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Weapons and weapon depositions in the  
late row-grave cemeteries in Transylvania

Alpár Dobos
Institute of Archaeology and Art History, Cluj-Napoca
alpardobos@yahoo.com

Abstract. The late row-grave cemeteries from Transylvania, also known in the archaeological literature 
as Band-Vereșmort group, form a particular group within the archaeological material of the Early Avar 
Period. Generally, they were connected to the late Gepidic communities living under Avar rule. The present 
paper is an attempt to analyse the weapon burials discovered in the cemeteries in discussion. The basis 
of this examination is represented by a typological survey intended to outline the main chronological and 
functional characteristics of the different weapon categories. On the grounds of the weapon combinations 
correlated with the associated grave-goods regional differences are also detected.

Keywords: Transylvania, Early Avar Period, weapons, row-grave cemeteries, cultural traditions

Introduction

One of the central topics of the research dealing with the archaeology of the Avar Period 
is the identification of the different ethnic communities which lived inside the Avar 
Khaganate and are mentioned in the literary sources. Among these a significant role is 

played by the Gepids which during the second half of the 5th century and the first and second third 
of the 6th century lived in the eastern part of the Carpathian Basin. After the Avar conquest in 568, 
part of the Gepids continued to live inside the Avar Khaganate. They are mentioned several times by 
the Byzantine and western sources1; however, a closer localization based on these narratives is not 
possible. Therefore, in order to isolate the Avar Age Gepidic communities, the scholars combined the 
historical sources with the archaeological ones2.

In the debate related to the aforementioned problem, Transylvania played an important role due 
to the fact that it was an organic part of the Gepidic Kingdom and, at the same time, several finds 
belonging to the Early Avar Period can be connected to the material culture ascribed to Germanic 
communities. In this context the so-called row-grave cemeteries received a special attention. The 
row-grave cemeteries, characterized by the alignment of the graves in more or less regular rows, 
inhumation rite, approximately west–east orientation of the graves and deposition of grave-goods, 
appeared in Transylvania around the end of the 5th century. During the time of existence of this type 
of necropolises, the Transylvanian Basin represented the eastern periphery of the Merovingian cul-
tural milieu.

Regarding the Transylvanian row-grave cemeteries two main theories can be distinguished in 
the archaeological literature3. The first one is strongly connected to Kurt Horedt who elaborated the 
first chronological system of the cemeteries in question. According to him the cemeteries belonging 

1 For the written sources about the late Gepids see Kiss 1992, 37–38; recently with a more critical attitude Kiss 2011a, 
16–19.
2 E.g. Kiss 1992; Kiss 1996; Stadler 2008; Stadler 2010.
3 For a more detailed picture of the archaeological situation regarding the 6th–7th centuries in Transylvania see Harhoiu 
1999–2001; Harhoiu 2001. For a detailed history of research regarding the row-grave cemeteries from Transylvania see 
Dobos 2011.
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to the first and second thirds of the 6th century, i.e. to the Gepidic Period (group III or group 
Morești) can be assigned to the Gepidic communities, while the latest group (group IV or group 
Band-Vereșmort) can be dated exclusively in the 7th century and has no relation with the former 
one. In his view the Band-Vereșmort group can be interpreted as ‘late Germanic’, but not Gepidic4. 
Later, Horedt’s results were doubted by István Bóna, who pointed out that the earliest phase of 
the late group of the Transylvanian row-grave cemeteries can be traced back in the last third of 
the 6th century, if not earlier. Bóna insisted on the similarities between Horedt’s groups III and IV 
and stressed on the idea of a Gepidic continuity. In the same time, he ascribed the horse burials 
situated on the edges of the cemetery from Band to the Avars5. The idea of the Gepidic continuity 
was developed further by Attila Kiss who, based on both cemeteries from Kölked-Feketekapu, pre-
sumed that the necropolises with Germanic characteristics from the eastern part of Transdanubia, 
which represent the closest analogies for the Transylvanian late row-grave cemeteries, can be con-
nected to Gepidic communities colonized in the region by the Avars6. The results of Bóna and Kiss 
were overtaken by Radu Harhoiu who admitted that the early phase of the Band-Vereșmort group 
can be placed as early as the 6th century7 and argued for an exclusively Gepidic interpretation. In 
his view not only the burials with Germanic characteristics can be assigned to the Gepids, but also 
the horse burials interpreted earlier as Avar or nomadic elements. Harhoiu believed that these 
represent the sign of an acculturation process, in the course of which the Gepids overtook the Avar 
burial customs8.

In the present paper the weapon burials discovered in the Band-Vereșmort group will be ana-
lyzed mainly based on the published material. In the research the following find-spots were included 
(Fig. 1):

1. Band (H: Mezőbánd, G: Bandorf, Mureș County)
The cemetery was researched during two campaigns in 1906–1907. The excavations were coor-

dinated by István Kovács who unearthed 186 archaeological features. Out of these, 176 belonged to 
the row-grave cemetery; all of them were disturbed. The results were published exhaustively in 19139.

2. Bistrița (H: Beszterce, G: Bistritz, Bistrița-Năsăud County) 
The cemetery was partially researched during a rescue excavation led by Corneliu Gaiu and M. 

George Marinescu in 1979. Altogether 60 graves were discovered, the majority of them were dis-
turbed. The necropolis was published in 199210.

3. Bratei – cemetery 3 (H: Baráthely, G: Pretai, Sibiu County)
Bratei is one of the most complex archaeological sites in Transylvania during the Migration Period 

and the Early Middle Ages. In the area of the village an isolated grave, several small grave-groups, 
three cemeteries, and three settlements belonging to different chronological intervals of the Migration 
and the Early Medieval Period were identified11. The excavations in the cemetery no. 3 were carried 
out between 1964 and 1969 by Ion Nestor with the assistance of Ligia Bârzu and Eugenia Zaharia. 
The necropolis was partially damaged by the extraction works in the sand pit situated in the area, 
destroying approx. 100 burials12. Other graves were disturbed by the construction of the railway and 
the road during the 19th century13. The field research identified 294 graves which, with two exceptions, 
belonged to a row-grave cemetery. The majority of the burials were disturbed soon after the burial 
took place.

4 Horedt 1958, 100–103; Horedt 1977, 261–263; Horedt 1986, 29–36. His results were partially overtaken by Bakó 1960; 
Bakó 1962.
5 Bóna 1979, 40–46. The late Gepidic interpretation was not a new idea; in fact, the same ethnic explanation was already 
given at the beginning of the 20th century by I. Kovács for the cemeteries from Band and Târgu Mureș: Kovács 1913, 387–388; 
Kovács 1915, 295–296, respectively by M. Roska for the necropolis from Unirea-Vereșmort: Roska 1934, 130, note 3.
6 Kiss 1992, 63; Kiss 1996, 305; Kiss 1999/2000. 
7 Harhoiu 1999–2001, 127–130; Harhoiu 2001, 144–145.
8 Harhoiu 1999–2001, 145; Harhoiu 2004–2005, 292; Harhoiu 2010a, 156–157; Harhoiu 2010b, 236. For a critique with a 
more complex and nuanced theoretical model see Gáll 2014.
9 Kovács 1913.
10 Gaiu 1992.
11 For the general situation see Bârzu/Harhoiu 2008, 513, Abb. 2; Zaharia 2010, 7–11, Abb. 1.
12 Bârzu/Harhoiu 2008, 513; Zaharia 2010, 7.
13 Nestor/Zaharia 1973, 198.
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The excavation has not been made public for a long period of time14, more precisely until 2010 
when the monograph of the cemetery signed by Ligia Bârzu in collaboration with Radu Harhoiu was 
published15.

4. Fântânele (H: Szászújős, G: Neuösch, Bistrița-Năsăud County) – Dâmbul Popii
The cemetery from Fântânele was researched between 1975 and 1976 by the research team led 

by Ion Horaţiu Crișan assisted by Tudor Soroceanu and Florin Medeleţ. A cemetery belonging to the 
Late Iron Age and graves dated in the Early Iron Age, respectively in the Migration Period (5th cen-
tury) were discovered in the same place. The row-grave cemetery was partially excavated (57 graves). 
The graves were disturbed without exception. The results were published only a few decades later16. 

Fig. 1. Geographical distribution of the late row-grave cemeteries in Transylvania: 1. Archiud, 2. Band, 3. Bistriţa, 4. 
Bratei, 5. Fântânele, 6. Galaţii Bistriţei, 7. Luna, 8. Noșlac, 9. Târgu Mureș, 10. Unirea-Vereșmort, 11. Valea Largă.

5. Galații Bistriței (H: Galac, G: Heresdorf, Bistrița-Năsăud County) – La Hrube
The archaeological site from Galaţii Bistriţei was excavated between 1973 and 1979 under the 

supervision of Vlad Zirra and Radu Harhoiu. Beside several Bronze Age and Late Iron Age burials, 38 
graves belonging to a row-grave cemetery were unearthed. The first results appeared in the form of a 
preliminary report17, later the necropolis was exhaustively published18.

