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The archaeological site from the fortress in Târgu 
Mureş is situated on a first, dominant terrace 
of the left bank of the Mureş River, on a wide 
plateau starting from the central area of the city, 
margined eastward by several high hills. The first 
archaeological investigations of the site were led 
by István Kovács in 1907, and later, in 1963, 
further research was undertaken by Alexandru 
Bogdan; both surveys focused on the medieval 
and modern fortification or on the church.1 
Research started by Adrian A. Rusu in 1999 and 
continued almost uninterruptedly2 until 2017 
by Zoltán Soós in collaboration with several 
researchers. The latest excavations took place at 
the site of the Franciscan friary near the church 
and resulted first, indirectly then systematically 
in the archaeological research of the prehistoric 

settlements from the plateau (Pl. I). Beside the 
research of the Franciscan friary and fortress, in 
2009, rescue excavations had been undertaken in 
the courtyard of the Petru Maior University situ-
ated to the north from the fortress, where further 
Neolithic features were identified.

The first archaeological investigations 
from the fortress did not focus directly on the 
prehistoric settlements. Unfortunately, the 
archaeological material and documentation from 
the excavations from 1907 cannot be found, while 
the ones from the middle of the 20th century were 
deposited mixed up and only briefly presented 
in an excavation report.3 A few decades later a 
somewhat more detailed version was published.4 
The surveys of the last years’ excavations resulted 
in substantial Neolithic archaeological material 

A Neolithic Settlement from Târgu Mureş.
I. The courtyard of the fortress

Sándor Berecki*

Attila Nándor Hágó**

During the excavations in the courtyard of the Târgu-Mureş Fortress, traces of several prehistoric settlements 
were documented. The earliest of these dates from the early Neolithic. The majority of the ceramic material 
dated to the IIIB phase of the Criş Culture comes from the layer, only a few archaeological features from this 
period were researched.
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1  Bogdan 1967, 79–91.
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4  Petică–Molnár 2000a; 2000b; Molnár–Petică 2001; Petică–Apai 2003.
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with a few identified features. On the territory 
of the fortress the site was investigated through 
trenches and surfaces. In some cases, the modern 
filling layer – which in some places was more 
than 1-metre-deep – was removed mechanically 
(Pl. I/2). The most significant results for the 
Neolithic site were provided by the excavations 
from the courtyard of the Petru Maior Univer-
sity, where a considerable quantity of pottery and 
animal bones were unearthed, which will be the 
subject of a later study.

The first investigations determined the strati-
graphic chronology of the site, which was almost 
uniform throughout the fortress. The earliest 
settlement dates to the Early Neolithic, then the 
plateau was inhabited again in the Late Bronze 
Age.5 The first levelling of the plateau can be 
dated to the beginning of the Early Iron Age, 
when an open settlement existed on this place.6 
Based on scarce Roman discoveries it seems that 
in the first centuries AD a small settlement was 
established on this terrace, and was followed by 
another habitat dating from the Early Migra-
tion Period.7 Another important settlement 
was documented for the Early Middle Ages,8 
when large scale levelling preceded the build-
ing of the church and Franciscan friary during 
the fourteenth century. The building of civilian 
households in the middle of the sixteenth century 
was followed by the construction of towers and 
a fortification system in 1604–1658. This was 
a period of important landscape transforma-
tions. A new phase of building erections and 
reconstructions began in 1711 with the establish-
ment of the Habsburg garrison in the fortress. 
Therefore, one can reflect on the intensity of the 
disturbance generated by later settlements and 
ground levelling activities to the prehistoric sites. 
The most significant intervention was undoubt-
edly caused by the construction of the friary the 
foundations of which were dug down into the 

Bronze Age layer, while some dwellings, such 
as the cellar or the combustion chamber of the 
heating system were deepened into the ster-
ile clay layer. Furthermore, the lime pits of the 
modern restauration works were often deepened 
into the Neolithic layer (Pl. II/1).

