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The Kaolin Clay Medieval Pottery of Mdgura Hill
Moigrad (Salaj County). A Few Notes on Finds of
the Type from Transylvania and the Banat*

Dan Bacuet-Crisan, Horea Pop, Timea Keresztes

Abstract: The archaeological site that yielded the pottery discussed here lies on a volcanic origin hill
(Mdagura Hill) located within the boundaries of the place at Moigrad. Among discovered medieval potshards
also count a few exemplars of kaolin clay fabric. Regrettably, the pottery dealt with here is not available in large
quantities, while intact specimens are missing. Since only vessel fragments (of various sizes) were discovered,
identification of pottery forms was difficult is this case rather. As previously mentioned no intact vessels are
available, while the formal features of the discovered pottery fragments (mouth diameter, mouth/rim and wall
mouldings, base diameters) seem to evidence the following pottery forms: pots, jars and cups.

Keywords: kaolin clay medieval pottery; fabric; temper; pottery forms; pot; jars; cup.

a. Site location and history of research

The archaeological site where the pottery discussed here was identified lies on a volcanic origin
hilltop (Fig. 1) (Mdgura Hill) situated within the boundary of the place at Moigrad (Fig. 2 and PL. 1/A).
This archaeological site in known in the academic literature owing to the fortified Dacian settlement
discovered on the upper plateau of the volcanic cone! (P1. 1/B).

MOIGRAD Dealul Magura

Fig. 1. Mdgura Hill. Moigrad

In what the medieval period is concerned, on the Mdgura Hill upper plateau were identified fea-
tures and artefacts datable starting with the 11th century?.

*

English translation: Gabriela Safta.
! Matei, Pop 2001, 253.
2 Matei, Pop 1995, 55; Bacuet-Crisan, Ciorba 2004, 358; Cs6k 2010, 644; Bacuet-Crisan 2015, 56; Bacuet-Crisan 2020, 66.

ZIRIDAVA, STUDIA ARCHAEOLOGICA, 35, p. 321-333
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Fig. 2. The place of Moigrad on the first Austrian military survey. Location
of the Mdgura Hill Moigrad site (marked with X).

b. Find contexts

Although respective site was archaeologically investigated over the course of several excavation
campaigns, very few medieval date artefacts have been published insofar (early medieval pottery in
2004° medieval pottery and metal artefacts in 2016%).

Among discovered medieval ware fragments (mostly oxidised or reduced) also count a few white
(kaolin clay) exemplars. With one exception only (a fast wheel-thrown jar with lobate mouth?®), the
kaolin clay pottery in this site has never been discussed before.

The majority of the kaolin clay vessel fragments were identified in archaeological strata (S. 3/1984,
S. 2/1989, trenches 3 and 4/1989, S. 1/1991, trenches 2 and 3/1993, S. 1/1993, trench 3/1993, S.
1/1998, trench 9/2001), with only a few fragments originating from archaeological features: medieval
oven/1989, medieval house L. 5/2002.

c. Formal and technological specificities

Unfortunately, the pottery analysed here was discovered in small quantities, while intact exem-
plars are missing, vessel fragments (of various sizes) making identification of pottery forms in this
particular case rather difficult.

With respect to the modelling technique, firing (colour), fabric composition and wall thicknesses,
we note a series of interesting aspects/variations:

« The internal surface of the discovered pottery fragments shows that vessels were modelled on
the slow or fast - turning wheel.

« In certain cases, the used fabric is very fine, while the composition of other exemplars contains
pebbles, hence the coarse appearance upon touch.

+ In some vessels, a certain “crudeness” may be noted (an “archaic” manner) in walls’ “design”. On
the internal surface of some vessel walls are present “attached/glued” kaolin pieces used to “adjust”
the vessels prior firing, thus leaving the impression of a piece-by-piece modelling of the constituent
parts (base separately from vessel walls) (Fig. 3/A-B and 4/C).

« In terms of vessel colours, some are white (both on the interior and the exterior), other are
grayish-white on the exterior and white on the interior, while the remaining are yellowish-white/
orange on the interior and white on the exterior.

3 Pottery datable to the 11th century (Bacuet-Crisan, Ciorba 2004, 358, P1. IV/1).
4 Culic 2016, 35.
5 Culic 2016, 35, Fig. 13; Bacuet-Crisan 2020, 68.
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clay
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clay
surplus

inner surface finishes

Fig. 4. Mdgura Hill Moigrad. Aspects regarding the finishing and firing of kaolin clay vessels.

+ Wall thicknesses vary from one pottery form to another, such thickness variations being also
noticeable in vessels that belong to the same pottery form.

+ Some vessels exhibit deformation occurred during modelling (or kiln firing).

+ Some pottery fragments (seen in cross-section) evidence that firing was homogenous (white
colour of the fabric core) or uneven (the fabric colour “layering”: gray on the exterior, white on the
interior) (Fig. 4/D).
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As previously specified, no intact vessels could be identified, while the formal specificities of the
discovered pottery fragments (mouth diameter, mouth/rim and wall mouldings, base diameters) seem
to be indicative of the following pottery forms: pot, jar and cup.

