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A NEOLITHIC SETTLEMENT FROM ERNEI

Sandor BERECKI'
Sandor Jozsef SZTANCSUJ™”

The rescue surveys carried out in 2015 at Ernei-Koles-kert resulted in the discovery and unearthing of a
large archaeological site, inhabited over several millennia, from the Neolithic to the Migration Period. The
traces of the Neolithic settlement, consisting of shallow pits and stone and pottery platforms were found in
the southern part of the site, on the first terrace of Mures River. The finds comprise mainly pottery fragments
and it can be assigned entirely to the Early Neolithic Cris culture, most probably to its III' or IV* phase.

Keywords: settlement, Early Neolithic, Cris Culture, rescue excavations
Cuvinte cheie: asezare, neoltic timpuriu, cultura Cris, sapdturi preventive

Site 7 from Ernei-Koles-kert was investigated
in 2015, on the occasion of the archaeologi-
cal rescue surveys of the Targu Mures bypass
(Corunca-Ernei). The site is located south of
Ernei (Hungarian Nagyernye), on the left bank
of the Mures River, at approximately 3 km east
from the present watercourse, on the first terrace
of the river, respectively on the right bank of the
Trebici/Terebics-Creek, a tributary of the Mures
River (Pl 1/2-3). The 335-337 m high plateau
has gentle slopes towards south and good visibil-
ity on the Mures valley. In the vast area of nearly
3 hectares archaeological remains of several ages
came to light, from the Neolithic until the Migra-
tion Period. A number of 9 graves belonging to
the Late Bronze Age Noua culture were discov-
ered, as well as a Middle Bronze Age feature
(Wietenberg culture), settlement remains of the
Early Iron Age Gava culture. Further sporadic
finds dated from the Roman Age and a cemetery

from the Migration Period AD 5-6™ century
with 72 graves was also unearthed.’

Compared with the discoveries from later
periods, the Neolithic finds were much poorer.
The traces of the Neolithic settlement consisted
especially of pottery and stone platforms and
some deepened features (Pl. I/1). They were
found only in the southern part of the site, on
the gentle slope of the terrace from the right
bank of the creek. The habitation from this part
of the plateau was not intense, the archaeologi-
cal features are few and dispersed (Pl I). The
pits (Cx. 6; CX. 9; Cx. 18) were round or oval,
with a diameter of 0.50-0.90 m, and a depth of
0.15-0.60 m from level of the sterile, yellow clay
(PL. II/1-4). Their fill consisted of dark brown
and greyish-black soil with traces of charcoal
and small adobe fragments. In one of the oval
pits having a diameter of approximately 1 m (Cx.
36 partially damaged by the mechanical scaling)

" Sandor BERECKI. Mures County Museum, Targu Mures, RO, sberecki@yahoo.com
“Sandor Jozsef SzTANcsuy. Székely National Museum, Sfantu Gheorghe, RO, sztancsuj@gmail.com

! For further details see BERECKI ET AL. 2016.
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animal bones were discovered grouped in the
south-eastern part of the pit (Pl. II/4). On the
western side the feature was slightly deeper; from
this part only several stones were recovered.

One of the Neolithic pottery and stone
platforms (Cx. 3) had an irregular shape of
approximately 3.70 x 2.40 m. From this surface
together with more than 120 potshards a frag-
mentary chipped flint tool was found (PL. II/5).
For the surroundings of the platform further
potsherds were recovered. The feature was close
to the surface and it was damaged by plough and
erosion, for this reason the margins of the feature
could not be clearly delimited. Another pottery
agglomeration (Cx. 4) with the dimensions of
1.90 x 2.10 m also had an irregular shape and
it was found north-east from the earlier one (Pl.
11/6).

The oval-shaped feature Cx. 25 was 3 x 2.30
m. The pit with greyish-black fill was deepened
13-22 cm into the sterile layer of yellow clay
and gravel (Pl III). Outside the pit, around the
feature several irregularly dispersed, approxi-
mately 0.25 m deep post-holes were observed.
In the fill of the feature several potsherds, adobe
and a few stones were found.

Neolithic pottery fragments were also found
in secondary position in later features, like
Roman period pits Cx. 1, Cx. 2 and Cx. 11 (PL
1/1). Other fragments — sometimes in great
number, like in the case of Cx. 28 - were found
in the afferent stratum.

The nature of the archaeological features, their
relative location, and the fact that no traces of
dwellings have been discovered in original posi-
tion suggests that the excavation only affected
the edge of the Neolithic settlement. The inves-
tigated features are probably the traces of some
household complexes. The rest of the settlement
was probably lying somewhat westward, on the
lower terrace of the Mures River, but its exact
location was not accurately determined because
of the built-in area or the density of the plant
cover. The scattered pottery found in secondary
position proves that the human activity of later
(especially modern) ages probably destroyed
some parts of the site. The vast majority of finds
recovered from the Neolithic site are generally
small pottery fragments (Pl. IV-VI) and some

tiny pieces of wattle and daub. A single frag-
ment of a flint blade came to light from Cx. 3.
The pottery can be assigned entirely to the Early
Neolithic Cris culture.