6. Noșlac (H: Marosnagylak, G: Grosshaus, Alba County)
The systematic excavations at Noșlac began in 1960 and were coordinated by Mircea Rusu. Until 

1962 a total number of 124 graves were identified; out of these 114 can be included in the early 
14 It was known only from a very short preliminary archaeological report: Nestor/Zaharia 1973, 198–199. In 2008 a more 
comprehensive study including the general characteristics of the cemetery was published: Bârzu/Harhoiu 2008.
15 Bârzu 2010.
16 Dobos/Opreanu 2012.
17 Harhoiu 1979.
18 Harhoiu 2008.
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medieval cemetery (the others are prehistoric burials). Most of the burials are disturbed. The cem-
etery has never been published exhaustively, it is known only from two more detailed archaeological 
reports19. The analysis presented below is based on the original documentation (written and drawn 
record) of the excavation, as well as on the artefacts which could be identified in the deposit of one of 
the institutions which stored material from Noșlac in their collections. The excavations took place in 
two different areas of the cemetery: in north-west and in south-east. It seems that the north-western 
part represents one of the edges of the necropolis. Between the two mentioned areas only two con-
trol trenches were excavated in which further graves were discovered. According to the leader of the 
excavations, around 1000 graves could have remained unidentified20. It has to be mentioned that the 
cemetery is partially situated under the actual village which indicates that a considerable quantity of 
graves could have been destroyed by the construction works.

7. Târgu Mureș (H: Marosvásárhely, G: Neumarkt, Mureș County)
The cemetery at Târgu Mureș was identified during the construction works on the former Mikszáth 

Kálmán Street. The field research was carried out in 1909–1910 by István Kovács resulting in the ex-
cavation of 14 graves. Out of these, six can be dated in the Early Avar Age, the others belong to the 
Early Migration Period. The results were published in 191521.

8. Unirea-Vereșmort (H: Marosveresmart, G: Rothberg, Alba County)
The cemetery was accidentally identified in 1914. In the same year archaeological excavations 

were carried out under the supervision of Márton Roska who unearthed 17 graves. The partially ex-
cavated cemetery was published two decades later22. Recently, in the vicinity of the graves researched 
by Roska, a richly furnished grave with horse bones dated in the Early Avar Period was discovered. 
The exact relation between the two find-spots is not clear, but it seems possible that they were part 
of the same cemetery23.

The analysis does not include the partially excavated graveyard from Valea Largă24, because it did 
not contain any weapons, respectively the cemeteries from Archiud-Hânsuri25 and Luna26 which are 
not published yet.

Theoretical and methodological aspects
The most important moments of the theoretical debate related to the social significance and the 

possibilities of interpretation of the early medieval weapon burials have already been underlined by 
the author of the present paper on the occasion of the analysis of the weapon burials discovered in the 
cemetery 3 at Bratei27. Taking into consideration that the conceptions in question offer a theoretical 
and methodological frame for the analysis of the weapon burials of the late row-grave cemeteries from 
Transylvania, a concise reiteration of the main ideas is necessary.

The analysis of the weapon burials has been one of the central topics of debate related to the early 
medieval funerary archaeology28. Basically, the scholars have focused on one main question: what 
kind of social status can be assigned to those members of the community who were buried with weap-
ons? Decisive in this respect is whether one accepts that the weapon combinations discovered in the 
graves reflect the real armament and, consequently, the original social status of the buried persons, or 
not. According to several scholars who admitted that the weapons and weapon combinations identi-
fied in the graves reflect the original equipment of the deceased, the data obtained from the weapon 
burials in correlation with the written sources can indicate directly the social and legal status29. Heiko 

19 Rusu 1962; Rusu 1964.
20 Rusu 1962, 288; Rusu 1964, 40.
21 Kovács 1915.
22 Roska 1934.
23 Rustoiu/Ciută 2008.
24 Hica 1974.
25 Gaiu 1999, 80–81.
26 Roman et alii 2014.
27 Dobos 2015 (in press).
28 For a general history of research see e.g. Härke 1992, 21–42; Csiky 2011, 11–14.
29 In this context, the sword (frequently combined with seax) was generally considered a sign of the free warriors, the spear 
and the bow the equipment of the half-free, while the graves without weapons were interpreted as burials of the unfree or 
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Steuer was the first who doubted this view and stated that grave-goods represent mainly the finan-
cial power of the deceased, but the social status is reflected only in some cases and indirectly, while 
the legal status cannot be deduced at all30. In the same time he drew attention to the importance of 
the regional differences among the Merovingian Age weapon burials31. The idea that grave-goods re-
flect, first of all, economical power and not necessarily the social or legal status was emphasized by 
Rainer Christlein who established three quality groups for the Merovingian Age graves from West- 
and South-Germany32. In the case of the cemetery from Marktoberdorf, the lack of lavish grave-goods 
included in category C was explained by Christlein with the poor economical power of the people who 
used the necropolis33. Still, none of the abovementioned theories questioned the basic idea that the 
weapons discovered in the grave represent the original armament of the deceased. A further step in 
this respect was taken by Frank Siegmund who admitted that the weapons deposited in the grave were 
not necessarily used by the deceased during his lifetime and, therefore, these are not relevant if one 
wants to reconstruct the armament of that individual. On the other hand, he argued that the weapon 
combinations established on the basis of the burials are representative for the community in general34 
and, consequently, different fighting methods can be reconstructed. Based on the geographical distri-
bution of the different weapon types, as well as on the way these were combined within the graves, 
Siegmund identified several regional models which in his opinion bear also an ethnic significance35. 
Similarly, Robert Reiß distinguished two main models of weapon combinations which, in his opinion, 
represent different fighting techniques (close-combat and distant-combat)36.

New results were achieved through the analysis of the Anglo-Saxon weapon burials carried out 
by Heinrich Härke who noticed that several undisturbed graves contain only one weapon (in many 
cases a shield) and the deposited weapon types do not form a functional assemblage which could 
have been used by a warrior during his lifetime37. An important step taken by Härke was the corre-
lation of the archaeological results with the anthropological data. On these grounds he managed to 
point out that several individuals buried with weapons were unable to participate in a real fight in 
their lifetime due to their physical condition (sickness, too young age etc.). Therefore, he assigned a 
symbolic value for the weapons which in his view had an ethnic and mythical meaning representing, 
as a potential symbol of power and violence, a kind of propaganda for the legitimacy of the existing 
social system38.

It was already noticed for a long time that certain categories of weapons (mainly arrows and 
spears) occur in the burials of younger persons, while others (first of all the spathae) can be found 
only in the adult burials39. This general observation was confirmed by several studies involving both 
archaeological and anthropological analysis which pointed out that the representation of gender and 
age had a significant role in the early medieval burial rite40.

Another central issue of the scientific debate is related to the possibilities of the ethnic inter-
pretation. In the case of the early medieval cemeteries, the dress and the weaponry had a significant 
role from this point of view. Regarding the Carpathian Basin during the Early Avar Age, the most 
well-known attempt in this regard is the theory of Attila Kiss. He analyzed several artefact categories 
which were already in use during the Gepidic Period in the Tisza-region and Transylvania, respec-
tively which cluster mainly in Transdanubia and Transylvania during the Early Avar Age, and pre-
sumed that the cemeteries furnished with such items can be connected to the Gepids living under 
Avar rule41. Among the weapons, he used in his argumentation the spathae, the shield-bosses and 

servants, see e.g. Veeck 1926, 158–159; Alcock 1981, 176.
30 Steuer 1968, 30.
31 Steuer 1970, 353; Steuer 1982, 314.
32 Christlein 1973 (1975).
33 Christlein 1973 (1975), 147.
34 Siegmund 2000, 296–300.
35 Siegmund 2000, 174–213.
36 Reiß 2007, 223–230.
37 Härke 1992, 113–121; Härke 1997, 119–120.
38 Härke 1997, 120–124.
39 See e.g. Veeck 1926, 158; Steuer 1982, 313–314.
40 See e.g Härke 1992, 182–190; Stoodley 1999; Barbiera 2005; Brather 2005, 162–167.
41 Kiss 1992.



62 A l p á r  D o b o s

the barded arrowheads42. Of course, the theory was severely criticized, mainly because of the applied 
‘artefact types = ethnic groups’ methodological concept43. However, even if simplified, Kiss managed 
to point out the existence of a series of artefacts which can be considered ‘foreign’ or different in 
comparison with the rest of the Early Avar Age archaeological material from the Carpathian Basin. 
On the other hand, taking into consideration the numerous contemporary analogies from Western- 
and Central-Europe, it has to be mentioned that not all the artefact categories listed by Kiss have 
exclusively Gepidic Age roots, but they can rather be integrated in a larger cultural milieu, that of the 
‘Merovingian’ material culture. 

