avar Khaganate see for example: Garam 1987, 191–203; 

Pohl 1988, 163–205; Cosma 2002, 59–63; Daim 2003, 463–570; Pohl 2003, 574–584; Cosma 2013, 9–35; Cosma 2015, 
251–280; Zábojník 2015, 277–291.

69	 The Avar cemetery in Gâmbaș was discovered in 1911 by I. Bodrogi, who has researched a first grave (Bodrogi 1913, 
22–24). In 1913 M. Roska performed the first excavations in the area where the graves was discovered in 1911, leading to 
the discovery of 13 more graves with inventories specific to the Avars. M. Roska has also left a sketch of the terrain mark‑
ing the two cemeteries, the Avar and the Magyar one in Gâmbaș (Gáll 2010, 293–294, fig. 2). The results of M. Roska’s 
researches of the Avar cemetery in Gâmbaș have been published by K. Horedt (Horedt 1951, 198, r. 21; Horedt 1958, 
95–100).
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Ogoarele de jos, can be attributed, at least until future discoveries in that topographic spot, to the 
common Avar population in the Transylvanian Plateau. 
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Appendix 1

Morphological analysis of the human bone material in Tomb no. 1/2015
(macroscopic and morpho-taxonomic analyses)

Sándor Gál Szilárd

The preservation state of the human bones is precarious, as ca. 65–70% of the skeleton is missing. 
I have identified small skull fragments (the skull cap and the facial area), small fragments from the 
frontal bone (glabella), small fragments of the parietal bone, the occipital bone (the outer occipital 
protuberance is little developed), one fragment of the temporal bone, the mastoid process (the right 
side – is massive and wide, I noted traces of Br. –from an earring), one small fragment from the inner 
acoustic pore, and I was only able to analyze the ecto and endo-cranial sutures over a small part (the 
lambdoid sutureis relatively closed). From the facial area: small fragments of the mandible (the left 
side and one fragment of the right ramus). The situation of the teeth: M2 and M3 (quadrant 3 in the 
alveolus), PM1 and PM2 (quadrant 4 in the alveolus), teeth that had fallen post mortem: I1, I2 (quad‑
rant 3), I1, (quadrant 4), C (quadrant 3 and 4). The teeth are worn (especially the frontal incisors), with 
caries (Caries) on M 2 and M3 (quadrant 3, the mesial part), I2 (quadrant 3, on the upper part of the 
root), C (quadrant 4), calculus features on C (3) and M2, M3 (3). Dental scheme: 2123.

I have identified several small bone fragments from the post-cranial skeleton, from the long 
bones: the diaphysis of a femur (in poor state) andthe diaphysis of a humerus. The surface of the 
bones is eaten by the acidity of the soil, the thickness of the cortical layer varies between 2 and 3mm.

Gender determination: there are few measurable signs for a precise gender. The signs observed 
on the skull (the glabella, the outer occipital protuberance, the mastoid process) show male signs, but 
a precise determination is risky in the absence of the rest of the skeleton (the pelvic area).

Age estimate:the degradation phases of the teeth (considering the primitive nutrition during 
that era – for example the use of primitive hand mills)indicates that the individual died between the 
age of 30 and 40 (Adultus). 

Through macroscopic analyses I have identified an animal bone, probably from a bird – funerary 
offering (?).

Sándor Gál Szilárd 
County Museum Mureş Târgu Mureş
Târgu Mureş, ROU
szilank2001@yahoo.com
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Appendix 2

Report of the anthropological analysis of the bone material in 
Gâmbaș – Grave 2 complex 159