Pot (PL. 2/1, 3; P1. 3; PL. 4; P1. 5/5). The discovered fragments originate from several slow or fast
wheel-thrown pots. They colour is white or grayish-white (with black stains in the mouth, walls and
base areas), of fine or coarse fabric upon touch (the fabric contains pebbles). The decoration is incised
and consists of parallelly set straight horizontal lines (PL. 3/1-2). In a single case, traces of red paint
drops are visible on a pot neck (P1. 4/1).

Jar (P1. 2/2; P1. 5/1-4; P1. 6/1-1a). The discovered fragments seem to originate from at least three
vessels of the sort. From a first jar survived only the handle (Pl. 2/2), while from a second, the wall
fragments and its handle (Pl. 5/1-4). Both jars were modelled on the fast-turning wheel of fine fabric,
their colour being yellowish-white. The second jar is decorated by reddish paint covering both the body
(straight wide horizontal and wavy lines) and the handle (wavy, wide and short lines). In addition, on
the jar shoulder were applied two horizontal stripes/belts (parallel) decorated with lines of thick and
fine notches (Pl. 5/2). Most part of the third jar survived (lobate mouth, walls, base), thus making its
graphical reconstruction possible (Pl. 6/1a). This jar was modelled on the fast — turning wheel of fine
white fabric. It is decorated by painting (reddish paint) with straight lines that form a network/net
decoration type (Pl. 6).

Cup/beaker (Pl. 2/4). This form is present in a single pottery fragment (base fragment). The cup/
beaker was modelled on the fast — turning wheel, of white fine fabric.

d. The finds of Mdgura Hill Moigrad and certain aspects related to the
discussion of kaolin clay pottery in the Romanian scientific literature

Finds of the sort identified in Transylvania were included in the class of imported articles, without
yet discounting the possibility of operating local production centres®. The repertory of kaolin clay pot-
tery forms discovered in Transylvania and the Banat (in various pottery lots) includes for instance
the jar, bowl, cup/beaker (in the case of the pottery from the Huniade Castle in Timisoara)’, the ovoid
jar and beaker (in the Oradea fortress)?, the cup/beaker and jug (in the pottery lot discovered at the
Franciscan monastery of Targu Mures)®. Regarding the Silaj area, the archaeological excavations con-
ducted in various medieval sites (especially in the Silvania Basin) resulted in the identification of such
pottery, some of these finds being recently discussed™.

Admittedly, the forms of kaolin fabric tableware became standard, the listing of formal parallels
for the fragments discovered in the analysed site being needless, however, we shall specify certain
formal parallels for two of the vessels found at Mdgura Hill Moigrad:

« Jar decorated by painting with network/net set lines (P1. 6). A jar with similar decoration was dis-
covered at Timisoara street E. Ungureanu, no. 2" as well, chronologically framed to the 16th-17th cen-
tury'. Similar decoration (network/net) was also identified on certain kaolin clay vessels discovered
at Buda (the 12th - 14th century)®. The decorated jar of Mdgura Hill Moigrad was firstly published in
2016 (being chronologically framed to the 14th century)®, the start date of medieval inhabitancy in
this archaeological site being placed in the 11th century, while its cease sometime in the 13th — 14th
century®.

« Jar with (parallel) horizontal stripes/belts decorated with lines of thick and fine notches (Pl. 5/1-4). A

6 Kopeczny 2010, 56; Drasovean et al. 2018, 18 (footnote 7).

Kopeczny 2010, 52-54; also, still from Timisoara (from the rescue archaeological excavations conducted on street E.
Ungureanu, no. 2) come kaolin clay vessels in the following forms: jar, beaker, candlestick (?) (Dragsovean et al. 2018, 23,
27, 40, 44).

8 Rusu 2002, 136.

9 Bencze 2010, 133.

10 Bacuet-Crisan 2020, 65-78.

1 Drasovean et al. 2018, P1. XX1/4.

2. Drasovean et al. 2018, 43.

3 Szilagyi et al. 2010, 157, 2 Abra.

4 Culic 2016, 35, Fig. 13.

* Cs6k 2010, 644; Bacuet-Crisan 2015, 56.
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jar provided on the neck with two stripes decorated with painted oblique notches is also known in the
site of Muhi Templomdomb, which belongs to the inhabitancy stage of the first half of the 14th - early
16th century®®.

In the north-western area of Romania, the single artefacts of kaolin fabric discovered in contexts
datable prior 1000 are the spindle weights. Such exemplars were yielded by the archaeological investi-
gations conducted in several early medieval settlements dated to the 7th — 9th century'’. Pottery of
kaolin fabric (jugs and pitchers)*® was produced by the Lower Danube as early as the late 9th century,
nonetheless, never in the same numbers as the orange “classic” pottery (the majority).

The Romanian archaeology (we evidently reference here that dealing with the Middle Ages) has
not yet succeeded to draw up a unitary system (standardized) of analysis, classification and cata-
loguing of pottery forms, which resulted in instances where the same vessel emerges under several
names®. The same issue may be noted in the case of formal classifications of kaolin fabric vessels®
too, reported in the Romanian literature elsewhere?'.