A further step in the investigation of the problem was taken with the analysis of the different 
grave-good associations, both in the female and male graves, in correlation with the burial customs. 
Concerning the men, emphasis was mainly placed on the weapon combinations44, the items of the 
personal ornament, and the harness. This approach led to the isolation of the assemblages with 
‘Merovingian’ or ‘Germanic’ traditions45. Typical weapons of the male assemblages are the spatha 
(often with pyramidal strap retainers or other mounts of western origin on the spatha-belt), the 
seax, different types of spears (mainly with leaf-shaped blade), and the shields with iron boss. These 
weapons are, generally, combined with Merovingian type belt-sets (mainly the so-called three-part 
belt-sets) or buckles (with shield tongue). The main distribution area of such assemblages can be 
placed in the eastern part of Transdanubia, in Transylvania, and, in significantly less extent, in the 
Tisza-region46.

The identification of the archaeological material belonging to the first two generations of the 
Avar conquerors has been the subject of a long debate in the archaeological literature47. The most 
characteristic weapons of the early Avars are considered the composite bow with big three-edged 
arrowheads, the spears with reed-leaf-shaped blade, and the long single-edged swords with straight 
blade, frequently provided with P-shaped suspension loops. Connected to the warrior graves, the 
apple-shaped stirrups with rectangular loop, the pressed belt-sets and harness mounts, as well as the 
horse burials can also be mentioned48.

Without assigning a clear ethnical meaning to them, it can be sustained that the two mentioned 
male assemblage types identified in the Early Avar Age have different roots and, therefore, repre-
sent separate cultural traditions. The former is strongly connected to the contemporary Merovingian 
row-grave cemeteries (of course with several particular elements), while the latter appeared in the 
Carpathian Basin after the Avar conquest.

In what follows it will be examined to what extent the two models presented above, namely the 
weapon graves of ‘Merovingian tradition’ and the ones of ‘Avar tradition’49 can be identified in the late 
row-grave cemeteries from Transylvania, respectively what kind of relation can be detected between 
them.

Typology
In order to carry out an analysis of the weapon burials, a typological review of the different 

weapon categories is necessary. The typology presented below is not a thorough examination, but 
rather outlines the main characteristics which are relevant from a chronological and functional point 
of view.

42 Kiss 1992, 51–52; Kiss 1996, 228–232, 235–236, 238–239.
43 See e.g. Bálint 1993, 243; Bálint 1995, 310–311; Kiss 2011a.
44 The analysis of the weapon combinations was also used by Frank Siegmund in order to define his regional models which 
in his view have ethnic relevance: Siegmund 2000, 174–213. For a critique of his results see e.g. Brather 2000, 168–170; 
Brather 2002, 152–153.
45 For a synthesis-like presentation of the problem and the characteristics of the male and female assemblages see Vida 
2008, 18–29 (with further bibliography).
46 Vida 2008, 19–24.
47 See e.g. Kovrig 1955a; Kovrig 1955b; Garam 1990; Bálint 1993; Bálint 2010.
48 See e.g. Bálint 1989, 152–156; Garam 1990; Daim 2003, 465–468.
49 The terms ‘Merovingian’ and ‘Avar’ refer to theoretical models and, therefore, do not denote necessarily an ethnic inter-
pretation, but are rather conventional terms in order to determine the cultural traditions of the two groups.
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Swords
Altogether 15 swords were discovered coming from three different cemeteries (seven from 

Noșlac50, five from Bratei – cemetery 3 (Fig.  2/1–6)51, and three from Unirea-Vereșmort52). Except 
the one from Noșlac, grave 11, all of them are double-edged swords with straight blade, i.e. spathae. 
They represent the main sword type of the Merovingian cemeteries in Western and Central Europe53, 
including the pre-Avar Age Carpathian Basin. Spathae are relatively frequent in the Avar Period as 
well; however, their chronological and geographical distribution is disproportioned: the type is known 
exclusively from the Early Avar Period, preponderantly from its first part, later being replaced by the 
category of the one-edged swords54. It clusters mainly on the territory of Eastern Transdanubia and 
Transylvania, respectively – in a much less extent – in the Tisza-region55. The relatively high number 
of the double-edged swords at the beginning of the Avar Period was explained by László Simon as an 

Fig. 2. Bratei – cemetery 3: 1–5. Double-edged swords: 1. grave 58; 2. grave 77; 3. grave 214; 4. grave 218; 
5. grave 185; 6. Scabbard chape from grave 185; 7. Short seax from grave 218. After Bârzu 2010.

50 Graves 6, 11, 17, 21, 43, 49, 89.
51 Graves 58, 77, 185, 214, 218.
52 Graves 5, 13, 16.
53 For a general overview see Menghin 1983.
54 Csiky 2011–2012 (2013), 81–82.
55 Kiss 1992, 62, Liste 1, Karte 1; Csiky 2009, 109–111.
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adaptation of the Avar fighting techniques to the weapon types used by their enemies, in this case by 
the Germanic people and the Byzantines56. Another interpretation was given by Attila Kiss: on the 
grounds of the numerous spathae known from the Gepidic Age and the distribution pattern of the 
ones dated in the Early Avar Period he considered them an ethnic marker of the late Gepids living on 
the territory of the Avar Khaganate57. 

With few exceptions, the spathae discovered in the late row-grave cemeteries from Transylvania 
represent simple variants without any decoration or accessory which could indicate a closer dating. 
In grave 185 from the cemetery 3 at Bratei a fragmentary scabbard mouth and a scabbard chape 
(Fig. 2/5–6) similar to the ones of Bülach-Valsgärde type were preserved, which indicates a dating to 
the end of the 6th – first half of the 7th century58. Two spathae are provided with a pommel. The one 
from Bratei – cemetery 3, grave 58 with a small oval pommel (Fig. 2/1) can be dated, based on analo-
gies, to the last third of the 6th – beginning of the 7th century59. The spatha from Unirea-Vereșmort, 
grave 5 has a wide, flat pommel. The graves 15 and 44 containing similar pieces from Pleidelsheim 
were included in the 5th phase of the chronology established for Southern Germany (SD-Phase 5: ap-
prox. 530–550)60. On the blade of the spathae from grave 13 from Unirea-Vereșmort and from graves 
6 and 89 from Noșlac bronze pyramidal mounts were discovered61. These belonged to the sword belt 
and are dated in the late phase of group D and in group E according to Wilfried Menghin’s chronology 
(end of the 6th – first half of the 7th century)62. It is worth mentioning that four other disturbed graves 
contained such mounts63, but without a sword. In these cases it can be presumed that the spathae 
were taken out in the moment when the graves were reopened.

For the sword from Noșlac, grave 89 a closer dating is offered, beside the already mentioned py-
ramidal mount, by the two pyramid-shaped strap crossings belonging to the harness which are dated 
in the period between the last third of the 6th century and beginning of the next one64. The sword 
discovered in grave 17 from Noșlac was associated with a three-part belt-set (Fig. 10) which can be 
dated in the late 6th – early 7th century65. A similar chronological framing can be accepted for the spa-
tha discovered in grave 13 at Unirea-Vereșmort, dated by two iron mounts decorated with silver wire 
inlay66. Out of the five spathae from Bratei, the associated grave-goods allow a closer dating only for 
grave 218 which contained a fragmentary Byzantine buckle of Pápa or Salona-Histria type (Fig. 11/7) 
belonging to the end of the 6th – beginning of the 7th century67.

In grave 11 from Noșlac a fragmentary single-edged sword with straight blade was discovered. 
This sword type was in use with varied intensity throughout the whole Avar Period68. The associated 
grave-goods and the horse burial (grave 12) identified next to it (Fig. 7) suggest a dating of grave 11 
rather in the Middle or Late Avar Period (see below).

Seaxes
The exact number of the seaxes cannot be established with certainty due to missing data and the 

fragmentary state of preservation of the material. Another problem is represented by the fact that it 
is difficult to distinguish clearly the category of the seaxes from that of the knives. In this respect the 

56 Simon 1991, 282.
57 Kiss 1992, 51; Kiss 1996, 230. The spathae discovered in the cemetery from Tiszafüred were connected with Germanic/
Gepidic swords, too: Garam 1995, 345.
58 Bârzu 2010, 122; Dobos 2015 (in press); for the type see Menghin 1983, 350, Karte 17.
59 Dobos 2015 (in press). 
60 Koch 2001, 274–276, 282. A spatha with similar pommel is known from grave 84 of the Langobard Age cemetery from 
Szentendre-Pannoniatelep: Bóna/Horváth 2009, Taf. 56/84.2, Taf. 158/5.
61 In grave 13 from Unirea-Vereșmort and grave 89 from Noșlac one piece each, in grave 6 from Noșlac two pieces.
62 Menghin 1983, 150–151; for a similar dating for the pyramidal mounts discovered in the Carpathian Basin see Vida 2000, 
169–170.
63 Band, grave 36; Târgu Mureș, grave 1; Galaţii Bistriţei, grave 39; Fântânele, grave 19.
64 Corsten 1995, 75–76; Nawroth 2001, 88; for the strap crossings from Noșlac see Dobos 2015, 113. 
65 For the dating of the three-part belt-sets in the Merovingian cemeteries see Martin 1990, 66, Abb.  5; Martin 2008, 
155–157, 161; for the three part belt-set from the Early Avar Age Carpathian Basin see Gavrituchin 2008, 65; Hajnal 2012, 
610–613; for a discussion of the belt-set from Noșlac, grave 17 see Dobos 2015, 110–111.
66 Martin 1996, 65–69.
67 Garam 2001, 109, 111.
68 Csiky 2011–2012 (2013), 81–82.
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length of the blade is particularly relevant; however, there is no consensus in the archaeological litera-
ture regarding the limit between the two artefact groups. Generally, a length around 20 cm is accepted 
as the lower limit for the blade of the shortest seaxes69.

