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Another Early Iron Age Zoomorphic Clay 
Figurine from Târgu Mureş

Sándor Berecki

Keywords: zoomorphic figurine, porcine, Iron Age, Târgu Mureş
Cuvinte cheie: figurină zoomorfă, porcine, epoca fierului, Târgu Mureş

The prehistoric materials from the archaeological 
layers in the fortress from Târgu Mureş are scarce 
due to the landscaping and earth works of the 
later periods. Only a few prehistoric features were 
revealed, since the establishment of the Franciscan 
friary and then the buildings of the medieval and 
modern town, followed by the constructions of the 
Austrian Army heavily disturbed the layers from 
earlier periods. The first settlement on this terrace 
situated on the left bank of the Mureş River dates 
from the Neolithic Starčevo–Criş–Körös culture;1 
from this period a few hearths, clayed platforms and 
pottery were found. From the soil above the Stone 
Age layer, finds from the Wietenberg and Noua 
cultures were unearthed,2 followed by the Early 
Iron Age layer and the correspondent few features. 
After the beginning of the first millennium BC the 
terrace was inhabited again at the beginning of the 
first millennium AD by Romans and communities 
from the migration period.3

During the excavations from the last years 
several Early Iron Age figurines were revealed. 
In 2011, a clay figurine representing a horse was 
found,4 followed by further figurines in 2012. The 
present paper presents one of these clay finds from 
the last year.

The fragmentary clay figurine is brown 
coloured; because of the uneven firing its colour 
is lighter on one side and darker on the other. Its 

1  Petică – Molnár 2000.
2  Petică – Apai 2003.
3  Körösfői 2009.
4  Berecki 2012.

surface is rough, it was tempered with crushed 
potsherds and chaff, thus pores can be observed 
on the surface of the object. The two legs on the 
right side are broken, the legs on the left side 
are conical, as well as the two ears. The mane is 
indicated by a rib drawn from the paste, which 
starts between the two ears in the front and has an 
oblique trajectory, ending on the right side of the 
rump. The representation is highly schematic; the 
anatomical characteristics of the animal can hardly 
be defined. The determination of the species is also 
made difficult by the fragmentation of the figurine: 
the frontal, head part which might greatly help in 
the classification, is missing. Even so, considering 
the mane and the analogies, one may define the 
figurine as a representation of a wild boar. 

Conditions of discovery: Târgu Mureş–
Fortress, 2012/C41a, -120 cm. Dimensions: length: 
28.75 mm; frontal height: 19.31 mm; dorsal height: 
23.76 mm; ears’ length: 5.65 mm; length of frontal 
legs: 8.02 mm; length of dorsal legs: 8.76 mm; 
length of the mane: 23.88 mm. Weight: 5.95 g.

The clay figurine is very schematic and rough, 
like the majority of the figurines from this period.5 
Regarding the details presented on the representa-
tions of wild boars one can observe that – excepting 
two of the finds from Lechinţa de Mureş, where 
the tusks are also represented6 –only the ears are 
modelled on the head, without further details.7

5  Vasiliev 1986, 80.
6  Horedt 1963, Abb. 2/3, 5.
7  Ursache 1999, 43.

Clay figurines are frequent finds in Early Iron Age sites. The pieces of information regarding these artefacts 
frequently are limited to their mentioning and/or illustration, however several syntheses, analytic and experimental 
studies have also been written. On the margin of a recent discovery from the fortress in Târgu Mureş the paper brings 
into discussion (again) the Early Iron Age zoomorphic clay figurines.

Marisia XXXIII, 2013, p. 7–11.
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The closest analogies can be mentioned 
from Teleac8 and Lysychnyky.9 In the case of the 
object from Târgu Mureş, the definition of the 
species was attempted based on the mane of the 
figurine, although at Lysychnyky in Ukraine such 
manes are also characteristic for bulls; yet, in their 
case the species can be defined on the basis of the 
abdominal anatomical elements.

