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The Late Bronze Age Gold Ring Discovered 
in Betfia (Bihor County, Romania)*

Călin Ghemiș

Abstract: In November 2015, in the area of Betfia village, near Oradea was found incidentally an Late Bronze 
Age gold ring. Based on the typological characteristics, the ring can be included in the category of notched rings 
of Sarasau type dated in Late Bronze Age, – L.B.A. II- second part of the II-nd millennium B.C. Unfortunately 
despite of the fact that the spot of discovery was verified together with the discoverer no other information (or 
archeological materials etc) can be provided regarding the archaeological context of this discovery. 

Keywords: Transylvania, metallurgy, gold, notched rings, exchange relations, Late Bronze Age.

Conditions of discovery

The item has been discovered with a metal detector in the forest of Betfia by Ioan Boroş from 
Haieu village on 05.XI.2015, in an area strongly disturbed by trenches, firing posts, and other fortifica‑
tion works from the Second World War (Fig. 1). 

Fig. 1. Betfia-the area of discovery.

On 20.XI.2015 I checked the place of discovery in the company of Mr. Marinel Roșu from the 
Bihor Culture County Department and of the author of the discovery but we were unable to identify 
in the area any archaeological material that could connect the item under discussion here to any par‑
ticular archaeological context. The only “discoveries”, beside an impressive number of trenches from 
the Second World War, were several pyrotechnic materials, pieces of metal plate, and other remains of 
the fighting that took place there.

The association of the prehistoric discovery with a Roman denarius can be attributed to its dis‑
covery by some soldier who found it by chance, a case far from singular1; on the other hand one cannot 
*	 English translation: Ana M. Gruia.
1	 For the Romanian area the best known case is that of the deposit in Apa, discovered by accident during the excavation of 
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exclude the possibility that the item was discovered in the times of old, though no discoveries have been 
made so far to attest the existence of some prehistoric settlement there. The closest spot with contem‑
porary discoveries is the “fortification” in Mierlău2 located ca. 7 km from the settlement of Betfia. 

Item description

Ring/loop part of the wider category of notched rings, obtained through the thinning of the ends 
of a gold wire, after which the body of the item was decorated through incision and hammering. The 
section of the wire it was made of is round and the ends of the ring were overlapped and left undeco‑
rated. The item is very well made, out of very good quality gold.

Dimensions: Ø 17 × 16 mm, Ø maximum of the wire at 6 o’clock: 3 mm, Ø ends: 2 mm. Weight: 
2.76 g. (Fig. 2, Fig. 3).

Fig. 2. The Betfia ring.

Fig. 3. The Betfia ring, enlarged image.

trenches in 1939, cf. Popescu, 1937–1940, 119–125. For other areas, see: Saunders 2010, 1–31, the author inventories 
a series of stray finds made during the “positional war” from the first world conflagration made by soldiers of the bel‑
ligerent parties; in this context the author describes discoveries of prehistoric artifacts that ended up divided between 
those who found them. Due to the previous context I do not exclude the possibility that item found in Betfia was also 
discovered somewhere else, in some other context, and was part of a soldier’s “treasure”.

2	 The spot is mentioned in the existing literature but it has not been clearly identified. Two bracelets, made of bronze, 
lozenge-shaped in section, decorated, were apparently found there – the objects are the topic of a material under print.
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Discussions

The origin of the gold from which the item has been made of remains unknownfor now, but as 
indicated by the last analyses that have been published3 it is alluvial gold. Its reddish-yellow color 
also supports this identification. As for the production technique, specialists thought for a long time 
that this type of items was created through the lost wax method, but the recent publication of the 
hoard from Brașov II, through the extremely detailed analysis of the items, has fully clarified, I believe, 
this dilemma by revealing the fact that the type was made through casting.4

The typological characteristics of the item support its dating to the final stage of the Bronze 
Age and the First Iron Age. Its analogies are to be found among hoards, deposits of bronzes asso‑
ciated with gold items, or stray finds from the following locations: Bătarci5, Cornățel6, Coruia7, 
Gemzse-Egettterdo8, Ieud9, Lăpuș10, Moftinu Mic11, Olcsvaapati II12, Rupea13, Sarasău14, 
Sarmizegetusa15, Seini16, Sighet17, Szarazsadany18, Șmig19, Tăuteu20, Târgu-Mureș21 and Volovec22 
dated to an extended period between the end of the Bronze Age and the end of the first stage of the 
Iron Age (Fig. 4).