A total number of nine seaxes could be identified with certainty in the analyzed material; out of 
these eight were discovered at Noșlac70 and one at Bratei – cemetery 3 (Fig. 2/7)71. All of them be-
long to the category of the short seaxes (Kurzsax)72. Such weapons are known in high number from 
the Merovingian Age cemeteries dated to the 6th century73. In the Avar Period they are quite rare and 
are characteristic mainly for the cemeteries with Germanic characteristics from the eastern part of 
Transdanubia and Transylvania. From a chronological point of view their period of usage is relatively 
short, namely the first part of the Early Avar Age74.

On the excavation plan of grave 68 from Noșlac an approx. 50 cm long iron object was registered 
which could represent a long seax (Langsax)75. Unfortunately, the object could not be identified in 
the collection of any of the institutions which store the archaeological material from the cemetery; 
moreover, regarding grave 68, no other documentation exists. Therefore, the identification of the ob-
ject in question as a seax is uncertain.

Spearheads (Fig. 3)
29 spearheads were identified in the analyzed material: ten at Bratei – cemetery 376, eight at 

Band77, three at Noșlac78 and Bistriţa79, two at Târgu Mureș80 and Fântânele81, respectively one at 
Unirea-Vereșmort82.

Among the weapons, the spearheads show the greatest variety and, for this reason, their typologi-
cal classification is rather problematic. In what follows the main groups of spearheads will be pre-
sented without entering in details, and will be corroborated with other, already existent typologies.

The most numerous (Fig. 4) and, in the same time, the most varied category is represented by the 
spearheads with leaf-shaped blade and closed socket (type I) (Fig. 3/1–13). The type can be divided 
in more variants. Variant IA (Fig. 3/1–3) is characterized by a longish shape and a wider, symmet-
ric blade, where the maximal width is situated in the middle third. Generally the blade is somewhat 
longer than the socket. The spearheads included in variant IB (Fig.  3/4–6) are in strong relation 
with the ones belonging to variant IA; the only difference is that the blade is slightly longer and nar-
rower. The roots of the two mentioned variants can be traced back to the period prior to the Avar 
conquest, being one of the popular shapes both on the territory of the Langobard83 and the Gepidic 
Kingdom84. Similar spearheads can also be found in the Merovingian cemeteries: in the frame of the 

69 For example 18 cm were appointed by Wolfgang Hübener (Hübener 1989a, 76) and Jo Wernard (Wernard 1998, 774) and 
20 cm by Gergely Csiky (Csiky 2012, 377).
70 Graves 10, 21, 25, 33 (double burial), 46, 63, 101 (double burial: two pieces).
71 Grave 218.
72 Due to the fragmentary state of preservation both seaxes from Noșlac, grave 101 were included in this category based on 
the length from the plan of the grave.
73 In Southern Germany they were placed by Jo Wernard in phases 1 (approx. first quarter of the 6th century – 570/580) and 
2a (approx. 570/580–600/610): Wernard 1998, 774–776.
74 Csiky 2012, 377.
75 Long seaxes represent the latest variant which appeared at the end of the 7th century in the Merovingian cemeteries; in 
the Carpathian Basin it belongs to the Late Avar Period: Csiky 2012, 382–384.
76 Graves 21 (two pieces), 22 (two pieces), 175, 192, 201, 218, 278, 283.
77 Graves 10, 49, 52, 66, 115, 142, 159, 179.
78 Graves 6, 11, and 16.
79 Graves 34, 40, and 46.
80 Graves 9 and 14.
81 Graves 14 and 24.
82 Grave 5.
83 Spearheads with leaf-shaped blade can be found in almost each Pannonian necropolis dated in the Langobard Period, 
see e.g. the cemeteries from Vörs: Sági 1964, Taf. XXII/1; Nikitsch: Beninger/Mitscha-Märheim 1970, Taf. 8/1, Taf. 12/5; 
Hegykő-Mező utca: Bóna/Horváth 2009, Taf. 127/1, Taf. 128/2–3, Taf. 131/4–5; Szentendre-Pannoniatelep: Bóna/Horváth 
2009, Taf. 160/1–6, 9; Tamási-Csikólegelő: Bóna/Horváth 2009, Taf. 178/1, 3–4.
84 E.g. Kiszombor, graves 29, 63, 300, 337: Csallány 1961, Taf. CLV/3–6; Hódmezővásárhely-Kishomok, grave 96: Bóna/
Nagy 2002, Taf. 26/96.1, Taf. 78/1; Magyarcsanád-Bökény, grave 8: Nagy 2005a, Taf. 21/8.3; Szőreg-Téglagyár, grave 73: 
Nagy 2005b, Taf. 60/73.11; Cristuru Secuiesc, grave 1: Körösfői/Székely 2007, 3. tábla/2.
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chronological system elaborated for Southern Germany they were included mainly in phase 5 (approx. 
530–555). Sporadically, they appear in later contexts, too (phases 6 and 7, i.e. the second half of the 
6th century)85. In the Carpathian Basin during the Early Avar Period the distribution pattern of these 
spearheads (Csiky type III/1) shows a concentration in Transdanubia and is dated mainly in the early 
phase, but it seems that the latest examples were still in use in the first half of the 7th century86.

Variant IC (Fig. 3/7–10) corresponds to type Csiky III/2 and is characterized by a total length of 
approx. 30 cm, a long and relatively narrow blade without having a tapered point, and a short, closed 
and narrow socket (the ratio between the blade and the socket is around 2:1)87. It was observed on 
several occasions that such spearheads were frequently deposited in the grave in pairs or even in 
groups of three. The most plausible explanation of this phenomenon is related to the functionality of 
the spears in question, namely that they were probably used rather as throwing weapons ( javelins)88. 
This practice was also noticed in the case of the spearheads discovered in graves 21 and 22 at Bratei89. 
This variant is known almost exclusively from Transdanubia90.

Variant ID and IE display more unusual shapes, each of them being represented by one fragmen-
tary piece. The former one (Fig. 3/11) is characterized by a relatively short socket and a leaf-shaped 
blade with the maximal width on the lower part. Spearheads with similar form are known from the 
Gepidic Period, e.g. from Szőreg-Téglagyár, graves 68 and 12891. The spearhead from Band, grave 
115 included in variant IE (Fig. 3/12) has a long socket and a short, leaf-shaped blade. According to 
Gergely Csiky this kind of spearheads were utilized as throwing weapons. From a chronological view-
point they cover the entire Avar Period and were distributed on the whole territory of the Carpathian 
Basin92.

The spearhead from Fântânele, grave 14 was included in variant IF (Fig.  3/13), which can be 
considered an import piece. It corresponds to the spearheads of Hellmitzheim type characterized by a 
closed socket, a leaf-shaped blade with a median rib and in many cases by a stamped decoration. The 
main distribution area of the type can be localized in the southern part of Germany where it was dated 
in the third quarter of the 6th century93.

Type II (Fig.  3/14–20) contains spearheads with reed-leaf-shaped blade and closed socket94, 
which can be considered one of the most common categories during the Early Avar Period. The pieces 
coming from the late row-grave cemeteries from Transylvania belong to a simple, undecorated variant 
characterized by the approximately same length of the blade and socket. The latter is closed and in 
some cases is provided with a loop95. 

The decorated version of the reed-leaf-shaped spearheads made of high quality raw material was 
connected with the first two generations of the Avar conquerors and, consequently, an eastern ori-
gin was suggested96. Later this hypothesis was questioned by several scholars who rather admitted a 
Byzantine origin97. The simple variant of inferior quality represents one of the most widespread spear 
types during the Early Avar Period. From a functional point of view it was argued, on morphological 
grounds, that the reed-leaf-shaped spears were functioning as pikes. Moreover, due to the fact that 
they were quite frequently deposited in horse or horseman graves, they were connected to the heavy 
cavalry of the early Avar army98.

