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An Early Medieval Feature Discovered in Oradea 
– Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom Gas Station)*

Dan Băcueț-Crișan, Gruia Fazecaș, Doru Marta

Abstract: The spot called Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (located in the south-eastern part of the settlement) is 
known in specialized literature as a site where archaeological excavations were performed on several occasions, 
leading to the discovery of vestiges from several historical stages, including the Early Middle Ages.

The modernization works of the Petrom gas station in this area, performed in 2000, have triggered 
archaeological investigations through which specialists have identified three archaeological features in section 
S IV/2000 (measuring 8 × 2 m): two dwellings belonging to the Tiszapolgár Culture and one early medieval 
pit (G. 1/2000). Pit G. 1/2000, oval in shape, was identified at the depth of 0.60 m below the current ground 
level and its trough-shaped bottom was located at the depth of 0.98 m below the present-day ground level. Its 
fill was black in color, with a consistent layer of ash and charred wood on the bottom. In the filling of the pit, 
namely in the layer of ash and charred wood from the bottom, archaeologists discovered parts of four pottery 
containers (one cauldron, one bowl, one handless cooking pot, and one fragment from the base of another pot) 
and an iron sickle.

The analogies found for the artifacts discovered in this feature belong to a chronological stage starting in 
the 8th century and ending in the 10th  century, but focused more on the 8th and 9th centuries. For the chrono‑
logical identification of this archaeological feature one must turn to the early medieval vestiges discovered 
in its proximity. The spot where dwelling L. 1/1999, dated to the end of the 8th century – beginning of the 9th 
century, is located 100 m away from the feature under analysis here. It is thus very likely that the two features 
(dwelling L. 1/1999 and pit G. 1/2000) belonging to the same chronological horizon were once part of the 
same settlement. The fact that the handless cooking pot was deformed/discarded during the firing process 
indicates that a pottery kiln (or several kilns), that might be identified through future researches, may have 
functioned part of the 8th–9th centuries habitation in Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie”. On the same site, in the 
“Lotus Market” area (located 400 m away from the spot where the artifacts presented here were discovered) 
specialists have researched a household oven that belongs to a much later habitation horizon (11th–12th 
centuries).

The archaeological vestiges discovered so far in Oradea – Salca “Gheţărie” indicate the fact that this terrace 
was inhabited between the 8th and the 9th centuries. Few data are available so far on this habitation, but future 
extended archaeological researches might enrich them.

Keywords: early medieval feature, pit, cauldron, cooking pot, sickle, Avar Period.

Location. Conditions of discovery. The spot called Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (located in the 
south-eastern part of the city) is known in specialized literature as a site where archaeological excava‑
tions were performed on several occasions, leading to the discovery of vestiges belonging to several 
historical stages, including the Early Middle Ages (Fig. 1). An early medieval dwelling (L. 1/1999), that 
specialists have tentatively dated to the end of the eighth century – beginning of the ninth century, 
was published in 19991. Other early medieval vestiges were identified in 2006 in the “Lotus Market” 
area, where archaeologists have researched a household oven dated to the eleventh-twelfth century2. 
Tombs from the Migration Period and from the tenth-eleventh century were also discovered in the 
area of streets Vavilov and Meiului3.

The modernization works of the Petrom gas station in this area (Pl. 1/C) performed in 2000 have 
triggered archaeological investigations during which specialists have identified three archaeological 

*	 English translation: Ana M. Gruia.
1	 Bulzan, Băcueț-Crișan 1999, 36.
2	 Bulzan et al. 2007, 252.
3	 Harhoiu et al. 2010, 86, 88–106.
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featureses in section S IV/2000 (measuring 8  ×  2  m): two dwellings belonging to the Tiszapolgár 
Culture and one early medieval pit (G. 1/2000)4.

Fig. 1. Location of the early medieval vestiges identified in Oradea – Salca (satellite image taken from Google Earth). 
The area with cemeteries from the Migration Period and the 10th–11th centuries; Dwelling L. 1/1999, dated to the 

8th–9th centuries (1); Pit G. 1/2000 (2). Household oven from the 11th–12th centuries, researched in 2006 (3).

Description of the archaeological feature. Pit G. 1/2000, with an oval planimetry, became 
apparent at the depth of 0.60 m from the current ground level and its trough-shaped bottom descended 
to 0.98 m from the present-day ground level. Its fill was black and on the bottom contained a consis‑
tent layer of ash and charred wood remains (Pl. 2).

Archaeological inventory. In the filling of pit G. 1/2000, i.e. in the layer of ash and charred 
wood remains from the bottom, archaeologists have discovered parts from four pots and one iron 
sickle.

– Handless cooking pot (Pl. 6, 7/1). Only the upper part has been preserved. The pot is brick-red 
brown in color, with blackish spots and has been modeled by hand out of a fabric tempered with sand, 
pebbles, and mica flakes. The mouth of the pot seems to have been finished on the potters’ wheel. The 
rim is slightly tilted and has rounded edges. The pot is undecorated. What is interesting to note is the 
fact that the cooking pot is strongly deformed (it has been in fact flattened), probably during firing in 
the pottery kiln.