Regarding the number of the zoomorphic 
representations, at the very end of the 20th century 
only 82 such objects were known, out of which 
fourteen were representing porcine.10 Among the 
43 clay figurines from Siret, only horses, bovine 
and a single porcine are reproduced;11 however 
this later piece has too few details to accept its 
identification as a porcine. A number of 35 pieces 
were discovered at Grăniceşti, among them 
horses, bovine and porcine.12 Wild boars are rare 
representations among the zoomorphic figurines. 
One of the two clay animals from Tilişca had the 
tusk represented.13 35 zoomorphic figurines were 
found at Teleac and among them three porcine 
were identified;14 probably two of them represent 
wild boars.15 Another wild boar is known from 
Vărădia–Chilii in Banat.16

Nine representations of porcine are known 
from Lysychnyky,17 out of which probably only 
one would be a wild boar. The figurines are very 

8  Vasiliev 1986, 80, fig. 1/5–6.
9  Maleev 1996, 366, Abb. 1/7. Later, the same author 
defined the same figurine as a bull (Маleev 2007, 67–68, 
fig. 3); however, in the paper, several classifications can be 
questioned, since among porcine also ovine can be seen, 
among bovine maybe some porcine and between the ovine 
some horses.
10  Ursache 1999, 42.
11  Mareş et al. 2008, 83, 92, fig. 6/11.
12  László 1994, 90, fig. 46–49.
13  Lupu 1989, 60, fig. 26/11, 21.
14  Vasiliev 1986, 80, fig. 1/5–6, 2/2; Vasiliev et al. 1991, 68, 
fig. 27/5–6; 28/2.
15  Horedt et al. 1962, fig. 6/4.
16  Gumă 1993, 189–190.
17  Мaleev 2007, 66–67, fig. 2.

schematic; the anatomical details which would 
indicate their species can hardly be recognized. 
From more distant areas, wild boars were 
identified among the 40 pieces from Visegrád–
Csemetekert/Lepence found in front of a kiln dated 
to the HaA2B period of the Urnfield culture. 
Discoveries from the Hallstatt culture are also 
mentioned from the site – the rest of the figurines 
were dated to this period –; the site was considered 
the westernmost point on the distribution map of 
the eastern type of zoomorphic clay figurines.18 
Nonetheless, their parallel to the figurines discov-
ered at Lechinţa de Mureş was questioned lately.19

Therefore, even if the majority of the 
zoomorphic representations are domestic 
animals,20 sometimes wild ones occur, both 
types shaped in static position. The pieces from 
Lechinţa de Mureş were all considered wild 
animals,21 however in the absence of arguments 
the affirmation cannot be embraced unreserv-
edly, since the ovine and horses might just as well 
be domestic. It can be concluded that among the 
zoomorphic representations of the Early Iron 
Age only wild boars represent the wildlife, while 
some of the other representations, such as ovine, 
bovine or horses cannot be assuredly categorized 
as domestic or wild animals.

Only occasionally the sex of the animals is 
represented. In the case of porcine, the figurine 
from Siret was considered a male;22 one of the 
figurines from Teleac a female,23 while the two 
wild boars from Lechinţa de Mureş were seen as 
males.24

Regarding the available archaeozoological 
data of the period, wild boar bones of seven 

18  Gróh 1984, 56, Abb. 4/1.
19  Gróh 2009, 25–26, 29–30.
20  Vasiliev 1986, 80; László 1994, 90; László 2001, 307; 
Ardeu – Bălos 2003, 184.
21  Sîrbu 1987, 108.
22  Mareş et al. 2008, 92, fig. 6/11.
23  Vasiliev 1986, 80, fig. 1/6.
24  Ursache 1999, 43.

Fig. 1. Zoomorphic clay figurine from Târgu Mureş (drawing: A. Pokorny).
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individuals were discovered at Racoş–Piatra 
Detunată,25 six individuals at Mediaş–Gura 
Câmpului, five at Teleac, three at Bernadea and 
one at Mediaş–Cetate and Zau de Câmpie–La 
Grădiniţă.26 For the Early Iron Age – and obviously 
the previous period – the crossbreeding between 
pig and wild boar was presumed.27

Zoomorphic representations are not so 
much characteristic for a culture;28 they are 
rather a common symbol of the period and 
area.29 The majority of the pieces date from the 
HaB–HaC period, but they were found also in 
HaA contexts.30 Generally, the anthropomorphic 
representations were dated largely, between 1200 
and 600 BC.31

The observations according to which the 
Early Iron Age zoomorphic figurines have a 
unitary character, that they are of fine paste and  
are well fired, finely executed and their dimensions 
are corresponding to the proportions of the real 

25  el Susi 2009, 231–234.
26  Bindea 2008, 101–105.
27  el Susi 2009, 232–233.
28  László 1994, 90.
29  Мaleev 2007, 74; Sana – Bejinariu 2010, 172.
30  Sîrbu 1987, 108; the two pieces discovered at Chinari 
were dated to the HaA2–HaB1 period (Rezi – Nagy 2009, 
103–104).
31  Metzner-Nebelsick 2000, 164.

animals,32 or that some are presenting artistic 
valences33 cannot be generalized unreservedly, 
especially if taking into consideration the objects 
from Târgu Mureş.

