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A NEOLITHIC SETTLEMENT FROM TÂRGU MUREŞ. 
II. THE COURTYARD OF THE UNIVERSITY

Sándor BERECKI*

Attila Nándor HÁGÓ**

During the excavations in the courtyard of the former “Petru Maior University” (Târgu Mureș, Nr. 1 Nicolae 
Iorga Street), traces of an Early Neolithic settlement were documented. The ceramic material dated to the 
IIIA–IIIB phase of the Criş Culture is contemporaneous with the archaeological finds unearthed on the 
territory of the adjacent fortress. This paper presents the archaeological materials found in 2009 in the 
courtyard of the university as well as the relation between the two archaeological sites.

Keywords: settlement, pottery, Early Neolithic, Criş Culture
Cuvinte cheie: aşezare, ceramică, neolitic timpuriu, cultura Criş

During archaeological researches undertaken by 
the Mureş County Museum in the last decades 
within the administrative boundaries of Târgu 
Mureş several new prehistoric sites have been 
identified, among which two Copper Age sites, 
the one from Târgu Mureş–Parcul Sportiv1 and 
the other, yet unpublished, from Târgu Mureş 
Shopping City. Early Neolithic settlements have 
been investigated on the territory of the Târgu 
Mureş fortress.2

Significant information regarding the 
Neolithic era were, however, provided by archae-
ological investigations in the courtyard of the 
former central and administrative building of 
“Petru Maior University” (built in 1871 as State 
Public Boys’ School, today it belongs to the 
“George Emil Palade University of Medicine, 
Pharmacy, Science and Technology of Târgu 
Mureş”), where a considerable amount of ceramic 
material was collected from a rather small area.

Here, on the occasion of some public utility 
works in 2009, a ditch of considerable dimen-
sions was unveiled, from which a large amount 
of Neolithic pottery was recovered together with 
animal bones.3 The stratigraphy was as follows: 
under the asphalt and the asphalt bed (0.10–
0.20 m) there was a 0.70 m thick black‑brown 
modern layer, below which, at a relative depth of 
1–1.15 m, there was the dark brown Bronze Age 
layer. The Neolithic level consisted of a clayey 
yellow layer at 1.15–1.30  m, below which the 
sterile yellow clay was found. In some places, 
the archaeological research had already been 
compromised by the advanced stage of founda-
tion diggings, ongoing before the arrival of the 
archaeological team. Even so, archaeological 
excavations have managed to identify Neolithic, 
Bronze Age (?) and modern (contemporary 
with the construction of the building in 1871) 
archaeological complexes.

*  Sándor Berecki, Mureş County Museum, Târgu Mureş, RO, sberecki@yahoo.com
∗∗  Attila Nándor Hágó, Satu Mare County Museum, Carei, RO, hagonandor@gmail.com
1  Berecki–Sztáncsuj 2011.
2  Berecki–Hágó 2019, with further bibliography and the history of research.
3  see Kelemen 2020.
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The most significant complex in this site 
was Cx.4 (Pl. I), which was interpreted as a 
large‑size natural ditch with an uneven, rela-
tively smooth slope, having an east‑west incli-
nation, with small consecutive natural steps  
(Pl. I/6). The deposition of the archaeologi-
cal material indicates that the ditch was used 
during the Neolithic as a refuse pit. In addition 
to the ceramic and osteological material slipped 
on the slope of the ditch, in the Neolithic layer 
three agglomerations of ceramics were identi-
fied: Cx.4/1, Cx.4/2 şi Cx.4/3 (Pl. I/1–3).

The dimensions of the complex could not be 
calculated exactly, because to the west (towards 
the fortress wall), where the bottom of the ditch 
was supposed to be, it exceeded the perimeter 
affected by the foundation of the new construc-
tion, and to the north the ditch was intersected 
and compromised by the trench of a contempo-
rary pipe and a modern epoch wall. However, 
the research recorded that the ditch had the 
long axis in the E–W direction, of which 8  m 
were investigated, and the width in the N–S 
direction, 11 meters of it being studied on this 
occasion. 

The slope of the ditch was indicated by the 
sterile yellow clay at the base of the Neolithic 
layer (1.30 m from the current level), and which 
deepens by a smooth slope down to 2.20 m, the 
filling having an average thickness of 0.60  m. 
The layer dated to the Bronze Age also follows 
the curved line of the ditch, suggesting that the 
final flattening occurred in the modern era.