85 Koch 2001, 62 (MCode 58), Abb. 22/M58.
86 Csiky 2007, 313–314, 5. kép.
87 Csiky 2007, 313, 4. kép/III.2.
88 Sós/Salamon 1995, 72; Csiky 2007, 33; Csiky 2011–2012 (2013), 80.
89 For a more detailed analysis see Dobos 2015 (in press).
90 Csiky 2007, 313, 319, 7. kép; see also Csiky 2011–2012 (2013), 80–81. Exceptions are represented by the two mentioned 
pairs of spearheads from Bratei – cemtery 3, graves 21 and 22 in Transylvania, respectively a pair of spearheads from 
Kisköre-Pap tanya, grave 43 (Bóna 2002a, Taf. 29/43.6–7, Taf. 86/4) in the Tisza-region.
91 Nagy 2005b, Taf. 59/68.14, Taf. 64/128.9.
92 Csiky 2009, 85–86.
93 Koch 1977, I, 110–111; Koch 2001, 323, Abb. 126, 584–585, Liste 42. For a more detailed discussion related to the spear-
head from Fântânele see Dobos/Opreanu 2012, 43–44; Husár 2014, 65.
94 Csiky type I: Csiky 2007, 307–313; Husár type AA, variant AAa: Husár 2014, 16–22.
95 They correspond to variant I/3d according to G. Csiky’s typology: Csiky 2007, 311, 2. kép/I/3.d.
96 Kovrig 1955a; Kovrig 1955b; Garam 1990.
97 Freeden 1991 (1995), 619–623; see also Schulze-Dörlamm 2006, 488.
98 Freeden 1991 (1995), 610; Csiky 2011–2012 (2013), 78–79.
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The framing of the spearhead discovered in grave 34 from Bistriţa (Fig.  3/20) in this type is 
questionable. The shape of the blade and the ratio between the socket and blade correspond to the 
parameters established for the type, but it seems too massive in comparison with the other specimens 
of the group.

Type III (Fig. 3/21–25) comprises spearheads with long reed-leaf-shaped blade, slightly rhom-
boidal in section. The blade is longer than the socket; the total length exceeds 30 cm. For a long time 
these were considered eastern, ‘nomadic’ types and were connected to the aforementioned spearheads 
with reed-leaf-shaped blade99. Later, the differences between the two forms were pointed out by 
István Bóna who argued in the favour of a Germanic origin100. Indeed, even if in a reduced number, 
similar spearheads already occurred before the Avar conquest in the Carpathian Basin101. The spear-
head from Noșlac, grave 6 (Fig. 3/21) represents a variant with somewhat wider and flatter blade. The 
spearheads with similar dimensions and shape were dated in the 5th phase (approx. 530–555) of the 
chronology established for the Merovingian cemeteries from Southern Germany102. 

Another particular piece, included, based on the dimensions, in type III, comes from Bistriţa, 
grave 40 (Fig. 3/25). It has a very short and opened socket and a narrow and long blade. Both the form 
and the dimensions of the spearhead are atypical for the Early Avar Age103. The only convincing anal-
ogy was discovered in grave 29 from the still unpublished cemetery from Archiud-Hânsuri, framed in 
the same chronological interval104. Spearheads with similar shape and length with opened socket are 
known from several Early Merovingian cemeteries105. These were included in the Dünzling type and 
dated in the 4th and 5th phases (approx. 510–555) of the chronological system established for Southern 
Germany106. It is worth mentioning that both specimens discovered in the Carpathian Basin come 
from the northern part of Transylvania. 

Fig. 4. Distribution of the spearhead types in the late row-grave cemeteries from Transylvania.

The spearhead displaying a narrow blade with rhombic section from Noșlac, grave 11 was included 
in type IV (Fig. 3/26). Unfortunately, it is in a poor and fragmentary state of preservation (a signifi-
cant part of the socket is missing) and, therefore, its typological classification is uncertain. Based on 

99 Horedt 1958, 101; Bakó 1960, 25.
100 The main difference is represented by the length of the spearheads: while the pieces included in type II hardly exceed 
25 cm, the ones belonging to type III vary between 30 and 40 cm: Bóna 1979, 40–41; see also Csiky 2007, 311–312.
101 E.g. in Transdanubia: Hegykő-Mező utca, grave 1, Szentendre-Pannoniatelep, grave 49: Bóna/Horváth 2009, Taf. 4/1.2, 
Taf. 48/49.18, Taf. 131/1 Taf. 159/5. In the Tisza-region it is known from Hódmezővásárhely-Kishomok, grave 7: Bóna/
Nagy 2002, Taf. 9/7.24; however, this grave was considered one of the latest burials of the cemetery and was dated in the last 
third of the 6th century (i.e. already in the Early Avar Period): Bóna/Nagy 2002, 149.
102 Koch 2001, 62 (Code Y10), Abb. 22/Y10.
103 The length (approx. 40 cm), the shape of the blade, the opened socket, and the ratio between the blade and socket (around 
2:1) represent characteristics which are unusual for the Early Avar Period (personal communication from Gergely Csiky for 
which the author is thankful).
104 Gepizii 2011, 163, no. 217.
105 For their geographical distribution see Koch 2001, 573, Liste 30.
106 Koch 2001, 61 (MCode 24), 278, Abb. 21/M24.
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the narrow blade with almost quadratic section it might belong to Csiky type II which appeared at the 
end of the Early Avar Period, but its use was generalized during the Middle Avar Period107.

Arrowheads
The most numerous category of weapons by far is represented by the arrowheads. Because of 

the fragmentary state of preservation the exact number of the arrowheads cannot be established, 
but it exceeds 160 pieces. The number of the deposited arrows in one grave varies between one and 
eight. Most of the arrowheads come from Bratei – cemetery 3108, being followed by Noșlac109, Band110, 
Unirea-Vereșmort111, Bistriţa112, Fântânele113, and Târgu Mureș114.

From a typological point of view three main categories can be distinguished (Fig. 5): arrowheads 
with rhombic/leaf-shaped blade and socket (type A), three-edged arrowheads (type B), and barbed ar-
rowheads with socket (type C). Based on those cases when the type could be identified, it seems that 
the arrowheads with rhombic/leaf-shaped blade were the most popular (totally 73 pieces) followed by 
the barbed (33) and the three-edged (26) ones (Fig. 6). Of course, the proportion of the different types 
varies from cemetery to cemetery115. All three categories were already in use in the Carpathian Basin 
before the Avar conquest116. In the Early Avar Period no chronological difference can be detected be-
tween the mentioned types, in many cases they are combined one with the other within the same grave. 

Fig. 5. Typological classification of the arrowheads discovered in the late row-grave cemeteries from Transylvania.

There were several attempts to identify, among the three-edged arrowheads, those variants which 
appeared after the Avar conquest. Generally the dimensions and the shape of the arrowheads were 

107 Csiky 2007, 313, 4. kép/II.
108 Graves 4, 6, 31, 33, 40, 49, 53, 65, 68, 90, 98, 110, 116 (double burial), 121, 129, 138, 143, 146, 147, 153, 155, 160, 170, 
171, 176, 182, 192, 195 (double burial), 202, 203 (double burial), 214, 218, 227, 241, 254, 261, 279, 280, 281,284, 286, 293.
109 Graves 16, 17, 28, 30, 33 (double burial), 87, 88, 89, 93, 101 (double burial), 102, 117, 122.
110 Graves 10, 20, 33, 52, 65, 102, 142, 144.
111 Graves 5 and 13.
112 Grave 34.
113 Graves 8 and 44.
114 Grave 11.
115 Band: type A: 5, type B: 5, type C: 8; Bistriţa: type A: 6, type B: 0, type C: 0; Bratei – cemetery 3: type A: 34, type B: 15, 
type C: 12; Fântânele: type A: 2, type B: 3, type C: 0; Noșlac: type A: 18, type B: 3, type C: 10; Târgu Mureș: type A: 1, type 
B: 0, type C: 2; Unirea-Vereșmort: type A: 7, type B: 0, type C: 1.
116 It has to be mentioned that the barbed arrowheads with socket are quite rare on the territory of the Gepidic Kingdom, only 
six examples being attested until now: Szolnok-Szanda, grave 191 (Bóna 2002b, Taf. 52/191.1, Taf. 107); Szőreg-Téglagyár, 
grave 73 (the piece in question is fragmentary and is rusted together with other two fragmentary arrowheads, probably with 
three edges: Nagy 2005b, 132, Taf. 60/73.10.); Florești-Polus Center, grave CX 28B – two pieces (Ferencz/Nagy/Lăzărescu 
2009, Pl. XI/3–4); Vlaha-Pad, grave CX 1090 – two pieces (Gepizii 2011, 136, no. 117–118).

A1 A2 B C

0 3 cm
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taken into account. On these grounds the three-edged arrowheads of bigger dimensions and weight, 
those with truncated edges, and the ones with holes on the wings were isolated as typical forms for 
the Avar Period117. Perhaps the arrowheads from Bratei – cemetery 3, grave 68 and Band, grave 52 can 
be included in this category. 

55%

20%

25% arrowheads with
rhombic/leaf-shaped blade
and socket (type A)

three-edged arrowheads
(type B)

barbed arrowheads with
socket (type C)

Fig. 6. Distribution of the arrowhead types in the late row-grave cemeteries from Transylvania.

Like the spathae, the barbed and the rhombic/leaf-shaped arrowheads, spread mainly in the 
eastern part of Transdanubia and in Transylvania, were considered by Attila Kiss signs of the Gepidic 
presence on these territories118. It has to be mentioned that both types are common elements of the 
contemporary cemeteries belonging to the Merovingian cultural milieu.

Axes
All three axes coming from the Transylvanian row-grave cemeteries were discovered at Noșlac119. 

