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GERMANIC STAMPED POTTERY VESSELS FROM EARLY
AVAR AGE CEMETERIES IN TRANSYLVANIA

Beata BARBOCZ'

A specific decoration technique for Germanic pottery vessels, both in Gepidic and Langobard society is the
use of stamps. The present paper analyzes a particular group of vessels with this type of decoration from
Transylvania’s Early Avar period cemeteries. As far as shape and stamp patterns are concerned, the vessels
have good analogies from the western part of the Carpathian Basin.

Keywords: Early Avar age, row-grave cemeteries, vessels with stamped decoration, grave goods, Band-

Veresmort group

Cuvinte cheie: epoca avara timpurie, cimitire cu morminte in siruri, vase cu decor §tampilat, inventar

funerar, grupul Band-Veresmort

Since prehistoric times, ceramic vessels have
been used as utensils and containers, but they
also carried ceremonial and magical functions.
Vessels were used in funeral rituals as contain-
ers of food and liquid offerings. The vessels in a
grave may reflect the social status of the deceased
and their family. Their absence, or presence
might reveal the hierarchy within society.!

Margit Nagy states that the ceramic mate-
rial from the settlements differs from the vessels
used as funerary offerings. In graves, it is mostly
vessels for drinking that have been found (such
as mugs, cups, jars and jugs) and in some cases
there are small bowls as well. The ceramic
inventory of a settlement is composed of cook-
ing pots, larger bowls, lids and storage vessels.
Pottery with decorative purposes was made on
fast potter’s wheel and decorated with smoothed
decoration, stamps or polishing. In terms of
typical forms, biconical and pear-shaped vessels
are very common.

It is a generally accepted opinion that in the
Early Avar period stamped decoration is typi-
cal for both Transylvania and Transdanubia.
Attila Kiss defined three main groups of stamps
among the finds of the Germanic material cul-
ture during the Avar period. The vessels of his
first group have stamped decoration, using pat-
terns such as rounded, oval, rhombic, rectangu-
lar or trapezoid shapes, forming grids, nets and
striate patterns. The vessels of the second group
have triangular stamps facing each other, round
stamps with grid patterns, ring stamps. These
types of stamps have not been known so far
from the Langobard material, so they are most
probably of Gepidic origin. The third group
of stamps consists of “S”-shaped and triangu-
lar stamps, which are neither Langobard, nor
Gepidic models.’

Using Zsuzsanna Hajnal’s classification of
vessels and that of stamps (Fig. 1-4) I analysed
the shape of the vessels and the grave inventory;,

" Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca, RO, barboczbeata@gmail.com.

! Cosma 2011, 129-133.
2 NaAGy 1999, 37-38.
3 Kiss 1992, 55, Tab. 2; Kiss 1996, 255, Tab. 13.
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Fig. 1. IA vessel types (HAJNAL 2013, 189, Abb. 11).

and sought for analogies of the stamps and their
combinations to see whether these are local
variants or rather generally used types.

Zs. Hajnal affirms that these stamps appear
on the pottery of group IA, ceramic vessels
made after Germanic traditions as Tivadar
Vida* defined it. The paste of these vessels is
made of fine, pure clay. Subtype IA/a, vessels
contain in their paste 5-10% of very fine sand
with the particle size: 0.2-0.5 mm and 5% of
lime with the particle size between 1-2 mm.
The vessels of the IA/a, subtype have in their
composition 5-10% fine sand with the parti-
cle size between 0.2—-0.5 mm. The thickness of
their wall is between 4-7 mm, they are made
on a potter’s wheel and the traces of rotation

4 Vipa 1999, 33-35.
5 HAJNAL 2013, 188-190.

can be observed on their interior. They were
burned using the reductant technique, their
colour may vary: light grey, brownish grey, or
dark brown. Most of these vessels have a pol-
ished surface.®

Group IB, or grey pottery, can be dated to
the Early Avar period. These vessels were made
using the potter’s wheel, traces of the wheel can
be observed on their interior. The rotation speed
of the potter’s wheel is not even, their bottom
was rolled faster, and the speed slowly decreased
near the rim. The vessels are of good quality, less
than 5% fine granulation sand, with the particle
size 0.2-0.5 mm (in some cases 0.5-1 mm) and
chamotte, with the particle size 0.2-0.5 mm was
used in their fabric. Most of these vessels have
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Fig. 2. IB vessel types (HAJNAL 2013, 195, Abb. 13).

incised decoration, but in some cases, stamped
decoration can be observed as well.®

In Hajnal’s typology the type IA/c, corre-
sponds to Vidas IA/c,, the type IB/a, to 1A/a,,
and the type IB/c, to IA/b. The types [A/a,, IA/
b,, 1A/d,, IA/d,, IA/d,, and IA/f are absent from
Vida’s typology (Fig. 1-2).