The archaeological material discovered in 
the Neolithic settlement from the courtyard 
of the university consists of a large amount of 
ceramic material, yet very fragmented, with-
out any whole or restorable vessel. Most of the 
ceramic material is without ornaments; rarely, 
simple but culture‑specific ornaments appear. 
Most of the ceramic material is of medium qual-
ity, all three pottery categories are represented: 
coarse, semi‑fine and fine.

The pottery is made of good quality and 
well‑cleaned clay, tempered with mud, some-
times mixed with chaff or other plants, pebbles 
and shards. These tempering materials are 
mainly present in the coarse and semi‑fine 
category. Fine pottery is rare; it was usually 

tempered with sand and shards or fine sand.
In most cases the surface of the vessels is 

well smoothed, less often slightly smoothed 
or uneven. In some cases they were polished, 
other times the slip was present, now fallen. It 
should be mentioned, that the smoothing of 
the surfaces of the vessels differs, depending on 
their shape and size. In the case of storage vessels 
semi‑smoothened surfaces predominate; other 
times their surface was coarse, while in the case 
of medium‑sized or small cooking vessels and 
tableware the surfaces were fine smoothed.

Most vessels were fired in reducing atmos-
phere, other show characteristics of oxidiz-
ing firing. Signs of poor firing are also present 
seldom, and sometimes also traces of second-
ary firing, caused by direct use on fire could be 
observed. Due to the reductive firing the most 
common colours are the different shades of 
brown (light brown, dark brown, spotted brown, 
yellow, spotted yellow), grey or black‑grey, while 
the vessels with oxidizing firing were brick‑red, 
spotty brick‑red or orange.

The sizes of the different types of pottery are 
diverse, all dimensions being represented. The 
diameters of the rims of the small vessels are 
between 70 and 100 mm; in the case of medium 
vessels it is between 100 and 200 mm, while the 
diameter of the large vessels’ rim is between 200 
and 280 mm.

The most frequent types are storage vessels. 
These are coarse wares with a good firing, with 
a slightly smoothed or rough surface, without 
ornaments, the thickness of the walls between 35 
and 50 mm. The rims of these pots are straight 
or slightly everted, their profiles are straight or 
S‑shaped, and the bottoms are straight. Pots are 
large or medium sized vessels with straight or 
slightly everted rims; most of them are barrel- 
and sack‑shaped. They are slightly smaller than 
storage vessels and their wall is thicker. The 
surface of the pots is well smoothened, some 
fragments were ornamented with finger impres-
sions, cordons or finger pinches (Pl. II/2–3, 5–6; 
III/4, 10; IV/2, 4, 24; V/12; VI/12–14).

Globular vessels with a cylindrical neck with 
an everted rim and a straight bottom are present 
in a smaller number. Their surface is smooth-
ened; some of these vessels were ornamented 
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with knobs (Pl. III/3). Deep bowls are also rare 
forms in this site, these were fine and semi fine 
wares with well‑smoothened surface some-
times even polished and with brown slip, which 
has only been partially preserved. Most of the 
fragments of deep bowls were not ornamented  
(Pl. III/8, 9; V/4–6, 9).

Another category of wares, which is rela-
tively common in Criş settlements, is the ring 
bottom vessel. This type of pottery is usually 
medium‑sized; the semi‑fine wares have a 
smooth surface, sometimes even decorated 
with specific motifs, but in our case it is with-
out ornaments. In the complex discovered at 
Târgu‑Mureș such vessels are rare and they do 
not present traces of any ornament (Pl. IV/12–
13, 15, 22).

Some ceramic fragments that come from 
more special vessels should be also mentioned. 
They are represented by one or two fragments: 
shallow bowl (Pl. IV/3), fruit bowl or cup with 
foot (Pl. IV/29; V/16), or vessels with cylindrical 
bottom, probably also fragments of fruit bowls 
(Pl. V/16; VI/15–17). One fragment from a semi 
fine bowl ornamented with pinches (Pl. V/1) 
was also found, while some shards belonged to 
medium sized bi‑truncated vessels (Pl. V/2, 20). 

Among the special objects a token made 
from the wall of a fine pot with red slip (Pl. 
IV/26) and a coarse fragment from an uniden-
tified pottery type with rounded corners (Pl. 
IV/34) can be mentioned.