The pieces from graves 87 and 101 belong to the category of axes with L-shaped blade. The type 
(group III according to Wolfgang Hübener’s typology) was widely distributed in the Merovingian 
cemeteries being in use during the whole 6th century120. In the Carpathian Basin such axes are almost 
unknown in the Langobard/Gepidic Age; to my knowledge the only example comes from the cem-
etery at Florești-Polus Center121. In the Avar Period the earliest axes with L-shaped blade were dated 
in the first third of the 7th century122. All the axes with L-shaped blade dated in the Early Avar Period 
– except the ones from Noșlac – were discovered in Transdanubia, mainly in those cemeteries which 
show Germanic characteristics123. Taking into consideration this geographical distribution, as well 
as the fact that the type was quite popular in the contemporary cemeteries in Italy124, a Germanic/
Langobard influence was suggested in the case of the pieces from the Carpathian Basin dated in the 
Early Avar Age125.

For both axes with L-shaped blade from Noșlac, the associated grave-goods (elements of a three-
part (?) belt-set in grave 87, two short seaxes in the double burial 101) suggest a dating to the end of 
the 6th – beginning of the 7th century. This observation indicates that the pieces in discussion belonged 
to the earliest examples of the axes with L-shaped blade from the Carpathian Basin.

The axe discovered in grave 12 from Noșlac (Fig. 7/1) belongs to the simplest and most common 
variant which was in use during the whole Avar Period126. It was found in a horse burial which con-
tained, beside the axe, a bit, a pair of stirrups, and two buckles (Fig. 7). Both the bit with cheekpieces 

117 For the most detailed analyses see Freeden 1991 (1995), 599–601; see also Bóna 1979, 39–40; Bóna 1988, 445.
118 Kiss 1992, 52, Liste 5–6, Karte 5–6; Kiss 1996, 236, Liste 34.
119 Graves 12, 87, 101 (double burial).
120 Hübener 1980, 84.
121 Polus 2008, 46, no. 189. Since the cemetery from Florești-Polus Center is still unpublished and the axe in discussion 
was included only in an exhibition catalogue, the archaeological context and the associated grave-goods are unknown and, 
therefore, a closer dating is not possible yet.
122 Szücsi 2013–2014, 130.
123 Szücsi 2013–2014, 130, 134–135.
124 Kiss 1996, 238, 318, Liste 35.
125 Szücsi 2013–2014, 130.
126 Szücsi 2013–2014, 128.
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and the stirrups with straight foot-
plate can be dated during a longer 
period of time, namely in the 
Middle and Late Avar Period127.

Shield-bosses
Altogether three shield-bosses 

are known from the analyzed mate-
rial: two from Unirea-Vereșmort128 
and one from Fântânele129. Shields 
provided with iron shield-bosses 
are one of the main elements of the 
Merovingian Age weaponry. In the 
Carpathian Basin they are known 
both from the Langobard Age cem-
eteries from Transdanubia130 and 
the Gepidic Age graveyards from 
the Tisza-region and Transylvania; 
however, on the latter territory 
their number is relatively low131. 
In the Early Avar Period such 
finds are characteristic mainly for 
Transdanubia and, in less extent, 
for Transylvania and the Tisza-
region132. Based on the above-men-
tioned, the shield-bosses belonging 
to the Early Avar Age were con-
sidered by Attila Kiss indicators 
of the Gepidic continuity in the 
Carpathian Basin133.

No comprehensive typology has 
been so far elaborated for the shield-bosses discovered in the Carpathian Basin. Both pieces from 
Unirea-Vereșmort and the fragmentary one from Fântânele can be connected to type IV established by 
Wolfgang Hübener for the Merovingian Age shield-bosses from South- and Central-Germany, and the 
Rhine area. The type was dated in the period comprising the second and last third of the 6th century 
and the first third of the 7th century134. A closer dating of the three shield-bosses is given by the associ-
ated grave-goods, which indicate the interval between the end of the 6th century and the beginning/
first half of the 7th century135.

Helmet
The iron helmet discovered in grave 10 from Band belongs to the simple variant of the so-called 

Spangenhelme. From the point of view of the structure it stays in close relation with the helmets of 

127 For the bits with cheekpieces see Kiss 1996, 240–242; for the stirrups with straight foot-plate (Čilinská type IV) see 
Čilinská 1966, 190–192; Kiss 1996, 243.
128 Graves 12 and 13.
129 Grave 19.
130 Bóna/Horváth 2009, Taf. 127/3, Taf. 128/8, Taf. 129/1–3, Taf. 137/4, Taf. 157/1–5, Taf. 176/4–5.
131 Cseh 1990, 46–47, 9. lista, IX. térkép; Kiss 1992, 66–67, Liste 4. A recent find comes from Vlaha-Pad, grave Cx 0015: 
Gepizii 2011, 139, no. 127.
132 Kiss 1992, 66, Liste 3.
133 Kiss 1992, 51–52; Kiss 1996, 238–239.
134 Hübener 1989b, 92.
135 Iron mounts with silver wire inlay in both graves from Unirea-Vereșmort and a pyramidal bronze mount belonging to the 
spatha-belt at Fântânele.

Fig. 7. Grave-goods discovered in grave 12 at Noșlac.
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Byzantine origin belonging to the Baldenheim type136. These were in use for a long period of time, 
lasting from the last third of the 5th century until the late 6th century137.

Discussion
A thorough analysis of the weapon burials belonging to the Band-Vereșmort group is seriously 

hindered by several factors. As it was already mentioned, the majority of the graves were disturbed 
soon after the burial took place; however, the grave reopening was practiced to a different degree 
and intensity. This observation recommends caution when analyzing the proportion of the weapon 
burials within the individual cemeteries, the reconstruction of the weapon combinations, the asso-
ciated grave-goods, and the original place of the artefacts inside the grave. Another impediment is 
represented by the lack of any anthropological analysis of the osteological material (except Fântânele) 
which makes any attempt to reconstruct the social structures of the communities which used the ana-
lyzed cemeteries extremely difficult. Moreover, in the case of old excavations essential information, 
regarding the technical data of the graves, is sometimes missing. Despite all the problems presented 
above, a few cautious observations can be made which should be considered rather working hypoth-
esis than final conclusions.

The late row-grave cemeteries from Transylvania form a particular group within the archaeologi-
cal material of the Carpathian Basin in the Early Avar Period and, therefore, in the archaeological 
literature emphasis was generally laid on the similarities between them. Yet, after a closer look, it is 
conspicuous that several differences can be detected as well. This is also the case with the weapon 
burials; thus, it is worth starting with the analysis of the individual cemeteries before drawing general 
conclusions concerning the whole group.

Only 13 graves contained weapons at Band which represent 0.73% of the 176 burials belonging 
to the cemetery. To these one can add grave 36 with a bronze pyramidal mount belonging to the spa-
tha belt which indicates the original existence of a double-edged sword. Except this indirect trace, 
no swords were discovered in the cemetery. The situation is the same in the case of the seaxes, too. 
Altogether, eight individuals were buried with spear which means 61.53% of the weapon graves. The 
spearheads coming from Band show a wide range of typological variety: the majority belong to dif-
ferent variants of spearheads with leaf-shaped blade (type I), while types II and III are represented 
each by one piece. Similarly, arrows were deposited in eight burials (61.53%). The number of the ar-
rowheads identified within one grave varies between one and five (grave 52)138. Only the helmet from 
grave 10 can be included in the category of the defensive armours.

Because of the extremely high intensity of the grave reopening activities and the lack of swords 
and seaxes, the only detectable weapon combination at Band is the spearhead – arrowhead(s) asso-
ciation which occurs three times139. In the case of grave 10 they are combined with an iron helmet. 
This latter grave deserves attention because of the associated finds: near the right leg of the corpse a 
blacksmith’s toolkit was deposited. Unfortunately the upper part of the grave was totally disturbed140. 
Even so, the tools, the helmet and the other weapons, the elements belonging to a belt, as well as the 
large dimensions of the burial pit suggest that it could be one of the richest burials of the cemetery, 
possibly furnished with further weapons which were taken out when the grave was reopened. 

Out of the 13 weapon burials at least seven contained iron buckles, mounts, or strap-ends belong-
ing to Merovingian type belt-sets141. In the case of graves 102 and 142 the existence of such belt-set 
can be presumed as well; however, the objects are very fragmentary. Even if the exact composition 
cannot be reconstructed due to the fragmentary state of preservation of the finds, the association of 
the belt-sets with the leaf-shaped spearheads and the different kind of arrowheads points toward a 
quite strong ‘Merovingian tradition’.