In general, most part of the material is rather
poor. The fragmentation of the pottery is very
high and there are no intact or reconstructed
vessels, therefore it is difficult to accurately
determine the shapes of the vessels. The ratio
of the decorated and unornamented pottery
is 6.15 % vs. 93.85 %. In terms of the techni-
cal characteristics of the pottery, it is generally
of medium quality. The hand-formed vessels
were predominantly manufactured from well-
washed clay, tempered with chaff and, in much
less frequent cases, with sand or waster. Pit kiln
firing on low- or medium level resulted usually
in light red, maroon or light brown vessels with
dark (grey or black) cores. The most common
pottery forms are the globular vessels with wide
shoulders, short cylindrical neck, outcurving
rim (PL IV/5; VI/1, 2) and large, barrel shaped
pots with slightly inverted rim (PL. IV/9; V1/6,
7). Several thickened bases belong also to these
types of vessels (PL. IV/8; V/8). Storage jars of
different forms are represented by several large,
thick walled pottery fragments (PL. IV/2, 3; V/7;
V1/9). Other typical forms are conical (Pl. V/9)
or biconical (PL. IV/1) bowls, although they
occur rarely. The carinated vessel with slightly
profiled rim from Cx. 2 (Pl IV/1) is a typical
form for the Cris culture.

The pottery from the site is also poorly deco-
rated, ornaments consist especially of simple,
oval-shaped knobs (Pl. IV/5), barbotine-like,
finger-impressed knobs (Pl. V/2, 5), double
knobs (PL. IV/6), finger-impressed ribs (Pl. V/9),
nail impressions (Pl. V1/4, 5), finger impressions
(PL. V/1; IV/5), or pinched decoration (Pl. V/3,
9; VI/9). Sometimes the applied ornaments are
combined with impressed decoration. A globular
vessel is decorated with finger impressions on the
upper side of the rim and an oval-shaped knob
on the neck (Pl. IV/5) while a conical bowl is
ornamented with pinched motifs and a finger-
impressed rib (P1. V/9). Applied barbotine is also
present in a small proportion (Pl. V/7; V1/8). No
traces of painted ceramics could be documented
from this site.
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Most of the vessels described above, as well
as their decorative procedures and motifs are
common forms in the contemporary settlements
of the Staré¢evo-Cris-Koros cultural complex,
in the territory of the Carpathian Basin and
its neighbouring regions as well. As analogies
we can mention the globular vessels and stor-
age pots discovered in the Kords-sites in East-
ern Hungary: Ecsegfalva-Site 23,> Endr6d-Site
3/119,> Hoédmezdvasarhely-Kotacpart-Vata-
tanya,* Szarvas-Site 8/23,° etc. and Western
Romania at Dudestii Vechi.® Similar Cris settle-
ments can be mentioned in Transylvania from
Gura Baciului,” Let-Virhegy,® Moresti-Podei,’
Ocna Sibiului-Triguri,'® Orastie-Dealul Pemi-
lor,'* Seusa—La Cararea Morii,'* Turia-Sil6k;"
in Banat at Cuina Turcului III'* or in Moldova
at Trestiana," Valea Lupului,'® etc. Their spread-
ing usually is not related to a certain chrono-
logical or evolution phase. Conical bowls are
also characteristic forms in all stages of the
culture (see for example Ecsegfalva-Site 23,"
Hoédmezdvasarhely-Kotacpart-Vata-tanya,'
Moresti-Podei,"” Ocna Sibiului-Triguri,*

> Oross 2007, fig. 27.2; 21; 23.

> MAKKAY-STARNINI 2008, fig. 311-314.

* KuTzI1AN 1944, pl. XX1/3-5; XXI1/2, 3; XXIX/6, 7.
> MAKKAY-STARNINT 2001, fig. 46; 61; 67/1; 69/1.

¢ KuTzIAN 1944, pl. XX1/1, 2.

7 CruTA 2005, pl. LX/1-4.

8 ZAHARIA 1962, fig. 14/19, 20; 15/6-8.

® LaZAR 1995, pl. XLVIII/2, 9, 12, 13.

10 CruTA 2005, pl. XXXI1/7; XXXII1/1; XXX VII/1-5.
" Luca-PINTER 2001, Taf. 3/5-7; 5/3, 6/1, 2.

2 C1uTA 2005, pl. LXXV/5-12.

B Cruta 1997, pl. XL

1 Lazarovict 1979, pl. VII/B-5.

1> Popusor 2005, fig. 83-84; 96, 98, 108-111, 115.