Hajnal affirms that the large variety of motifs
(Fig. 3-4) might mean that the stamps were
made of cheap material, and were quite easy to

¢ HAJNAL 2013, 194-199.
7 HAJNAL 2013, 188-202; VipA 1999, 33-42.
8 HAJNAL 2013, 184.

produce. Their absence in the Carpathian Basin
could imply that they were made of organic
materials.®

Francesca Garanzini and Youri Godino
explain the stamping process in their article
about the Langobard cemetery at Momo with the
help of experimental archaeology. One impor-
tant aspect is that the stamps were used on a
rather wet clay (different levels of dryness result
in different marks on the edges of the stamped
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decoration, and it also influences the sharpness
of the motifs). Due to the impression on the
inner side of the vessels, deformations might
appear. Stamps are placed in specific parts of
the vessel (most often in the area between its
neck and shoulder) to create a model.” The
materials of which the stamps were made are:
bone, horn, wood, metal and ceramic."

The analysis of the ceramic material at
Santa Giula from Brescia also made it pos-
sible to observe some lines engraved on the
vessels as guiding marks of the craftsman
during the decorative process.'!

Alpar Dobos lists the row—grave cemeter-
ies of the Early Avar period as: Archiud-Han-
suri (Bistrita-Ndsaud County), Band (Mures
County), Bistrita (Bistrita-Nasdaud County),
Bratei cemetery no. 3 (Sibiu County),
Fantanele-Dambul Popii (Bistrita-Nasaud
County), Galatii Bistritei (Bistrita-Nasdud
County), Luna (Cluj County), Noslac (Alba
County), Targu Mures (Mures County), Uni-
rea—Veresmort (Mures County) and Valea
Larga (Mures County)."
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Fig. 4. Avar type stamps at Kolked-Feketekapu (HAjNAL 2013, 183, Abb. 7).

® GARANZINI-GODINO 2019, 17-18.
10 GARANZINI-GODINO, 2019, 18.

1 VITALI 1999, 202.

2. DoBos 2018, 636.
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At Band the vessels with this type of decora-
tion have been discovered in graves 167" and
180." In grave 167 the vessel (Fig. 5/1) was
found on the S side of the grave, alongside with
another ceramic vessel (IB type-decorated with
wavy incisions), and a horse scapula.’”” This ves-
sel can be associated with the form IA/c, from
Hajnal’s typology. It is a mug with the maxi-
mum diameter at the middle of the body, with
a rounded, easily splayed rim.' There are a total
of eight indents, two in every line, on the stamp
of this vessel, which is classified as a “Germanic”
stamp.'” Similar ones have been found in Hun-
gary at Kolked-Feketekapu, in grave A191 (with
6 indents), and at the house 15 (with 10 indents),
in both cases on IA type of vessels (Fig. 3).!

In the case of grave 180, the vessel (Fig. 5/2)
was found in the W corner of the grave with no
other funerary inventory."” The vessel can be
associated with the type IA/a,. It is a mug/small
pot with biconical body, with prominent shoul-
der, and high, slightly splayed rim.** A similar
geometrically shaped pattern was applied to this
vessel too. The stamps are ovoidal, and have a
total of twelve square-shaped indents in four
rows. An analogy of this stamp can be observed
on a IIIE type vessel (handmade vessel, Prague
type?'), which was found at Kélked-Feketekapu
house 79 (Fig. 3).> Another analogy for this
vessel and its stamp would be the vessel found
in grave 17 at Szentes—-Nagyhegy cemetery® or
at Hodmezoévasarhely-Kishomok cemetery in
grave 52.*

At the cemetery of Bistrita a strayfind ves-
sel (Fig. 5/3) is present® which is not surprising
considering the funeral interferences and rites

3 KovAcs 1913, 359; BArRBOCZ 2020, 170, 175, fig. 3/3.
4 KovAcs 1913, 363; BARBOCZ 2020, 170, 175, fig. 3/4.
15 KovAcs 1913, 359.

16 HAJNAL 2013, 188.

7 HAJNAL 2013, 182.

18 HAJNAL 2013, 182.

19 KovAcs 1913, 363.

20 HAyJNAL 2013, 188.

Vipa 1999, 107-110

2 HAJNAL 2013, 182.

2 CsALLANY 1961, Taf. XLVII/2.

2 BONA-NAGY 2002, 290, Taf. 16.

% Garu 1992, 8.
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Fig. 5. 1. Bandu cemetery, grave 167 (BARBOCZ
2020, 175, fig. 3/3); 2. Bandu cemetery, grave
180 (BarBOCZ 2020, 175, fig. 3/4); 3. Bistrita

cemetery, stray find (Ga1u 1992, 120, fig. 4/12).
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of the era.”® The vessel belongs to the IA/d, type.
These are medium high Beutelgefifs vessels, with
a wide mouth, and the maximum diameter at
the lower third of the body.”” The stamp is the
classical stapled one, and according to Hajnal’s
opinion, it is Germanic (Fig. 3).”® As far as the
decoration is concerned, we have the same
stapled motifs at Magyarcsandd-Bokény but
in this case the vessel shape differs.”” An even
better analogy (with both the vessel shape and
the geometrical organization of the decorative
motifs showing similarities) would be the vessel
found at Széreg in grave 69, or at the cemetery
Szolnok-Szanda in grave 130.*