Most of the pottery, especially the stor-
age vessels and large pots are not ornamented. 
Smaller pots and a few fragments of deep bowls 
or the bi‑truncated vessels were decorated with 
simple motifs: pinches (Pl. IV/39; VI/1–3, 13), 
nail impressions (Pl. V/1), finger impressions on 
the body of the vessel (Pl. II/4; IV/4) or impres-
sions on the rim (Pl. II/1–3, 6; III/2; IV/4; VI/4, 

12, 14) and beneath the rim (Pl. II/5; IV/1; 
V/18–19), cordons with round impressions, 
applied vertically (Pl. III/4; VI/5, 10) and hori-
zontally (Pl. IV/40) on the body of the vessel, 
cordon with pinches (Pl. IV/37; VI/9), horizon-
tally applied double oval knobs (Pl. III/3), ear of 
wheat pattern ornament (Pl. IV/7), lentil shaped 
short incisions (Pl. IV/6), cuts (Pl. VI/8).

Different sized knobs, especially the smaller 
ones placed under the rim or on the shoulder 
of the vessels, can be interpreted as ornaments. 
Usually these knobs are circular, oval or with a 
rib (Pl. II/6, 8; IV/4, 25, 27–28, 30, 35–36); some 
of them are in pair (Pl. III/3). One of the knobs 
had a circular impression (Pl. IV/38). Large 
circular buttons placed close to the bottom or 
around the maximum diameter of the vessel, 
more likely had a functional role in handling 
the pots (Pl. IV/3; IV/33). Probably perforations 
had also a rather functional (repairing) than 
aesthetic role (Pl. II/9; III/1).

The number of handles found in the feature 
is small. The few fragments have circular shape, 
their tip is rounded or ribbed. These perforated 
handles belong to fine and semi fine storage 
vessels (Pl. IV/31–32).

The shapes and the ornaments of the vessels 
discovered in the courtyard of the university are 
characteristic for the early Neolithic Starčevo–
Criş–Körös settlements from Central and East-
ern Europe. Storage vessels are common forms 
and they appear in all of the settlements from 
this period, as well as the globular pots. Analo-
gies can be mentioned from Endrőd 3/119,4 
Ecsegfalva–Site 23,5 Hódmezővasarhely–Kotac‑
part‑Vatatanya,6 Ernei–Köles‑kert,7 Dudeştii 
Vechi,8 Gura Baciului,9 Leţ–Várhegy,10 Moreşti–
Podei,11 Ocna Sibiului–Triguri,12 etc.

The second most frequent forms are the 
pots, discovered both at Târgu Mureş and in 

4  Makkay–Starnini 2008, fig. 311–314.
5  Oross 2007, 508, fig. 27.25. 2–3; 27.26. 1, 3–5; 27.26. 6–7; fig. 27.10. 1–8, fig. 27.11. 1–3 (globular vessels).
6  Kutzián 1944, pl. XXI/3–5; XXII/2, 3; XXIX/6, 7.
7  Berercki–Sztáncsuj 2019, pl. IV/5; VI/1,2 (globular vessels), IV/9, VI/6,7 (storage vessels).
8  Kutzian 1944, pl. XXI/1–2.
9  Ciută 2005, pl. LX/1–4.
10  Zaharia 1962, fig. 14/19, 20; 15/6–8.
11  Lazăr 1995, pl. XLVIII/2, 9, 12, 13.
12  Ciută 2005, pl. XXXII/7; XXXIII/1; XXXVII/1–5.
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other contemporaneous sites. They differ from 
storage vessels in size, but when the pottery is 
so fragmented as in the case of the shards from 
Târgu Mureş they can hardly be ascribed to 
either one of the two categories.