136 For a comprehensive study of the Baldenheim type see Vogt 2006 (with further bibliography).
137 Vogt 2006, 46–63.
138 It has to be mentioned that in grave 10 several small iron fragments were discovered which could be part of arrowheads 
with spike. In this case the original number of the arrowheads deposited in grave 10 could have exceeded five.
139 Graves 10, 52, and 142.
140 Kovács 1913, 284–296; 12–18. kép.
141 Graves 10, 33, 52, 65, 144, 159, 179.
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István Kovács has already noticed that the graves containing horse bones, generally associated 
with a nomadic presence or influence, are situated on the western and eastern peripheries of the 
cemetery (Fig.  9). On these grounds they were interpreted as belonging to the latest phase of the 
necropolis142. Indeed, the cluster of these burials support this hypothesis, but it has to be mentioned 
that in several graves only horse teeth were discovered and in most of the cases the type of horse 
burial (entire or partial) cannot be established with certainty143. On the other hand, if one compares 
the distribution of the graves containing horse bones with that of the above mentioned weapon buri-
als with ‘Merovingian tradition’ it can be observed that, even if they do not overlap each other, they 
are situated in the same areas of the cemetery, namely on the eastern and western wings (Fig. 9). This 
observation suggests that, despite the fact that none of the graves with horse bones were furnished 
with weapons, these can be dated roughly in the same period as the weapon burials with ‘Merovingian 
tradition’. The only situation which might be connected to the above defined ‘Avar tradition’ is grave 
49. It contained only a spearhead with reed-leaf-shaped blade (type II) (Fig. 8/1), but it is situated 
next to grave 44 (Fig. 9). In the latter only horse bones were discovered and, based on the situation 
documented during the excavation, it cannot be excluded that it was a partial horse burial in a sepa-
rate grave144. In this burial three rosette-shaped mounts belonging to the harness (Fig. 8/2–4) and 
a pear-shaped bone whip-handle (Fig. 8/5) were discovered145. On the grounds of the topographical 
situation it is likely that the horse buried in grave 44 belonged to grave 49. 

Fig. 8. Band: 1. grave 49; 2–5. grave 44. After Kovács 1913.

Taking the above sketched situation as a starting point, the question arises: why the graves from 
the core area of the cemetery did not contain any weapon? If one assumes the generally accepted 

142 Kovács 1913, 368.
143 For a more detailed discussion on the topic see Dobos 2010/2011, 379–380 (with further bibliography).
144 Dobos 2010/2011, 379, 384.
145 The mounts belong to one of the most common types of mounts used for decorating the harness through the Avar Age. 
Whip-handles similar to the one from Band are known from Early Avar Age contexts; the type itself can be traced back to 
Eastern origins: see Garam 1998, 117–119.
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chronological model, namely that the cemetery developed from the central area towards the western 
and eastern peripheries, it would suggest that in the early phase the community from Band did not 
bury the deceased with weapons (or all of the weapons were taken out when the graves were disturbed) 
(Fig. 9). Another possibility would be the reconsideration of the relative chronology of the cemetery. 
Unfortunately, there are very few graves which can be dated more precisely. For the weapon burials 
of ‘Merovingian tradition’ only a general dating can be proposed: the period between the last third of 
the 6th century and the beginning of the 7th century. 

The proportion of the weapon burials at Noșlac is significantly higher. In total 25 graves146 were 
furnished with weapons, i.e. 22.80% of the 114 graves. Similar to the situation from Band, at Noșlac 
the most numerous are the graves containing arrowheads, namely 13, representing 52% of the weapon 
burials. Their number within one grave varies between one and six (grave 87147). The second most pop-
ular is the category of the seaxes: including grave 68 (where the existence of a seax is not totally sure) 
nine such weapons were discovered (34.61%). These are followed by the swords (7 pieces = 26.92%) and 
the spearheads, respectively the axes (3 pieces each = 11.53%).

Regarding the weapon combinations a rather wide variety can be observed:
1. spatha – seax: grave 21
2. spatha – spear: grave 6
3. spatha – arrow(s): graves 17 and 89
4. seax – arrows – axe: grave 101a
5. seax – arrows: graves 33b and 101b
6. spear – arrows: grave 16
7. arrows – axe: grave 87
8. single-edged sword – spear: grave 11.
Out of the 26 weapon graves, 11 contained components of Merovingian type belt-sets (Fig. 10)148. 

All these burials, together with the variants 1–7 of the above presented weapon combinations, are 
situated in the south-eastern part of the cemetery. For this area a general dating in the last third of 
the 6th – beginning of the 7th century can be accepted. 

Fig. 10. Three-part belt-set from Noșlac, grave 17 (photo taken by the author).

146 Among these there are two double burials (33 and 101) where both individuals were buried with weapons.
147 Due to the fragmentary state of preservation this number is not totally sure.
148 Graves 6, 10, 16, 17, 25, 28, 33a–b, 63, 87, 89, 101a.
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As it was already pointed out149, at Noșlac the horse burials lie on the north-western periphery 
of the cemetery. From the viewpoint of the weapons, the most important burials from this area are 
graves 11 and 12. The latter is a horse burial which, beyond any doubt, belonged to grave 11. Based on 
the grave-goods (single-edged sword with straight blade and spearhead belonging to type IV in grave 
11; bit with cheekpieces and stirrups with straight footplate in grave 12) these two burials cannot be 
dated earlier than the Middle Avar Period (Fig. 7). This dating is supported also by the observation 
that the custom of depositing the axe in the burial of the horse instead of that of the warrior occurs 
for the first time in Middle Avar Period contexts150. Taking into consideration the grave-goods com-
ing from the other burials of the grave group, a later dating, i.e. in the Late Avar Period cannot be 
excluded either.

Summing up, at Noșlac the two different traditions can be quite clearly isolated. These are sepa-
rated in two different areas and can be dated in two different periods. The main question, whether the 
two areas represent two distinct burial places or they belong to different phases of the same cemetery 
cannot be answered without new excavations.

The proportion of the weapon graves is relatively high in the partially unearthed cemetery 
from Unirea-Vereșmort. The four graves furnished with weapons represent 23.52% of the 17 ex-
cavated graves. Unlike the other cemeteries, at Unirea-Vereșmort the number of the burials with 
spatha is the highest (3 = 75% of the weapon burials), followed by the ones containing arrowheads 
(2), shield-bosses (2) and spearheads (1). Of course, due to the very low number of the researched 
graves, it is too hazardous to draw conclusions regarding the proportion of the weapon burials from 
Unirea-Vereșmort. 

Even if disturbed, the burials in discussion are among the most richly furnished ones from the 
Band-Vereșmort group. Two different combinations could be identified, both containing three weapon 
categories: spatha – leaf-shaped spear – arrowheads (grave 5) and spatha – arrowheads – shield (grave 
13). Both the weapon types and their combination, as well as the iron mounts with silver wire inlay 
discovered in graves 12 and 13 indicate burials of ‘Merovingian tradition’.

As it was mentioned before, in the vicinity of the cemetery researched by Roska another grave was 
discovered. It belonged to a 25–28 years old man who was buried together with a horse151 equipped 
with a bit, a pair of stirrups and mounts decorating the harness. The grave was very richly furnished: 
it contained among others a single-edged sword, archery equipment, fragments of a chain mail, ele-
ments of a pressed belt-set, and a golden earring. The publishers of the burial considered that it prob-
ably belonged to the final phase of the cemetery identified by Roska. The grave was dated in the 7th 
century152. Recently an earlier dating, more precisely the end of the 6th – first quarter of the 7th century 
was proposed by Erwin Gáll153.

A closer dating of the single-edged sword is offered by the hilt covered with silver sheet and the 
ring pommel. The latter was considered by several scholars of Central Asian origin154. Because of this 
reason László Simon considered that it was brought in the Carpathian Basin by the Avars and, con-
sequently, it can be dated beginning with the earliest phase of the Avar Period155. However, it seems 
that in the Carpathian Basin the swords with ring pommel and hilt covered with precious metal sheet 
can be dated in the second third of the 7th century156. The combination of the decorated hilt and the 
ring pommel, respectively the suspension loops with similar shape as the ones from Unirea is a char-
acteristic of the princely graves of Kunábony-Bócsa type; however, these are more richly decorated 
(generally with gold) and are provided with a guard. These can be dated in the second part of the Early 
Avar Period157.

149 Rusu 1962, 291; Rusu 1964, 43–45; Dobos 2010/2011, 388.
150 Szücsi 2012, 129; Szücsi 2014, 137.
151 It seems that it was a partial horse burial.
152 Rustoiu/Ciută 2008, 91.
153 Gáll 2014, 299.
154 See Csiky 2009, 153–154.
155 Simon 1991, 273.
156 Csiky 2009, 157.
157 Csiky 2009, 121–122; for a general overview of the Kunbábony-Bócsa type burials see Daim 2003, 481–483.
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Fig. 11. Grave-goods discovered at Bratei – cemetery 3, grave 218. After Bârzu 2010.
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Fig. 12. Grave-goods discovered at Bratei – cemetery 3, grave 278. After Bârzu 2010.
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Fig. 13. Distribution map of the weapon graves and horse burials in the cemetery no. 3 at Bratei. Redrawn after Bârzu 2010.