In case of the cemetery no. 3 from Bratei,
vessels with stamped decoration have been
discovered in graves number 9, 11,” 17,*
58,% 165, 264,” and 280.® At grave 9, the
funerary vessel has been discovered in the E
part of the grave. The funerary inventory also
contained: glass beads, fragments of a bronze
object and a silver earring.*® The shape of this
vessel (Fig. 6/1) is the closest to type IA/f. It
is a deep pot, with a wide mouth and promi-
nent profile and splayed rim.* The vessel is
decorated with the combination of two stamps
applied in parallel rows. The first stamp forms
the shape of the letter X or a cross symbol, and

% DoBos 2014, 135-162.

27 HAJNAL 2013, 189.

28 HAJNAL 2013, 182.

2 CsALLANY 1961, Taf. CLX/11.

30 CsALLANY 1961, Taf. CLXXXV/1.
31 BONA-NAGY 2002, Taf. 46.

32 BArzU 2010, 281, Taf. 3/G9.

3 BARrRzU 2010, 281, Taf. 3/G11.

3 BARzU 2010, 283, Taf. 5/G17.

3 BARzU 2010, 290, Taf. 12/G58.

3 BARzU 2010, 304, Taf. 26/G165.
37 BARzU 2010, 322, Taf. 44/G264.
3 BARzU 2010, 327, Taf. 49/G280.
% BARzU 2010, 174.

40 HAJNAL 2013, 189.

4 HAJNAL 2013, 182.

42 CSEH ET AL. 2005, 232, Taf. 2/1.

4 CSEH ET AL. 2005, 272, Taf. 42.

4 BARrRzU 2010, 175.

4 HAJNAL 2013, 189.

4 CsALLANY 1961, Taf. CLXXXVIII/4.
47 CSALLANY 1961, Taf. CCXLVII/2.
% BArzU 2010, 178.

the second one is a floral representation, made
out of seven triangles placed as the petals of a
flower. A similar floral pattern appears on the
vessel from grave A52 (also an IA type vessel)
at Kolked-Feketekapu (Fig. 3),*' or at the site
Derecske-Gimndzium grave 1.*> An analogy for
the X shaped stamp would be a stray found from
Torokszentmiklos.*

In grave 11 the vessel (Fig. 6/2) was posi-
tioned in the ENE part. Other grave goods were:
bow-brooch, two bronze earrings, glass beads
and horse bones.* The vessel belongs to the IA/
d, type, which are medium high Beutelgefifs
vessels, with wide mouth and the maximum
diameter of the vessel at the lower third of the
body.* The stamp has a rhomboidal shape and
eight indents with rectangular shapes made of
four rows of two indents, forming a symmetri-
cal pattern. This type of stamp is absent from
Hajnal’s classification, but as far as composition
and form are concerned, it could be considered
a Germanic one. The closest analogy for the
stamp shape is at Kétegyhaza—Homokgodor in
grave 5% or at Szandasz616s.*

In the case of grave 17 the vessel (Fig. 6/3)
was found in the E corner. The grave contained
no other grave goods.*® The vessel fits into the
typology of the IB/a, type. It is a small pot with
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rounded body, with the maximum of the
vessel at the middle, with a medium high,
slightly splayed rim.* The vessel was deco-
rated with two types of stamps, the afore-
mentioned floral one, and a rectangular one
with nine indents and with wavy incised lines
around the body. Both stamps (Fig. 3) can be
considered Germanic according to Hajnal.”
The closest analogy for this vessel and stamp
comes from Hdédmezdvasarhely-Kishomok,
grave 63.”!

In grave 58, which was a double burial,
the vessel (Fig. 6/4) was placed next to the
younger defunct on the N side of the grave.
Other grave goods were: a sword, belt buckle,
fire steel, knife and a bronze buckle.”* The
ceramic vessel fits into the typology’s IA/d,
type, a mug with a round body, with the max-
imum diameter at the lower third of the ves-
sel, with a wide mouth and vertical rim.” The
vessel is decorated with semi-circular indents
(these could be made by the nail of the pot-
ter, or with the edge of a sharpened stick).
This stamp does not appear in Hajnal’s clas-
sification, but as far as the shapes go, it could
be considered Germanic. The closest analogy
for the decoration appears at Kiskore—Pap
tanya, grave 1°* or at Biharkeresztes—Toldiit-
fél, grave 3.