– Bowl (Pl. 5). Was fragmentarily preserved but has been completed in the restoration lab. It is 
brick-red reddish in color with blackish spots and has been modeled by hand out of a fabric tem‑
pered with sand, pebbles, and mica flakes. The bowl is tronconic in shape, with a very wide mouth, the 
walls are oblique and very slightly rounded (almost straight) and the rim is rounded. The item is not 
decorated. 

– Cauldron (Pl. 3–4). Preserved fragmentarily. It is brick-red brown in color and has been tempered 
with sand, pebbles, and mica flakes. The cauldron has two “ear” lugs (each with a single perforation) 

4	 The archaeological investigations performed in 2000 in Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station) were performed 
by archaeologists Sorin Bulzan and Gruia Fazecaș from Țării Crișurilor Museum in Oradea.
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attached to the inside of the pot (face to face), right under the rim that is rounded. The pot is globular 
in shape and undecorated. 

– Pot base (Pl. 7/2). Probably from a handles cooking pot that has been modeled by hand from a 
fabric tempered with sand, pebbles, and mica. The pottery fragment is brick-red brown. 

– Sickle (Pl. 8). The item is corroded, but has been preserved in its entirety. Total length: 22.6 cm.

Analogies. Though few in numbers, the artifacts discovered in feature G. 1/2000 are very inter‑
esting through their formal and technological characteristics. 

The handless cooking pot modeled by hand discovered here does not display special formal char‑
acteristics that could individualize it / make it stand out, as such pots are characteristic to habitation 
areas dated to the second half of the 7th century-the 9th century in variable proportions5, including the 
examples in Silvaniei Depression6. Also, starting with the 10th century (especially in the second half of 
the century) one can note (at least in Silvaniei Depression) a drastic decrease in the quantity of pot‑
tery modeled by hand, as pots from this category were almost inexistent7, a situation also observed in 
Hungary in the case of Arpadian-Era pottery (9th–13th centuries)8. 

The presence of the bowl is special, as it represents a more rarely encountered pottery shape among 
cooking items during the Early Medieval Era in Transylvania and not only9. For this type of tronconic 
bowl one notes analogies in the Late Avar environment in Eperjes10, in the Slavic-Avar environment in 
Holiare, in Slovakia11, but also in chronological stages post the Avar Khaganate such as the items from 
Biharea12. In the north-western area, there are two items known from two sites in Silvaniei Depression13. 
Also, from a formal perspective, some of the tronconic bowls from Hansca14 and Alba Iulia – Stația de 
Salvare Faza I15 are very similar to the bowl from Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station). Other 
analogies are available from the Lower Danube, from the significant archaeological site of Dinogetia16.

Another pottery shape more rarely encountered in the inventory of habitation features and not 
only17 is the clay cauldron that, together with the grooved cooking pot enrich the repertory of pottery 
shapes from Transylvania after the middle of the 10th century, a situation noted in the area of Silvaniei 
Depression as well18. Clay cauldrons have been the focus of serious analyses in foreign archaeological 
literatures19 but also in the Romanian one20, analyses aimed at identifying their origin and creating 
typological-chronological classifications. The typological analyses focusing on clay cauldrons have 
concluded that the globular type is more rarely encountered21. As for the chronology, the results of 
the archaeological excavations have revealed the fact that this pottery shape was introduced in the 
Carpathian Basin earlier than the 10th century, such as the items discovered in Hungary in Eperjes22, 
Szöreg B23, and Kompolt24 that can be dated to the Late Avar Era (710/720–810/830)25, cauldrons that 

5	 See the discussion on the early medieval pottery categories from Transylvania and on the evolution of the connection 
between them in Stanciu, Matei 1994, 141 and the subsequent pages.

6	 Băcueț-Crișan 2014, 111.
7	 Băcueț-Crișan 2014, 114.
8	 Merva 2014, 199.
9	 Băcueț-Crișan 2007, 172.
10	 Bálint 1991, Taf. XXXII/10.
11	 Točik 1968, Taf. LXV/23.
12	 Dumitrașcu 1994, Pl. CXXVII/2–3.
13	 Băcueț-Crișan 2007, Fig. 6/1; Băcueț-Crișan 2010, Pl. V/2; Băcueț-Crișan 2014, 110.
14	 Postică 1994, Fig. 7/13–14, Fig. 31/7–8. 
15	 Ciugudean 2007, Pl. VI/1.
16	 Ștefan et al. 1967, Fig. 86. 
17	 It also featured in funerary contexts, such as in the case of the incineration cemetery from Castelu (Comșa et al. 1962, 