The Neolithic layer appeared at different 
depths from one area to another, on the one 
hand, as a result of the historical and recent 
anthropic ground levelling works of the terrace, 
and on the other, because of the natural slopes 
and uneven surface of the plateau (Pl. II). Gener-
ally, it appeared at an average depth of more than 
2 metres from the present surface. In trench 
S1/1999, near the church, the lower part of the 
Neolithic layer was at 3.05 m with a significant 
agglomeration of archaeological material at 
2.40–2.90 m. In trench S11/2001 and surface 
C7/2004 from the territory of the Franciscan 
friary the Neolithic layer was identified between 
1.80 and 2.60 m again with a significant material 
agglomeration at 2.30–2.60 m, while in S23/2007 
Neolithic finds were found 1.60–2.00 m deep. In 
sector B (Pl. I/2) the sterile clay stratum below 
the Neolithic layer appeared at a depth of 1.80 
m, while in sector C (north of the friary, in the 
central area of the fortress) as well as outside 
the fortress towards east, in the courtyard of the 
university, this layer was at a depth of 1.15–1.30 
m. The data suggests that during the Neolithic 
the hill had a slightly higher plateau in the area 
of the church, and gentle, uneven slopes in all 
directions with not too extensive, lower terraces.

Based on the horizontal stratigraphy of the site 
the Neolithic settlement covers a relatively large 
area. Unfortunately, the lack of major archaeo-
logical features from this period does not allow 
the evaluation of the settlement. Since the exca-
vations revealed only an open air hearth – a rare 
occurrence in this period9 – and two furbished 
surfaces, probably floors or clay platforms. The 

5  From the archaeological excavations of Al. Bogdan, Molnár and Petică (2001) published few Copper Age materials 
however, since the recent excavations did not document any traces from this period, we consider that either the Copper 
Age settlement was restricted only to the perimeter researched by the archaeologist from Bucureşti, or – more likely – the 
published materials came from another site (most probably Şincai–Cetatea Păgânilor), which got mixed accidentally in 
the deposit with those from the fortress.
6  Berecki 2013a; 2013b; 2015.
7  Körösfői 2009.
8  László 2008.
9  Maxim 1999, 56.
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surface of a rectangular hearth in C10 was flat-
tened, it was 0.60 m long and placed on the top 
of a clay bed (Pl. II/5–6). One of the clay floors 
was found in surface C13 (Pl. II/3), while the 
second was researched in sector B (Pl. II/4). 
Both surfaces appeared as broad clay platforms 
and consisted of a relatively thin, approximately 
0.08 m thick, yellowish-white clay stratum. The 
available archaeological data does not allow for 
an exact interpretation of the clay floors, which 
could either be open air platforms or the floor of 
buildings.

The Neolithic materials consist of a large quan-
tity of ceramic, especially pottery fragments, but 
also few clay objects, animal bones, and a flint 
chip. Most pottery fragments are coarse (espe-
cially that of the pots and storage vessels) and 
semi-fine (middle sized pots, deep and shallow 
bowls, cups etc.); fine pottery is poorly repre-
sented only by a few fragments of deep bowls 
and small sized wares. The colour of the pottery 
is diverse, most of the fragments present differ-
ent shades of brown (brownish-red, light and dark 
brown, yellowish-brown), while others are brick-
red, grey, greyish-black or yellowish. They were 
tempered with organic and inorganic materials, 
sometimes mixed together: chaff, plants, shells, 
sand, silt, pebbles, and crushed shards. Their 
surface treatment was influenced by the use of 
the wares. The coarse wares (storage vessels, large 
pots, and those used for cooking) usually had a 
less smoothened, rough surface, sometimes with 
sprinkled and organized or applied barbotine. 
The surface of the semi-fine pottery was relatively 
well smoothened, polished, sometimes covered 
with good quality slip. Generally, the pottery was 
fired in oxidation atmosphere, only rarely were 
these fired in a reducing environment or insuf-
ficiently fired, which demonstrates the use of open 
air firing in pits and less probably the use of kilns, 
which otherwise are documented for other sites 
from the early period of the Criş culture.10

Because of its fragmentation only general obser-
vations could be made regarding the typology of 
the pottery.11