Among the enumerated discoveries, only in the case of those from Lăpuș one can state with cer‑
tainty the conditions of discovery, as the rest were part of hoards, mixed deposits23, or stray finds, 
most often discovered in almost unknown conditions.

The authors of the first synthesis works regarding the metallurgy of gold in Transylvania, 
D. Popescu24 and M. Rusu25, have noted the high number of notched rings and have created typolo‑
gies for them and haveimplicitly made slightly narrower chronological identifications.

The general conclusion of the two researchers in question is that these items started their devel‑
opment during the Final Bronze, reached Halstatt, and even continued beyond this latter stage. The 
most recent items are those dated to Hallstatt B – the Brăduț-type rings.

The arguments put forward in support of these datings were in most cases morphological and 
based on the association of items and less on morphometric considerations.

Publishing the discoveries from Nyiregyhaza and Sarasău, Amalia Mozsolics has also analyzed sev‑
eral contemporary discoveries, such as those in Bodrogzsadany/Sarazsadany (Abauj County), Cățălușa 
(Sălaj County), the former county of Maramureș, Gemzse-Egetterdo, Olcsvaapati, Rozsaly, Takos, and 

3	 Țârleaet et al. 2016, 53–83.
4	 Țârleaet et al. 2015, 45–90.
5	 Macrea, Kacso 1972, 101–112, Taf. 20–25.
6	 Macrea, Kacso 1972, 101–112, Taf. 20–25.
7	 Foltiny 1968, 703–711.
8	 Kacso 2006, 76–123.
9	 Kacso 1981, 371–381, the author does not exclude the possibility that some of the hoards discovered in the area, in 

Sighet or in “Maramureș County” and mentioned in the existing literature were in fact part of the great hoard from 
Sarasău.

10	 Kacso 1981, 9; Kacso 2001, 231–278.
11	 Kacso 1981, 376.
12	 Mozsolics 1966, 15–33, two notched rings were discovered associated with several bronze items. Dimensions: ring 1 

-Diam.: 2.80 cm, 5.99 g; ring 2 – Diam. 2.00cm, 3.46 g.
13	 Mozsolics 1950, 30.
14	 Mozsolics 1966, 15–33, for the lot acquired by the National Hungarian Museum in Budapest. For the items from 

Romania, see: Kacso 1981, 371–381.
15	 Mozsolics 1950, 30.
16	 Roska 1942, 275, no. 233.
17	 Foltiny 1968, 703–711.
18	 Mozsolics 1950, Taf. XI.
19	 The MNIR preserves in its collections part of the hoard from Șmig that includes two notched rings, cf. Țârlea, Popescu 

2013a, 48–62, with the old bibliography on this discovery.
20	 Țârlea, Popescu 2013b, 225, Cat. no. 35.
21	 Rusu 1972, 29–63.
22	 Kacso 2006, 83.
23	 See supra footnote no. 5.
24	 Popescu 1956, 196–250.
25	 Rusu 1972, 29–52.



132    ◆    Călin Ghemiș

Vasarosnameny and based on the association between the types of items she has concluded that they 
are to be dated during the period of theOpaly Horizon, i.e. in the end of period BIV.26

Besides, the Hungarian researcher in question is the only one to provide metric data of the pub‑
lished items, thus making their study considerably easier.

Discussing the items preserved in Romania that were part of the Sarasău hoard, in 1981 C. Kacso 
introduced in the archaeological literaturethe term “Sarasău-variant notched rings”27, thus nuancing 
the wider typology of notched rings.

Based on the analogies and on the association of items in hoards and bronze deposits, the author 
in question reached the conclusion that the Sarasău variant of notched rings represents the oldest 
type and included it in the first phase of the Uriu-Oplay-type deposits, contemporary to the first phase 
of the necropolis in Lăpuș28.

The oldest notched rings seem to be, indeed, those from Lăpuș, especially when taking into con‑
sideration their association with massive disk-butted bronze axestype B3- B4discovered in this necrop‑
olis in tumuli 2 and 429.

This is not the place for me to discuss each discovery individually considering the length limita‑
tions of the present study, but I shall just mention the fact that the association of notched rings with 
rings rectangular in section in the hoard from Sarasău supports their use during the Final Bronze.

Fig. 4. Sarasau rings types in the Carpathian Basin.