Fig. 5).
18	 Băcueț-Crișan 2014, 114; Băcueț-Crișan 2015, 70.
19	 See M. Takács’s monographic volume (Takács 1986). 
20	 Diaconu 1956, 421–437; Lukacs 1984, 320–330.
21	 Diaconu 1956, 421.
22	 Bálint 1991, Taf. XXXIII/2.
23	 Takács 1986, Taf. I/2.
24	 Takács, Vaday 2012, Abb.2–3, 769.
25	 We hereby thank Mr. M. Takács (Archaeology Institute in Budapest, Hungary) for his suggestions on the chronological 

identification of the clay cauldron. 
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display a series of formal similarities to the item in Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station). 
Due to its characteristics (the lugs attached to the inside, under the level of the mouth, the rounded 
shape of the body), the item in Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station) is also close to the 
Saltovo Maiațk-type discoveries, such as the pottery or metal cauldrons from Northern Caucasus26.

Sickles like the one in Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station) were discovered in var‑
ious cultural environments, both funerary and habitation-type ones. We are aware of items from the 
Lower Danube27, in Avar-Era funerary contexts from Hungary28 and Slovakia29, and in 9th–10th centu‑
ries funerary contexts from the Czech Republic30. In Mikulčice, the center of the Moravian Kingdom, 
sickles of this type were discovered in funerary contexts, in habitation contexts dated in the period 
between the 8th century and the beginning of the 10th century31 but also in agricultural tools deposits 
buried in the end of the 9th century – beginning of the 10th century32 due to the attacks of the Magyars. 
In J. Henning’s typology of the agricultural tools of the second half of the first millennium discovered 
in south-eastern Europe, this sickle can be included in type H1/H2, dated to the 8th–10th centuries33, 
that was also used during the Classical and Late Antiquity34. 

Suggestion for the chronological identification of the vestiges. The identified analogies 
for the artifacts discovered in feature G. 1/2000 from Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station) 
belong to a chronological stage with the lower limit in the 8th century and the upper one in the 10th 
century but focusing on the 8th–9th centuries. For the chronological identification of this archaeological 
feature one must also take into consideration the early medieval vestiges discovered in the proximity. 
The spot where dwelling L. 1/1999 was researched (dated to the end of the 8th century – beginning of 
the 9th century) is located 100 m away from feature G. 1/2000. Thus, it is very likely that the two fea‑
turees that belong to the same chronological horizon (dwelling L. 1/1999 and pit G. 1/2000) were part 
of the same settlement. The fact that the handless cooking pot modeled by hand was deformed/dis‑
carded during firing makes us also consider the possibility that one or several pottery kilns, that might 
be identified through future archaeological researches, functioned in the 8th–9th centuries habitation 
from Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie”. A household oven that belongs to a much later habitation horizon 
(11th–12th centuries) was also researched in Oradea – Salca, in the “Lotus Market” area (located 400 m 
away from the spot were feature G. 1/2000 was discovered)35.

The archaeological vestiges discovered so far in Oradea – Salca “Gheţărie” indicate the fact that 
this terrace was also inhabited during the 8th–9th centuries, though very few data are available so far on 
this habitation. Such data might only be enriched through future extended archaeological researches.

Dan Băcueț-Crișan	 Gruia Fazecaș
History and Art County Museum, Zalău	 Cris Country Museum, Oradea
Zalău, ROU	 Oradea, ROU
bacuetz@yahoo.com	 gruia74@yahoo.com

Doru Marta
Cris Country Museum, Oradea
Oradea, ROU
dorumarta67@yahoo.com

26	 Kuznecov 1990, Taf. 2/1 and Taf. 5/1.
27	 The items in Dinogetia (Ștefan et al. 1967, Fig. 36/5) and Southern Dobrudja (Atanasov 2000, Tabl. VIII).
28	 Juhász 1995, Taf . XX/105; Kiss 2001, Taf. 92/B 555/11.
29	 Točik 1968a, Taf. LI/9.
30	 Pŕichystalová et al. 2014, Taf. 35/1. Taf. 41/2, 282. 
31	 Polaček 2003, 594–596.
32	 Polaček 2003, 632–634, Abb. 6/I-II.
33	 Henning 1987, 89, Abb. 43. This type of sickle was also employed during the fifth-seventh century (see Henning 1987, 

88, Abb. 42. Type H1/H2/H5). 
34	 Henning 1987, Abb. 41–42.
35	 Bulzan et al. 2007, 252.
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Plate 1. Location. Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station). The area researched 
in 2000 is marked with an X in figs. B and C (map source fig. A – wikipedia.org; map 

source fig. B – hartabihor.ro; source fig. C – satellite image Google Earth).

A
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Plate 3. Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station). Feature G. 1/2000. Cauldron (1a-1c).
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Plate 5. Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station). Feature G. 1/2000. Bowl (1a-1b).
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Plate 6. Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station). Feature G. 1/2000. Cooking pot (1a-1b).
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Plate 7. Oradea – Salca “Ghețărie” (Petrom gas station). Feature G. 1/2000. Cooking pot (1) and pot base (2).
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