Made from a good quality clay and evenly 
fired coarse and semi-fine pots are the most 
frequent vessels from this site. Their size varies, 
the mouth of the small ones has 80 to 100 mm, 
the medium sized pots’ are 120–200 mm, while 
the mouth of the large ones is between 200 and 
350 mm. Their surface is smoothened, coarse 
or rough, the mouth of the vessels is everted or 
straight, their neck is cylindrical and their body 
is globular. The diameter of their base is between 
80–100 and 120–140 mm. Some of them show 
traces of secondary burning caused by their 
use on the fire. Pots are ornamented with inci-
sions, finger pinches, finger impressions, simple 
and network incisions, spattered, and orga-
nized barbotine (Pl. III/1–2, 6–12, 17–18; IV/3, 
11, 12–18; V/2–3, 8–13, 15–17, 19–23, 25–26; 
VI/2, 8–9; VII/1, 3–12, 16; VIII/1–6, 8–11, 13, 
17, 19, 23–30; IX/2, 6–10, 14–17, 19–21, 24–28; 
X/4–10, 12–19, 22–23, 26, 32–35, 39–41; XI/1–2, 
6–7; 10–12, 18–20, 22–23, 30–31; XII/13–17, 21; 
XIII/13–17, 21–23, 26–27).

Equally numerous are the preponderantly 
coarse storage vessels, with homogeneous clay 
matrix, tempered with chaff, crushed sherds or 
sand with pebbles (Pl. III/3; V/1, 14, 18; VII/27; 
VII/11, 18; VIII/22; IX/13; X/27–30, 36, 38; XI/5, 
8–9, 15; XII/18–20; XIII/20). The shape of these 
vessels is cylindrical or sack-shaped with trun-
cated neck, the rim of the vessels is straight or 
slightly everted. In most cases storage vessels are 
not ornamented, yet, sometimes finger pinches, 
finger and nail impressions, spattered and 
organized barbotine, knobs, cordons, and horse-
shoe-shaped plastic ornaments appear. These 
recipients usually have two large circular handles 
on the body or on the shoulder of the vessel. Anal-
ogies for pots and storage vessels are known from 
sites in Transylvania, Banat or eastern Hungary.12

10  Nica 1978, 18–29; Lichiardopol 1984, 80–84, fig. 2/1–2; Ciută et al. 2007, 121–122, fig. 23–26.
11  Pottery categories were described according to the corroborated typologies of Gh. Lazarovici, Z. Maxim and Fl. 
Draşovean (Lazarovici 1979, 48–49, fig. 2; Lazarovici 1984, 66–67, fig. 6–7; Lazarovici–Maxim 1995, fig. 38; Maxim 
1999, fig. 28; Draşovean 1981, fig. 2).
12  Lazarovici 1979, 65–66; Draşovean 1981, 39; Lazarovici 1993, 47, pl. V/2; Lazarovici–Maxim 1995, 96–99, 102, 
113; Makkay–Starnini 2008, fig. 2, Type IB1, IB1a, IB3 (pots), fig. 7, Type VIIA, VIIB, VIIC (storage vessels).
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Deep bowls are of different dimensions, however, 
small and medium sized bowls predominate. 
This wares are semi-fine or fine with smoothened 
and sometimes polished surface, tempered with 
sand, chaff, crushed sherds, and their combina-
tion. The shape of their profile is truncated or 
straight, the rims are straight or slightly everted. 
The most frequent ornaments are the circular 
impressions under the rim (Pl. III/2, 5–8; VII/9; 
X/14–16), finger impressions (Pl. VII/19), finger 
pinches (Pl. V/24; XI/3), short cuts (Pl. XI/17) 
and simple or network incisions (Pl. V/4). 
However, most of the deep bowls are not orna-
mented (Pl. III/14–16, 19; IV/6, 10; VI/1; VII/2, 
13–14; VIII/3, 12, 15, 20–21, 30–31; IX/3–5; 
X/5–6, 11; XII/10, 12, 19).