During the subsequent stage, i.e. Halstatt A, notched rings continued to be used, a fact proven 
by the discoveries from Somotor30 (Slovakia) and Gemzse- Egeterdo31, but their shape and dimen‑

26	 Mozsolics 1966, 33.
27	 Kacso 1981, 375.
28	 Kacso 1981, 375.
29	 Kacso 1981, 10.
30	 Pastor 1958, 314–332, Fig. III, notched ring, Fig. VII, nos. 11–19 rings/loops of theBrăduț type.
31	 Mozsolics 1966, 26, Abb. 9; Abb. 11 mixed deposit, associating three types or rings/loops: lozenge-shaped in section, one 

ring of the Sarasău type and Brăduț-type ring, the earlier variant, only decorated with notches.
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sions changed substantially, in that the ends of such objects were much pointier and the notches were 
superficially made with a very sharp punch and, at least for some of these rings, the fineness of the 
gold was higher32. During this period, towards its end, one notes the introduction of a new type of 
items, namely the Brăduț-type rings/loops, the oldest of them being, as mentioned above, the items 
from Somotor and Gemzse Egeterdo, dated to the eleventh century B.C.33

From a typological perspective, the shape of the items changed substantially. They became slimmer 
and the only “inheritance” or tradition preserved from the previous stage is the decorative technique: 
the notches covering the entire surface.

The association of Brăduț-type rings with notched rings in the deposit from Tăuteu34, dated later, 
leads one to conclude that the two types were contemporary at least for a period and were used in 
parallel.

If things are clear on the issue of the dating of the item from Betfia, considering the analogies 
mentioned above, just like its chronological identification to Late Bronze II, (the fourteenth-thir‑
teenth centuries B.C.)35, the same cannot be said about its function.

From an artistic perspective, these items belong to a rather sophisticated fashion and were cer‑
tainly part of a visual system of communication the meaning of which remains, as yet, unclear.

One cannot exclude the possibility that these items were part, beside other objects or primary 
materials, of a pre-monetary system. The topic has been often approached duringrecent years36 but 
one should look for its historiographic origin during the Romantic period of archaeology that marks 
the first references to a pre-monetary system among the old populations.

The fact that since the first approaches of the hoard from Brăduț Carl Goos noted the high quality 
of the gold of the 25 rings/loops, among which he noted those made of electron, is significant for 
Transylvania. Regarding these items, Goosmade a special observation, based on weighing the electron 
items, namely the fact that these were close in weight: 2.1 g, 2.3 g, 2.7 g, 2.75 g, and 3.4 g. He believed 
these were “Tauschmittel (Geld-surrogat)”, in other words mediums of exchange37.

More than a century and a half after the publication of Goos’ book, B. Mitrea published a study 
that is extremely valuable, not only through the approached topic, that of the so-called annular coins, 
but especially through the fact that he is the first to systematize the older literature on the topic.38

Though the subject is approached from the perspective of a numismatist, one must reveal several 
aspects of this study. Thus Mitrea repertoried a number of 44 item discoveries (of all types), among 
which only seven are located in the extra-Carpathian region, the rest inside the Carpathian Arch39. 
This made Mitrea conclude that these items were specific to Transylvania, especially since the most 
numerous gold deposits are located there40.

He also remarks upon the fact that the introduction of such items that were meant to be exchanged 
was not an indigenous phenomenon, but a creation of Asia Minor from where they spread towards 
Europe41.

Analyzing the articles published by M.C. Sutzu42 and K. Pink43, Mitrea stressed once more the 
difficulty of establishing a weight standard for such items, but one must note the fact that the author 

32	 Țârleaet al. 2016, 53–83.
33	 Zdenek 1988, 39–42.
34	 Țârlea, Popescu 2013b, 225, Cat. no. 35, with the old bibliography; the deposit discovered in 1934 included five rings, 

among which three of the Brăduț type and two notched rings, of varying dimensions: ring 1 – Diam. 5.50 cm, 10.22 g; ring 
2 – Diam. 3.35 cm, 7.20 g; ring 3 – Diam. 3.33cm, 5.90 g; ring 4 – Diam. 3.06 cm, 2.44 g; ring 5 – Diam. 2.05 cm, 2.44 g.

35	 Gogâltan 2001, 191–215.
36	 To this end see: Ciugudean 2010, 23–40.
37	 Goos 1876, 12 sq.
38	 Mitrea 1937–1940, 147–158.
39	 This is also the place to correct an error that noes not lessen the value of the study signed by the numismatist from 

Bucharest: he erroneously places the settlement of Aștileuin Bihor County, following Floris Romer and Carl Goos. Romer 
1868, 187, no. 1001, speaks of the settlement of Eskulo located in the county of Doboka (partially the present-day county 
of Cluj), and a bit later Carl Goos speaks of the settlement of Eskulpe that he places in the same county, cf. Goos 1876, 
20, as this is the settlement of Așchileu Mare inCluj County.