80 A l p á r  D o b o s

At Bratei – cemetery 3158 the proportion of the weapon burials is somewhat lower (51 graves = 17.46% 
of the 292 excavated graves). Among these, the most frequent are the ones furnished with arrowheads 
(42 graves = 82.35% of the weapon graves). The number of the deposited arrowheads varies between 
one and eight (grave 121). The other weapon categories are much less represented: five graves con-
tained spatha (9.80%), and only one was equipped with seax (1.96%). Spearheads occur in a higher 
proportion, more precisely ten examples were discovered coming from eight graves (11.68%). In the 
case of the spearheads, the typological differences can offer important details concerning their func-
tionality. The light spearheads discovered in pairs in graves 21 and 22 (Fig. 3/7–10) were probably 
used for throwing ( javelins) which indicates that they belong to the distant combat weapons. The 
spearhead with narrow leaf-shaped blade (type IB) (Fig. 3/6) can be interpreted as a weapon used by 
the infantry, while the five pikes with reed-leaf-shaped blade (Fig. 3/14–18) can be associated with 
the cavalry. This latter observation is also supported by the fact that four such pieces were discovered 
in horse burials. 

The weapon combinations in the cemetery 3 from Bratei are far less varied as it was the case 
with Noșlac or with Unirea-Vereșmort. The most complex combination comes from grave 218: spa-
tha – seax – reed-leaf-shaped spearhead – barbed arrowhead (Fig.  11). With the exception of this 
burial, only the spatha from grave 214 was associated with an arrowhead. Unlike Noșlac and Unirea-
Vereșmort, the individuals buried with spatha from Bratei were not equipped with Merovingian type 
belt-sets. For this reason, the presence of the weapon burials with ‘Merovingian tradition’ is not as 
significant as in the two mentioned cemeteries. On the other hand, the weapon graves bearing an ‘Avar 
tradition’ can be defined by the combination of horse burials with reed-leaf-shaped spearheads and 
harness (Fig. 12)159. 

Taking a look at the plan of the cemetery (Fig. 13) one can observe that the graves with weapons 
show a concentration in the southern part. The two mentioned groups do not cluster in well-defined 
groups, but they lie in the same area. It seems that there is no significant chronological difference 
between them160. A further argument in this respect is the association of the spatha and seax with the 
reed-leaf-shaped spearhead in grave 218 (Fig. 11). A closer absolute dating of the graves in discussion 
is quite difficult. For the graves with spatha the last third of the 6th century – beginning of the 7th cen-
tury can be generally proposed, a dating supported also by the Byzantine buckle discovered in grave 
218 (Fig. 11/7)161.

In the partially excavated cemetery from Târgu Mureș three weapon graves were identified: two of 
them contained a spearhead (both of type III) (Fig. 3/22–23) and one was furnished with arrowheads.

In the cemetery from Bistriţa the number of the weapon burials is low. Only three graves con-
tained weapons (5% of the 60 excavated graves): all of them were furnished with spearheads (Fig. 3/11, 
20, 25); in grave 34 the spearhead was associated with six arrowheads. 

At Fântânele weapons were discovered in five graves (8.77% of the 57 researched graves which 
surely belonged to the cemetery). The spearhead of Hellmitzheim type from grave 14 (Fig. 3/13) and 
the combination of a shield-boss with a pyramidal bronze mount in the disturbed grave 19 which indi-
cates an initial spatha – shield association shows connections with the weapon burials of ‘Merovingian 
tradition’.

In the cemetery at Galaţii Bistriţei only the pyramidal bronze mount from grave 39 suggests the 
existence of a spatha.

Conclusions
As it was pointed out, from the viewpoint of the weapon burials, the Band-Vereșmort group does 

not show a uniform picture. The differences detected in the individual cemeteries might be attributed, 
at least partially, to the different intensity of the grave disturbing activity162. Therefore, it can be pre-

158 The weapon burials discovered in cemetery 3 at Bratei were already analyzed: Dobos 2015 (in press); therefore in the 
present study only the main results will be summarized.
159 See also Gáll 2014, 305.
160 Gáll 2014, 305.
161 See note 67.
162 It seems that the most affected cemeteries are the ones from Band and Fântânele.
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sumed that the initial proportion of the weapon burial was considerably higher. In this respect the 
already mentioned pyramidal bronze mounts are warning signs which indicate the existence of swords 
which were taken out. In addition, one should take into account the possibility that certain weapon 
types could be made of organic materials. In this context it is worth mentioning that no antler laths 
belonging to composite bows were discovered in the analyzed material163; therefore the existence of 
simple wooden bows can be supposed164. Similarly, the number of the iron shield-bosses is extremely 
low in the cemeteries in discussion. This observation points toward the presumption that simple 
wooden shields might have been used, even if the traces of such objects were not noticed during the 
excavations165.

Another important question is: to what extent the grave disturbing activities affected the propor-
tion of the different weapon categories? In this respect the observation made by Helmuth Roth, ac-
cording to which the spathae and the seaxes represented one of the targets of those who reopened the 
burials, while the spears generally were left in the grave166, is interesting. Indeed, the quantity of the 
spears is generally higher than that of the swords in the Transylvanian row-grave cemeteries, too. The 
only exceptions are the cemeteries from Unirea-Vereșmort and Noșlac; the latter was disturbed in the 
smallest degree. On the other hand, the fact that the spearheads were more frequently left in the grave 
could be explained rather with their peripheral position inside the grave167 than with an intentional act.

The analysis of the individual cemeteries pointed out that the impact of the two cultural models 
(the ‘Merovingian’ and ‘Avar’ traditions) shows significant regional differences. The weapon burials 
with ‘Merovingian’ tradition are the most intensive in the cemeteries situated in the Middle Mureș 
Valley (Noșlac and Unirea-Vereșmort), but they can be detected as well in the rest of the cemeteries. 
An interesting observation is that in cemetery 3 at Bratei the Merovingian type belt-sets are com-
pletely missing. The same situation can be noticed in the case of the female graves, too: the typical 
elements of the ‘Merovingian’ type female assemblages are lacking. Instead, an unusual high quantity 
of Byzantine import pieces can be observed168.

In the Early Avar Period the burials with ‘Avar’ tradition are the best detectable at Bratei. 
Regardless if the grave discovered in 2008 at Unirea-Vereșmort belonged to the same cemetery as the 
ones excavated by Roska, it attests a strong presence of the ‘Avar’ tradition in the area during the Early 
Avar Age. The two models, which seem to be contemporary, cannot be sharply separated in any of the 
mentioned cemeteries. The only exception is constituted by the necropolis from Noșlac, but in this 
case the reasons are chronological ones. Graves with ‘Avar’ tradition are completely missing from the 
cemeteries from the northern part of Transylvania (Bistriţa, Galaţii Bistriţei, Fântânele)169.

The explanation of these cultural differences requires further research. As a working hypothesis 
it can be presumed that the geographical location of the different cemeteries could have a decisive 
role. In the cemeteries from the central part of Transylvania (Noșlac, Unirea-Vereșmort, Band, and 
probably Târgu Mureș170) both the assemblages with ‘Merovingian’ and ‘Avar’ tradition are relatively 
well represented. The necropolises situated in the northern region of Transylvania (Bistriţa, Galaţii 
Bistriţei, Fântânele) are less affected by the weapon combinations of ‘Merovingian’ tradition, while 
those with ‘Avar’ tradition are completely missing. This phenomenon can be probably explained by 
their peripheral geographical position and, in consequence by the less intense contacts with other 
communities. The cemetery 3 from Bratei represents another category. Here the elements connected 
to the Merovingian cultural milieu are less frequent then in the case of the cemeteries from the 
Middle Mureș Valley. Instead, the high quantity of the already mentioned artefacts of Byzantine ori-
gin suggests more intensive relations towards south.

On the grounds of the general characteristics of the weapon graves belonging to the Band-
Vereșmort group, it seems that these are relatively similar to the ones from the eastern part of 
163 The only exception is represented by the warrior grave from Unirea-Vereșmort: Rustoiu/Ciută 2008, Pl. 5/4.
164 For the topic of the wooden bows see Capelle 1982, 274–276.
165 For traces of wooden shields in the Anglo-Saxon material see Härke 1992, 39–40; for the problem of the wooden shields 
without metallic components see Capelle 1982, 269–274.
166 Roth 1977, 287–289; Roth 1978, 67–71.
167 The spears were generally deposited along one of the long edges of the burial pit.
168 For a more detailed discussion referring to the topic see Dobos 2015 (in press).
169 In this regard the existence of animal/horse bones do not represent per se a convincing argument.
170 The number of the excavated graves at Târgu Mureș is too low to draw solid conclusions.
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Transdanubia171. Like in the case of the Transdanubian cemeteries, the distant combat weapons are 
dominant in Transylvania. From this point of view a significant difference can be observed in compari-
son with the Merovingian area, where the distant combat weapons are pushed into the background 
in the Late Merovingian Period172. In this case the possibility of a local tradition cannot be totally 
excluded either, taking into consideration that in the Gepidic Age the elements of the archery repre-
sented the most frequent weapon type173.

Unfortunately, the high degree of the disturbed graves and the lack of anthropological analysis 
hinder the possibility of a more detailed analysis regarding the social structure of the communities 
which used the Transylvanian row-grave cemeteries in the Avar Age. Based on the scarcely informa-
tion it seems that the spathae were generally deposited in the graves of the adults, while arrowheads 
appeared also in burials belonging to children or young individuals. 
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