The large and medium sized shallow bowls 
with the diameter of the mouth ranging between 
100 and 320 mm occur relatively rarely in this 
settlement. These semi-fine wares with well-
smoothened and sometimes slippery surface 
are made of a good quality clay, tempered with 
sand, mica or crushed sherds. In rare cases, 
when they were ornamented, incised lines and 
finger impressions occur (Pl. XII/17; XIII/12, 
21–22, 26). Both deep and shallow bowls were 
widely used in all sites of the Criş culture both 
in Transylvania (Gura Baciului, Galda de Jos, 
Hunedoara, Nandru, Sebeş, etc.) and Banat but 
in eastern Hungary as well.13

From the Neolithic site in Târgu Mureş two 
pots with foot-ring are known, which occur 
rarely in this period of the Criş culture.14 Because 
of their fragmentary state the dimension or shape 
of the semi-fine ware with smoothened surface 
and tempered with crushed sherds, chaff and 
mica could not be reconstructed (Pl. IV/2, 8).

Somewhat more numerous are the semi-fine 
fragments of stemmed cups, made from good 
quality clay, with smoothened and sometimes 

polished surface, tempered with chaff, fine and 
coarse sand, mica or crushed sherds. Based on 
their size cups with small foot and cups with high 
foot could be distinguished, while according to 
the shape of the foot there are cups with circular 
or simple straight bottom (Pl. IV/4, 9; VI/10–13; 
XII/11; XIII/14, 28). Unfortunately, in all cases 
the upper part of the container is missing which 
in this period of the culture are usually flat or 
globular.15 This type of vessel is largely spread 
throughout the territory of the culture.16

Miniature vessels are specific for the Early 
Neolithic sites. They reproduce almost accu-
rately the shape of middle and large sized pottery 
(especially pots, bowls and stemmed cups), at 
a scale which does not exceed a certain height 
or volume, nevertheless apparently they have a 
certain predefined function.17 At Târgu Mureş 
such object were not identified in closed features 
but in other contemporaneous settlements they 
appeared in houses, graves, and refuse pits. In 
this site they reproduce the shape of bowls at 
lower scale (Pl. IV/1, 5; IX/7; XI/7; XIII/7, 25). 
They are well smoothened, made from a good 
quality clay, tempered with chaff, fine sand, 
oxidizing and rarely reducing firing. Their colour 
is brownish-red, brick-red and different shades of 
brown. Most pieces are not decorated, only two 
fragments present impressions. These artefacts 
were interpreted as toys, object made during the 
learning process of pottery, cultic elements of 
the domestic sanctuaries, medicinal recipients 
or cups used in alcohol consumption.18

Although, in the chronological level of the 
Transylvanian Criş culture in which the Neolithic 
settlement from Târgu Mureş–Cetate falls into, 
generally the pottery was ornamented also with 
painted patterns, however, such decorations 
were not documented for this site. Among the 
known ornaments one can find finger pinches 

13  Lazarovici 1979, 65–66; Draşovean 1981, 39; Lazarovici–Maxim 1995, 96–99; 102; Makkay–Starnini 2008, fig. 
3, type IB4.
14  Makkay–Starnini 2008, fig. 16/1–5.
15  Lazarovici 1979, 48. pl. VII/C 9, 12; VII/G 4, 13-14.
16  Lazarovici 1979, 65–66; Draşovean 1981, 39; Lazarovici–Maxim 1995, 96–99, 102; Ciută 2002, fig. 7–8; Makkay–
Starnini 2008, fig. 5, 12, Types II.
17  Lazarovici 1979, 65–66; Draşovean 1981, 39; Urem-Kotsu et al. 2002, 109–118; Tomaž 2005, 263; Makkay–
Starnini 2008, fig. 9, Type XI; Băcueţ-Crişan 2013, 70.
18  Bánffy 1991, 209–217; Raczky et al. 1994, 233; Karmanski 2005, 67, 69, fig. 42/1; Tomaž 2005, 265–266; Băcueţ-
Crişan 2013, 70; Kalicz–Koós 2014, 39.
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(Pl. III/10; V/5–14, 24–25; VI/8; VII/3; X/20–
21, 24–26, 29–32, 34, 39, 41–42; XI/2, 4, 7–10), 
incised lines (Pl. V/1–2, 21, 23; XI/17), incised 
lines in networks (Pl. V/4, 15, 22; VI/2), simple 
cuts (Pl. V/17; XI/13–14), impressions (Pl. V/16, 
26; XI/5; XIII/23–24), nail and finger impres-
sions (Pl. VII/1, 6, 11; IX/1; X/8, 27, 37–38, 40), 
impressions on the upper part of the rim (Pl. 
VII/19; VIII/7; X/19), plastic ornaments (Pl. 
IV/16; VII/4; XI/3, 5–6), barbotine (Pl. III/1, 7; 
IV/17– 18; VI/4; XII/16), impressed cordons (Pl. 
VIII/27; XI/16), and perforation, probably with a 
decoration role (Pl. X/12).