Grave 264 is also a double burial of an
adult and a child. It has not been deter-
mined to which defunct the funerary vessel
(Fig. 7/2) was added, and beside it the fol-
lowing grave goods were recovered: two ear-
rings and a bronze belt buckle.*® The ceramic
vessel fits into the IA/d, type, a mug with a
round body, with the maximum diameter at
the lower third of the vessel, with wide mouth
and vertical rim.” The vessel is decorated

4 HAJNAL 2013, 195.

%0 HaAJNAL 2013, 182.

s1 BONA-NAGY 2002, 291, Taf. 17.
%2 BArzU 2010, 188.

5 HAJNAL 2013, 189.

3 BONA-NAGY 2002, 302, Taf. 28.
% CSEH ET AL 2005, 233, Taf. 3.

%6 BARzU 2010, 258.

57 HAJNAL 2013, 189.
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Fig. 6. 1. Bratei no. 3 cemetery, grave 9 (BArRzU
2010, 281, Taf. 3. G9/6); 2. Bratei no. 3 cemetery,
grave 11 (BArzu 2010, 281, Taf. 3. G11/1); 3.
Bratei no. 3 cemetery, grave 17 (BArzu 2010,
283, Taf. 5. G17); 4. Bratei no. 3 cemetery, grave
58 (BArzU 2010, 290, Taf. 12. G58/7).
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Fig. 7. 1. Bratei no. 3 cemetery, grave 165
(BArzU 2010, 304, Taf. 26. G165/1); 2. Bratei
no. 3 cemetery, grave 264 (BArzu 2010, 322,

Taf. 44. G264/ 6); 3. Bratei no. 3 cemetery, grave

280 (BArzu 2010, 327, Taf. 49. G280/3).

0

with the same stamp as the vessel from grave 58,
and they also have the same shape.

% BARzU 2010, 266.
% HAJNAL 2013, 189.
0 HAJNAL 2013, 182.
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Fig. 8. 1. Noslac cemetery, grave 18 (Rusu
1962, 278, fig. 5/2); 2. Noslac cemetery,
grave 53 (after Rusu 1962, 280, fig. 6/2).

In grave 280 the funerary vessel (Fig. 7/3)
was found at the N edge of the grave. The funer-
ary inventory also includes an arrowhead, and
a bronze buckle.”® The vessel has the shape of
the IA/d, type. These are biconic, stout types of
vessels, with highly arched profile, and conically
shaped neck that narrows.”® The stamp from
this vessel is a rectangular one, and has twenty
indents in 4 parallel lines. It does not appear in
the typology of Hajnal® but similar shapes are
considered Germanic. I have not found any per-
fect analogies for this stamp, but it is similar to
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the stamp found on the jug from Széreg-Tégla-
gydr, grave 23.%

In the case of Noslac cemetery the vessels
are present in graves 18%* and 53.% The pottery
vessel of grave 18 (Fig. 8/1) was placed at the
SE corner of the grave, next to the head of the
defunct. The grave goods were: girdle hang-
ers, belt buckle, strap end, and belt buckle
with a long branched cross.®* This vessel fits
into the typology in type IA/b,. These small
pots have rounded or rounded and flattened
body, with prominent shoulders, and high,
arched, slightly splayed rims.®> The vessel is
decorated with two parallel rows of the afore-
mentioned floral patterns, and with a punched
ornament in five parallel lines. Both decora-
tions can be considered Germanic according
to Hajnal’s classification (Fig. 3).° As for the
punched decoration, a good analogy would
be the vessel from grave 2 at the cemetery at
Biharkeresztes—Toldiuitfél.”

The vessel from grave 53 was found next to the
dead’s head, with no other gravegoods.®® Accord-
ing to Hajnal’s classification it is an IA/b,type of
vessel. These are small pots with rounded and

flattened bodies, prominent shoulders, and
high, arched, slightly splayed rims. The vessel is
embellished with a punched decoration.®®

As a conclusion we can uphold that in rela-
tion with other grave goods these vessels were
present both in female and male graves. The
stamps on the vessels are Germanic, just as the
vessel shapes in most cases. This type of pottery
from the Early Avar age has analogies in con-
temporaneous cemeteries in the western part of
the Carpathian Basin. The most common is the
stamped decoration along with a polished fin-
ish or smoothed adornment. In case of graves 17
and 165 from the Bratei cemetery no. 3 we can
observe a particular trait of the vessels. Both of
them are type IB, and have incised wavy lines
on their bodies and two types of stamps were
used (a floral one, and a rectangular one). It is
also worth mentioning that stamped vessels
are present in settlements too, as in the case of
Dipsa and Stupini- Vitasting.”

According to their typology these are drink-
ing vessels used in funerary rituals and they
might have contained beverages as grave goods.
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