In this chronological sequence deep bowls 
are not very frequent in the Criş settlements, and 
only few fragments are known from Târgu Mureş 
also. Usually they appear as tableware; simi-
lar forms are known from Ernei–Köles‑kert,13 
Ecsegfalva–Site  23,14  Hódmezővásárhely–
Kotacpart‑Vata‑tanya,15 Moreşti–Podei,16 Ocna 
Sibiului–Triguri,17 Ostrovu Golu II–III, etc.18

Ring‑bottomed vessels are frequent finds of 
the Criş culture, with analogies in almost all the 
sites of the period: Szarvas–Site 8/23,19 Endrőd–
Site 3/35 and Site 3/119,20 Ecsegfalva–Site 23,21 
Hódmezővásárhely–Kotacpart‑Vata‑tanya.22 
Shallow bowls and fruit bowls are known from 
Ecsegfalva–Site 23,23 Endrőd–Site 3/319,24 Banat 
(with flat or globular upper part), but also in 
other parts of Romania.25

Based on the forms and ornaments of the 
pottery, four phases with several sub‑phases 
were defined for the Starčevo–Criş culture.26 
In the first period of the culture (IA–IC) settle-
ments are known especially from Oltenia, Banat 
and Western Transylvania. Only in the second 
phase (IIA–IIB) the expansion of the culture 
reaches the Middle Mureş Valley. During 

the 3rd phase (IIIA–IIIB) the influence of the 
Vinča culture can be observed and in the same 
period settlements appear on the upper course 
of the Mureş River as well as in central and 
south‑eastern Transylvania. The north‑west-
ern part of Transylvania and the territory east 
of the Carpathians were populated only in the  
final IIIB–IVA phases of the culture.27

In the IIIA phase the most frequent temper-
ing material was chaff, but sand or crushed shards 
and pebbles were also used, while fine sand only 
rarely seems to have been preferred. Usually, the 
surface of the vessels was well smoothened, some-
times it was also polished. When ornamented, 
finger and nail impressions, short cuts could 
be observed, in a smaller proportion barbotine 
also appears on the pottery surface. The most 
frequent are the applied ornaments, the simple 
or impressed cordons, cordon segments, knobs, 
etc. In the IIIB phase the predominant temper 
material was sand and crushed shards, the firing 
was intensive, while the ornaments are the same 
as in the earlier period, with a decrease in the 
presence of barbotine, which, when applied, was 
unevenly spattered.28

Based on the forms and ornaments of the 
pottery, the Neolithic level from the fill of the 
natural ditch researched in the courtyard of 
the university dates from the IIIA or the begin-
ning of the IIIB phase of the Criş culture. Based 

13  Berercki–Sztáncsuj 2019, pl. IV/1, V/9.
14  Oross 2007, fig. 27.12/1, 3.
15  Kutzián 1944, pl. XXI/4.
16  Lazăr 1995, pl. XLVIII/3, 6.
17  Ciută 2005, pl. XXXIV/2, 3.
18  Lazarovici 1979, 65–66; Draşovean 1981, 39; Lazarovici–Maxim 1995, 96–99; 102; Makkay–Starnini 2008, 
fig. 3, type IB4.
19  Makkay–Starnini 2008, fig. 57/1.
20  Makkay–Starnini 2008, fig. 181/1/14; 275, 3/119.
21  Oross 2007, fig. 27.3/3; 27.13/1–2.
22  Kutzián 1944, pl. I/2; XX/1a–b.
23  Oross 2007, 27.4/1–8.
24  Makkay–Starnini 2008.
25  Lazarovici 1979, 48, 65–66; Draşovean 1981, 39; Lazarovici–Maxim 1995, 96–99, 102; Ciută 2002, fig. 7–8; 
Makkay–Starnini 2008, fig. 5, 12, Types II.
26  Milojčić 1949; Lazarovici 1969; 1977; 1979; 1984; 1993; 2005; Maxim 1999, 33–63; Luca et al. 2010, 104, table 1; 
Luca et al. 2011, 103–119.
27  Bader 1968, 381–388; Ursulescu 2000, 15–22; Hágó 2005, 5–34; Luca et al. 2011, 108–110, 113–114; Berecki–
Hágó 2019, 7–30; Berecki–Sztáncsuj 2019, 34.
28  Maxim 1999, 45–46.
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Plate I. Târgu Mureş, – University.
1. Cx.4/1; 2. Cx.4/2; 3. Cx.4/3; 4. The researched area and the location of the Neolithic ditch;

5. The N–S profile of the archaeological site and the Neolithic ditch; 6. The E–W profile of the Neolithic ditch.
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Plate II. Târgu Mureş–University. Cx.4/1–4.
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Plate III. Târgu Mureş–University. Cx.4/1–4.
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Plate IV. Târgu Mureş–University. Cx.4/1–4.
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Plate V. Târgu Mureş–University. Cx.4/1–4.
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Plate VI. Târgu Mureş–University. Cx.4/1–4.
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