The rims of the vessels are of Y, A, J, Z, Q, 
T, H, V, G, U, I, P, K and W type according to 
the typology of Z. Maxim. The most frequent 
are the Y, A and J types, while in the case of the 
bottoms all twenty types defined for the Tran-
sylvanian Criş culture pottery are represented.19 
The small and medium sized, simple or double, 
oval, circular or elongated knobs were applied 
on the body and neck of the vessels (Pl. III/9; 
VI/7; VII/26; IX/18; XII/5). In one case a double 
knob was vertically attached (Pl. VII/26). Short 
impressed cordons were applied either verti-
cally (Pl. VIII/27) or horizontally (Pl. XI/16). 
Present since the pre-Criş period in Transylva-
nia20 applied handles appear frequently on the 
pottery from the Târgu Mureş settlement. In 
the case of the large vessels (pots and storage 
vessels) handles were placed on the maximum 
diameter, while in the case of bowls they appear 
also on the upper part of the vessel, close to the 
mouth. Regarding their shape, most frequent 
are the circular and round-shaped handles (Pl. 
XI/21–26, 29–31; XII/1–4, 6–7) but  flat or elon-
gated handles exist, too (Pl. XI/27). In Z. Maxim’s 
typology for Transylvania they are included in 
types X, Y, V and W.21

From the Neolithic site in Târgu Mureş three 
weights were also unearthed. One of them was 
circular (55 mm in diameter and 34 mm thick), 
with a perforation, brownish-grey colour, 
reducing firing, tempered with coarse sand 
and smoothened surface (Pl. XIV/6). Another 
weight was preserved fragmentary, it was made 
from the body of a brick-red vessel, tempered 
with chaff and coarse sand, with oxidizing firing 
and smoothened surface. Its section is slightly 
convex and it was perforated in the middle (Pl. 
XIV/5). A third massive, conical clay weight (110 
mm high, 52 mm thick, diameter of the base 110 
mm, diameter of the top 56 mm) had a coarse 
surface, oxidizing firing and brick-red colour 
with white spots (Pl. XIV/8). These objects are 
frequent in all Criş culture settlements22 and they 
were assigned varies functions, such as firedogs, 
supports, weapons, roof weights, fishing net 
weights, disks, tokens, spindle-whorls, objects 
used in magic etc.23

Having a functional or magic role24 and a well-
defined typology25 the clay altars, characteristic 
recipients for the Criş culture, are represented 
at Târgu Mureş only by a fragment of a foot (Pl. 
XIV/3). The surface of the 40 mm long and 17 mm 
in diameter, semi-fine foot is smoothened, brown-
ish-red, tempered with fine sand and crushed 
sherds; it probably came from a three-legged altar 
similar to the ones found in Transylvania at Gura 
Baciului, Ocna Sibiului, Suplacul de Barcău and 
Leţ or in Banat and eastern Hungary.26

Another fragment from a cylindrical clay 
object probably comes from a zoomorphic figu-
rine, portraying presumably a bovine (Pl. XIV/4). 
The semi-fine piece was made from a good quality 
clay, brownish-red, its surface was smoothened 
and polished, tempered with fine sand (length: 50 
mm, width: 25 mm, thickness: 28mm). A second 