In the Kingdom of Hungary, such pottery was produced under the Arpdd dynasty as early as the
12th century®, only to be massively produced (already in local workshops) by late 13th century. At
the beginning, vessel decoration was only incised, the use of painting as ornament being noted in
archaeological contexts dated throughout the 13th century. Recently, it was hypothesised that the
beige-type pottery group is the forerunner of the yellowish-white pottery®.

With respect to the “birth” areas of the medieval kaolin clay pottery, in the Romanian academic
literature it was specified these may be identified in sites investigated in Slovakia and Hungary*,
such pottery undergoing (alike other classes) transformation/evolution stages®. It is known that in
their early stage, vessels of kaolin fabric were decorated by incising exclusively. With respect to vessel
painting, in the Romanian scientific literature it was ascertained that painted decoration is specific to
the 14th — 15th century?®®, however, recent studies have shown that use of painted elements occurred
as early as the 13th century®’!

Regarding the modelling technique of certain vessels of kaolin fabric, the “crudeness” in the
“design” of walls (noted in the case of some pottery fragments from Mdgura Hill Moigrad) was
reported in other pottery lots as well, these being believed surviving examples of archaic modelling
techniques®.

Fig. 5. Mdgura Hill Moigrad. Kaolin pot base with smoking traces.

6 Laszlovszky et al. 1997, 150, 197/Fig. 8.

7 Bicuet-Crisan, Cs6k 2011, 264-265, Pl. VII-VIII; Bacuet-Crisan 2014, 75, Fig. 28.

8 Comsa 1963, p. 109, PL II; Talmatchi 2019, Plate 6.

¥ Bacuet-Crisan, Bejinariu 2020, 69.

20 An example of vessel termed differently: cup (Bencze 2010, Fig. 4a), bowl (Kopeczny 2010, PL. 5/4, P1. X/1).
2 Bacuet-Crisan 2020, 68.

22 Szilagyi et al. 2010, 153; Simonyi 2012, 342-343.

Complete discussion on this pottery class (emergence, development, diffusion, precursors) in Simonyi 2012, 343.
24 Rusu 2002, 137.

2> Rusu 2002, 136-137.

26 Rusu 2002, 137.

*7 Simonyi 2012, 343.

% Holl 1956, 189, 7-9 Kép; Drasovean et al. 2018, 72 (footnote 56).
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Vessel colours and fabric compositions also drew attention. Similarly to the pottery lot of Mdgura
Hill Moigrad (white, greyish-white, yellowish-white/orange pottery), colour variations were noted
in the case of other pottery lots too, like for instance at Timisoara Str. E. Ungureanu, no. 2, where
very finely crushed pottery fragments (oxidised) were present in the kaolin fabric (yellowish-white
vessel)®, at Oradea, white and yellowish-white fabric*, grayish-white fabric, yellowish-white®" at
Komléska Pusztavdr in Hungary and so on. The find in various geographical locations of kaolin vessels
with varied fabric colours (white, gray-white, yellowish/orange-white) suggests there existed pottery
groups among these wares. It is possible that such colour variations of the fabric had been caused by
the different composition of the kaolin clay, possibly even by the local aesthetic choices.

Another aspect is that of kaolin fabric vessels’ use, the Romanian academic literature including
this pottery class in that of tableware, namely wares that have no direct contact with fire, being used
to serve food only not for cooking/boiling. In this context, in the pottery lot of Mdgura Hill Moigrad
stands out a pot base (slow wheel-thrown), which, on the external surface exhibits strong smoking
traces (Fig. 5), evidence of its use directly on fire/oven. Given this example, one may agree that at least
part of the kaolin clay pots had also been used in the cooking/boiling process of food, similarly to the
common wares.

Obviously, the kaolin pottery lot discovered at Mdgura Hill Moigrad is insignificant from the
quantity point of view, nevertheless, by its specificities, it adds information on certain less discussed
aspects. On the other hand, this pottery lot completes the image on the diffusion of white fabric
(kaolin) vessels in the Silvania Basin, the finds at Mdgura Hill Moigrad together with those published
in 2020° representing the basis for future discussions that would value all finds of the sort from
north-western Romania.

Dan Bacuet-Crisan Horea Pop
History and Art County Museum in Zaliu History and Art County Museum in Zaliu
Zaliu, RO Zaliu, RO
bacuetz@yahoo.com horeapopd@yahoo.com

Timea Keresztes

History and Art County Museum in Zaliu
Zalau, RO

keresztes.timea@yahoo.com
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Google Earth

Plate 1. Location of the site at Mdagura Hill Moigrad (Google Earth satellite image) (A). Plan
of the archaeological excavations at Mdgura Hill Moigrad (after Matei, Pop 2001) (B).
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Plate 2. Mdgura Hill Moigrad. Kaolin clay pottery.
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Plate 5. Mdgura Hill Moigrad. Kaolin clay pottery.
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Plate 6. Mdgura Hill Moigrad. Fragment of a kaolin clay jar, painted with network
lines (after Culic 2016) (1) and reconstruction suggestion (1a).
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