!¢ MARINESCU-BiLcu 1993, pl. 3/5.

17 Oross 2007, fig. 27.12/1, 3.

18 KUTZIAN 1944, pl. XX1/4.

¥ LAzAR 1995, pl. XLVIII/3, 6.

2 CruTA 2005, pl. XXXIV/2, 3.

Ostrovu Golu II-IIL.*' Due to their general
spread, these forms do not have a more accurate
dating value. Byconical and carinated vessels are
an exception, since they are more typical for the
younger stages.” The biconical bowl with slightly
profiled rim (Pl IV/1) has analogies especially
in settlements like Let— Virhegy,” Orastie-Dealul
Pemilor,* Trestiana,” etc. assigned to stages III-
IV of the Starc¢evo-Cris culture from the Eastern
Carpathian region.

Finally, a special find, a fragment of a
so-called altar or clay lamp can be mentioned.
The fragment has a shallow bowl shaped upper
part and remains of two cylindrical, truncated
feet. The vessel was modelled briefly from thick
paste tempered with sand and waster. This arte-
fact is also a leading form, with several vari-
ants, in the Starc¢evo-Cris-Koros complex,*
although larger versions similar to the vari-
ant from Ernei are not too common. Parallels
can be mentioned from Endréd-Site 3/39% or
Imeni.”®

According to the most widespread chro-
nology of Gh. Lazarovici* which is based on

2 LazAroVICI 1979, pl. VII/A-2-4, 10-15; VIII/A-1, 2, 5, 8-10.

22 LAZAROVICI 1993, 245.

» ZAHARIA 1962, fig. 5/15; 6/8-14.

2 LucA-PINTER 2001, Taf. 4/6.

» Popusor 2005, fig. 59/1-3, 5; 68/2; 98a/3, 8; 98b/1-5.
26 Oross 2007, 509.

7 MAKKAY-STARNINI 2008, fig. 89/1; 90/1.

8 Unpublished find in the collection of the Székely National Museum.

2 LAZAROVICI 1969; 1977; 1979.
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VL. Miloj¢i¢’s system,* the development of the
Staréevo-Cris culture in Romania is divided into
four phases, each of them having further sub-
phases.’® While the initial stages (Star¢evo-Cris
I and II) are present mainly in the western part of
Romania (especially in Banat, Oltenia and West-
ern-Transylvania), starting with the III* stage
the culture expanded to the Eastern Carpathian
region as well. This expansion is linked to the
appearance of the early Vinca culture, the effect
of which can be demonstrated also on the
archaeological heritage of the Staréevo-Cris
communities.** Late Starcevo—Cris settlements,
dated to phases III and IV, appeared along the
upper course of Mures and Olt rivers (Eastern
and North-Eastern Transylvania) as well as in
Moldova, on the outer side of Eastern Carpathi-
ans.” In terms of the absolute chronology, sub-
phase IIIB is set between 5800-5500 BC, while
the entire length of the late IV phase is estimated
to cca. 5500-5100 BC.** Most likely the small
settlement of Ernei-Koles-kert could be estab-
lished during these latter stages of development.
Because of the small amount and often sporadic

nature of the material, as well as the lack of more
precise dating the site cannot be accurately dated.
Probably this settlement dates from the end of
the III" phase or the beginning of the IV phase
of the Cris culture. This dating is suggested by
the biconical and carinated forms, the frequency
of nail impressed and pinched decoration and the
presence of sand in the clay used as tempering
material. In the narrower geographic area most of
the known settlements date from the same period.
From the Upper Mures region several -
unfortunately usually only broadly investigated
and published - Cris sites contemporaneous
with the Ernei-Koles-kert settlement are known,
like the ones from Batos-Gledinel, Cipau-
Dalma,* lernut-Bidescutul Mare,”” Moresti—
Podei*® or Targu Mures-Fortress.”® According to
the available data, these sites date from the late
phases of the Cris culture. Thus, despite the low
number and poor character of the finds, the Early
Neolithic site from Ernei-Koles-kert brings new
relevant data regarding both the geomorphology
and the character of the settlements from this
period on the upper course of the Mures River.
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Plate III. Ernei—Koles-kert. Feature with Neolithic finds (Cx. 25).
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Plate IV. Ernei—Koles-kert. Neolithic pottery from features Cx. 2 (1, 2) and Cx. 3 (3-9).
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Plate V. Ernei-Koles-kert. Neolithic pottery from features Cx. 3 (1-3) and Cx. 4 (4-9).
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Plate VI. Ernei-Koles-kert. Neolithic pottery from features Cx. 4 (1, 2), Cx. 6 (3), Cx. 28 (4, 5)
and stray finds from the site (6-9).
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