For the contemporaneous Cozia–Saharna 
culture three types of cultic places or sanctu-
aries have been defined: domestic, territorial and 
cultic centres, the clay figurines – among them the 
zoomorphic ones – discovered in houses being 
seen as an argument for the first category.34 In the 
case of the figurines from Visegrád the wild boar 
– previously considered tapir – was endowed with 
cultic functions because of the inventory of the pit 
in which it was found together with a pair of tusks, 
while the rest of the figurines were interpreted as 
toys; the perforated horse figurine was consid-
ered a toy put in the front of a clay wagon.35 Their 
cultic role connected to fertility and fecundity36 
or domestic magic and ritual practices,37 or cultic 
accessories38 may be questioned even because of 

32  Sîrbu 1987, 108; László 1994, 90; Ardeu – Bălos 2003, 
184.
33  Vasiliev et al. 1991, 145.
34  Kaşuba 2003, 192.
35  Gróh 1984, 62; Gróh 2009, 29.
36  Gróh 1984, 62; Vasiliev 1986, 80; László 1994, 90; Leviţki 
1994, 111; Ursache 1999, 45; László 2001, 307; Szabó 2002, 
52; Ardeu – Bălos 2003, 185.
37  Sîrbu 1993, 132–133; Sîrbu 2004, 361.
38  Mareş et al. 2008, 88.

Fig. 2. Early Iron Age porcine representations. 1. Teleac (after Horedt et al. 1962, without scale); 2–3. Teleac 
(after Vasiliev 1986); 4. Baks (after Szabó 2011); 5–6. Tilişca (after Lupu 1989, without scale); 7. Lysychnyky, 

UA (after Мaleev 1996); 8–9. Lechinţa de Mureş (after Horedt 1963).
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their rudimentary and schematic character in a 
period when potters achieved great masterpieces, 
but also because of the presence of wild animals. 
The shaping of these objects did not necessi-
tate high manual dexterity, as experiments have 
shown that an unskilled person could accomplish 
such an object in five to ten minutes.39 Consid-
ering them the ‘finger exercises’ of potters40 would 
be contradicted however by their distribution on 
a relatively large area. Since some of the pieces 
have been provided with holes, an apotropaic role 
can be presumed;41 but a profane utilization is also 
probable, or even a changing functionality of these 
clay objects can be presumed.42 Since no figurine 
has been discovered in grave, their connection to 
the funerary practices can be excluded.43

Either way, the zoomorphic clay figurines 
are symbols of the pastoral ideology of the period, 
and based on the distribution map one can 
conclude that they reflect the close intercultural 
contacts on a ritual and ideological level between 
communities on both sides of the Carpathians.44 
It is questionable if they were also art objects in 
the broader context of symbolic material culture,45 
but surely these social products give an insight of 
the cultural system of the period46 through the 
eyes of the manufacturer – (and therefore in a 
subjective mode), cultural system characterized 
by sedentary lifestyle, agriculture and animal 
breeding.47 It remains an unanswered question, 
however, whether these objects were used in 
rituals or ceremonies meant to influence these 
factors. In any case, they certainly underline the 
– profane or cultic – importance of these animals, 
and from the wildlife the role of the wild boar for 
the communities from the beginning of the first 
millennium BC.

39  Tarbay 2012.
40  Tarbay 2012.
41  Berecki 2012, 54.
42  Berecki 2012, 55, fig. 5.
43  Ursache 1999, 45.
44  Metzner-Nebelsick 2000, 164.
45  Mina 2007, 264.
46  Mina 2007, 264.
47  Vasiliev 1986, 80.
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Rezumat

Figurine din lut sunt descoperiri frecvente în siturile 
din prima epocă a fierului. Deşi informațiile cu 
privire la aceste artefacte în cele mai multe cazuri 
sunt limitate la o mențiune şi/sau ilustrarea lor,  

Sándor Berecki
Mureş County Museum

Tg. Mureş, RO

unele sinteze, studii analitice şi experimentale tratează 
această categorie de descoperiri. Pe marginea unei 
descoperiri recente din cetatea de la Târgu Mureş 
prezentul studiu aduce în discuție (din nou) figurine 
zoomorfe de lut de la începutul epocii fierului.
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