Claudia Radu

The skeleton is poorly represented and the state of conservation of the preserved bones is also 
poor, in some cases so much so that one cannot observe the surface of the bones. Some of the frag‑
ments were reconstructing using orange dental silicone. On the basis of the morphology of the cranial 
characters (one could only observe the mastoid process, the supraorbital edge, and the glabella) I have 
determined the individual’s gender as possibly male. The absence of diagnostic elements for the deter‑
mination of age did not allow for a more accurate estimation beyond that of aged adult. The teeth have 
not been preserved, but on the maxilla and the mandible one notes that the individual had lost all his 
teeth antemortem, as the alveolar area had been remodeled. A number of 11 joint elements were ana‑
lyzed for the presence of osteoarthritis. Among them, both temporal-mandibular articulations, the 
right sternum-clavicular articulation, the right glenoid cavity, the bones of the right hand, the distal 
right femur, the left glenoid cavity and the bones of the left leg (n=8) display degenerative modifica‑
tions of a low to moderate degree. Out of the three long bones the surface of which could be analyzed, 
none showed sub-periosteal inflammations.No pathological porosity was observed on the skull cap or 
the orbital plateau. An osteoma is located on the frontal bone. On the same bone, above the glabella, 
I have also noted a (healed) antemortem trauma inflicted with a blunt object. The size of the lesion is 
12.41 × 6.55 mm.On the mandible, in the area of the right menton but lingual, I have noted a lesion 
(approx. 5.5 mm) that might represent a trauma inflicted perimortem, considering the morphology of 
its margins and the way in which the bone broke (the upper surface of the bone became detached). The 
stature could not be calculated as none of the long bones has been preserved intact.

Claudia Radu
Center of Molecular Biology, 
The Institute of Interdisciplinary Researches in Bio-Nano Sciences, 
Babeș-Bolyai University Cluj-Napoca
Cluj-Napoca, ROU
claudia.radu20@gmail.com 
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Appendix 3

Date of molecular anthropology: Gâmbaș – Grave no. 1–2

Ioana Rusu

The experimental process performed in order to access the genetic information preserved by the 
bone remains of the two individuals from Gâmbașwas done in sterile conditions, in thelaboratories for 
DNA sample processing of the Institute of Interdisciplinary Researches in Bio-Nano-Sciences. 

The extraction of old DNA molecules was performed according to the protocol described by 
Dabney [1], obtaining a sufficient quantity of endogenous DNA for one of the samples, Gâmbaș 229 
– Grave 1, the one for which the biological material employed as source for the isolation of the nucleic 
acids consisted of powder from the dental tissue. I have tested several sets of specific suspensions 
for amplifying certain nuclear genetic markers in order to establish this individual’s gender, but no 
conclusive results were reached. This may be dueto the presence of the nuclear genome in only two 
copies per cell, while the maternally inherited DNA is located in the human organism at the level of 
the mitochondria that can be found in large numbers in the majority of the cells. I have amplified the 
two hypervariable regions of the mitochondrial genome using eight sets of suspensions designed to 
amplify short DNA sequences that tend to be more abundant in archaeological specimens dueto post-
mortem degradation [2]. 

The genetic polymorphism of individual C229 Gâmbașat level HVR-I (16223T, 16292T) and 
HVR-II (73G, 189G, 195C, 204C, 207A, 263G) reflects the presence of mutational motifs specific to 
mitochondrialhaplogroupW, and thus the individual can be included in this material line with a prob‑
ability of 100%. Haplogroup W most probably originates in the Near East, towards the Last Glacial 
Maximum, and in the current population of Europe it is more common in the eastern half of the con‑
tinent (e.g. Romania 6.5%), though high frequencies are also encountered, sporadically, in northern 
Europe as well (e.g. Finland 4%)[3]. A database that includes 15 medieval populations from Eurasia 
indicates that the highest frequencies of haplogroupW were observed among the Byzantine Turks, a 
medieval population from Poland, a population from Hungary that dates to the time of the conquest 
of the Carpathian Basin, and a medieval group from Island.

Ioana Rusu
Center of Molecular Biology, 
The Institute of Interdisciplinary Researches in Bio-Nano-Sciences, 
Babeș-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca
Department of Molecular Biology and Biotechnology, 
Faculty of Biology and Geology, 
Babeș-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca
Cluj-Napoca, ROU
rusu.n.ioana@gmail.com
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Plate 1. Grave 1: funerary inventory.
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Plate 2. Grave 1: funerary inventory (photo).
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Plate 3. Grave 2: funerary inventory.

M2

1 2

3 4



Avar Graves Recently Discovered in Gâmbaș (Alba County) on the Spot Called “Ogoarele de jos”    ◆    213

Plate 4. Grave 4: funerary inventory (photo).
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