40	 Mitrea, 1940, 147.
41	 This theory has also been verified in the last years, cf. Ciugudean 2010, 23–40.
42	 Sutzu 1883, 1–16.
43	 Pink 1928, 1–11. 
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criticized the attempts to compare the prehistoric items from Turnu Măgurele published by Sutzu and 
the standard weights of Cyzic for example.

After V. Pârvan, Dorin Popescu did not exclude the possibility that at least part of the notched 
rings fulfilled the role of coins, but he approached this hypothesis with extreme caution44.

Amalia Mozsolics, possibly one of the finest specialists of the metallurgy of gold in Central Europe, 
also stressed in 1973 the fact that one cannot set one or more standard units for the gold and bronze 
items of the Late Bronze. Nevertheless, she did not exclude the possibility that some of the rings/
loops, made either of bronze or of gold, had a pre-monetary function as well, as that of “Ringgeld”45.

By comparing the hoards from Cugir, Hinova, Firiteaz, and Sacoșu Mare H. Ciugudean was able to 
identify, for the first time, at least two weight standards in three hoards, one comparable to the world 
of the Middle East and the other to the Egyptian world. According to Ciugudean both were introduced 
to Europe via the “amber road”46 and this reality cannot be excluded, though only taking into consid‑
eration the commerce with amber, for example, that became international in the end of the Bronze 
Age47.

Discussing the hoard from Căuaș, C. Kacso accept that part of the loops that are lozenge-shaped 
in section was part of a pre-monetary system, stressing the fact that the bracelets part of the hoard 
rather had the role of ingots48.

The final contribution related to the functionality of notched rings belongs to the team coordi‑
nated by Alexandra Țârlea. In her presentation of the hoard from Brașov II, based on the analysis of 
the weight of the items, Țârlea excluded the possibility that they were part of a pre-monetary system 
and rather believed they were used as jewelry items49.

From the opinions expressed above one can conclude that the majority of researchers who have 
dealt with the gold discoveries in the intra-Carpathian area does not exclude the possibility that the 
rings with lozenge-shaped section, notched rings, and Brăduț-type rings were part of a pre-monetary 
system and the only problem is to establish one or several standard weights that were common or at 
least similar.

H. Ciugudean’s researches have opened the way to some reinterpretations on the topic, but on the 
other hand if the direction of analysis of these items is to create a typology or a strict standardization 
then certain meanings of the utility of these items are lost. 

The following question arises naturally in connection to the interpretation of the items: how can 
one explain the introduction of items “tied together” or attached to a chain? The phenomenon has 
been noted ever since the Middle Bronze and continued until the First Iron Age.

M. Mauss’ statement could provide an explanation:“The bracelets and collars of the Trobriand popu-
lation, vaygu’a, just like the copper items of the American North-West or the Iroquiwampun are at the same 
time treasures, indicators of wealth, means of exchange or payment, and also objects that must be given or 
destroyed”50, in other words part of the items of prestige that include those under analysis here are 
or were part of an economy of the gift that the same French sociologist has best exemplified, in my 
opinion: “the archaic form of exchange: the gift offered and the return of the received gift”51.

Much more could be said on this vast issue, of course, but as a general conclusion I believe that 
until future approaches such items must be included in the wider category of what Ferenc Kiss 
labeled“Schmuck-Ringgelder”52, i.e. jewelry items/rings/coins or in literary translation, objects of 
adornment and exchange.

Naturally, future researches shall bring new explanations regarding the function of these rings/
loops, as my intention here has been to present the type of item in a wider context.

44	 Popescu 1956, 196–250.
45	 Mosolics 1973, 97 sq.
46	 Ciugudean 2010, 23–40.
47	 The most recent pinion on amber traffic in: Gogâltan 2016, 143–171.
48	 Kacso 2014, 105–123.
49	 Țârleaet al. 2015, 45–90.
50	 Mauss 1997, 211.
51	 Mauss 1997, 156.
52	 Kiss 1859, 15–18. Even if the study has the inherent drawback of its era, the author has the merit of having introduced 

this term that I believe best connects the types of items under discussion here.
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