19  Maxim 1999, fig. 29, 31.
20  Ciută 2005, 87, pl. XXXIX/2–8.
21  Maxim 1999, fig. 30.
22  Kutzian 1944, pl. I/12; II/11–12; XLV/1–20; Lazarovici 1979, 31; Maxim 1999, 49; Makkay–Starnini 2008, fig. 
121–122; Starnini 2014, fig. 121–122.
23  Lazarovici–Maxim 1995, fig. 31/6–8; 32; Iercoşan 1995, fig. 9/2; Makkay–Starnini 2008, fig. 143/1–8; 358/17–18; 
Mazăre 2013, 27–67.
24  Maxim 1999, 61.
25  Maxim 2000, 121–130.
26  Lazarovici 1979, 34–35; Lazarovici–Maxim 1995, 148; Maxim 1999, 61; Makkay–Starnini 2008, fig. 69–88; 
Starnini 2014, fig. 69–88.
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dark brown, semi-fine zoomorphic figurine was 
made of good quality clay, tempered with fine 
sand and smoothened surface (Pl. XIV/2). The 
piece probably figures a deer or other horned 
animal, frequently met in all chronological 
phases of this culture.27 With analogies all over 
the area of the Criş culture and connected to 
certain feasts or magical or religious practices 
but also seen as toys, the Early Neolithic idols 
portray in a realistic manner the domestic and 
wild animals or birds.28

The Neolithic site from Târgu Mureş yielded 
a single stone object a flint chip found in the 
cultural layer (Pl. XIV/1). Typologically the 
piece has an N-type profile of the DD type stone 
tools.29  Such objects were found at Gura Baciului, 
Zăuan or in Hungary.30

As it is known, the evolution of the Criş culture 
in Transylvania was divided by Gh. Lazarovici 
in four chronological phases, each with several 
sub-phases; a system which was adopted for the 
other adjacent regions, too.31 From demographic 
point of view, the culture had its apogee during 
the third phase, and the most inhabited region 
during this time was the valley of the Mureş 
River. Based on typo-chronological consider-
ations (the forms and ornaments of the pottery, 
figurines, weights) settlement from Târgu Mureş 
can be dated to the IIIB period – dated by radio-
carbon between 5800/5700 BC and 5600/5500 
BC32 – in a period, when the first influences of 
the Vinča culture can be attested, which can also 
be seen in the case of the pottery from the settle-
ment in Târgu Mureş.
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Plate I. 1. Aerial view of the site (photo: Z. Czajlik, July 2016);
2. Archaeological sectors in the fortress (drawing: Z. Győrfi).
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Plate II. 1–2. The Neolithic layer in C7 and C16;
3–4. Neolithic floors in C13 and B sector/C1; 5–6. The hearth in C10.
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Plate III. Neolithic pottery from the excavations of Al. Bogdan.
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Plate IV. Neolithic pottery from the excavations of Al. Bogdan.
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Plate V. Neolithic pottery from the excavations of Al. Bogdan.
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Plate VI. Neolithic pottery from the excavations of Al. Bogdan.
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Plate VII. Neolithic pottery from the territory of the fortress (1999–2007).
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Plate VIII. Neolithic pottery from the territory of the fortress (1999–2007).

1 2 3 4 5

6
7

8 9 10

11 12 13

14 15 16 17 18

19 20 21

22

23
24 25 26

27

28
29

30 31



S. Berecki - A. N. Hágó24

Plate IX. Neolithic pottery from the territory of the fortress (1999–2007).
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Plate X. Neolithic pottery from the territory of the fortress (1999–2007).
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Plate XI. Neolithic pottery from the territory of the fortress (1999–2007).
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Plate XII. Neolithic pottery from the territory of the fortress (1999–2007).

1 2 3

4 5 6 7

8 9 10 11

12

13

14 15 16

17 18 19

20 21



S. Berecki - A. N. Hágó28

Plate XIII. Neolithic pottery from the territory of the fortress (1999–2007).
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Plate XIV. Neolithic pottery from the territory of the fortress (1999–2007).
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