CĂLIN COSMA

POLITICAL STATUS OF WEST AND NORTHWEST ROMANIA
1N TIIE 9TH AND 10™ CENTURIES A.D.
ARCHAEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE
Including the present provinces of Crişana, Sătmar, parts of Sălaj county, as well as
the west and northwestem region is a distinct entity in Romania's geography.
The geographical boundaries of the region are Mureş river to the south, the Maramureş
Mountains northeastwards, the Western Carpathians to the east and, by convention, the
present frontier of Romania to the west and northwest, although we should note that in the
past the latter was not a clear-cut line of demarcation within the area that stretches farther to
the west and northwest (Ill. 1-2) 1•
A series of political-military events, occurred during the 9th-10th centuries in the
Carpathian Basin, the geographical area including west and northwest Romania, reshaped the
politica] domination system in the area and led to changes in its politica} status. At the end of
the 8th and beginning of the 9th century (791-804), the Avar chaganate, whose center was in
the Pannonic Plain, disappeared as a politica] entity following the successive and concerted
military actions taken by the Frankish kingdom tmder Charlemagne and the first Bulgarian
czardom during khan Krum2 • After the events in the first decade of the 9th century, the
borderline between the two powers was established somewhere on the lower Tisza3. In the
respective area, the conflicts between the Carolingian empire and the Bulgarian czardom
continued during the 2nd and 3rd decades of the 9th century and eventually ended with the
peace of 829. The expansionism of the first Bulgarian czardom in the second half of the 9th
century alsa envisaged the area between the Tisza and the Danube, where the Bulgarians had
set strategic marks along the Tisza from its mouth to its middle basin4 • In the second half of the
9th century, the Bulgarians came to be neighbors to the state of Great Moravia, which was
strongly manifesting expansion tendencies in the basin of the middle Danube and the Tisza in
Maramureş,
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the respective period • 1n 892, the peace between Bulgarians and Carolingians was reinforced
with the definite aim at checking the expansionism of Great Moravia6 • The death of the
energetic Moravian prince Sviatopluc in 894 marked the dissolution of the state, many of
whose tenitories were taken over by Germans and Czechs. A smaller nucleus of the old state
would survive, limited to the present territory of Slovakia, ruled by knez Mojmir II between
895 and 906, when the political entity was conquered by Hungarians 7• 1n the last decades ofthe
9th century, Magyar warriors, who got involved in the conflicts between the state of Great
Moravia, the first Bulgarian czardom and the Bavarian state, raided the Carpathian Basin with
the effect that the Hungarian tribes eventually took over the Pannonic steppe in 8968• The first
half of the I 0th century witnessed many predatory incursions of the Magyar warriors, chiefly
9
towards western Europe , but also to its east1°. After the Hungarians' defeat in 955 on Lech
river, the Hungarian society started a process of growing sedentarization, whose outcome was
the emergence of the state proper, stage officially marked by the conversion to Christianity
11
occurred in 1000 •
Starting from the archeological facts recorded up to now in west and northwest
12
Romania , the present paper aims at noting the impact of the political-military events occurred
during the last two centuries of the first Christian millennium on the region under investigation.
Knowledge of the material and spiritual culture in the area, a comparative analysis of the
archaeological situation identified in the neighboring regions will offer a better understanding
of the relations between the politica! power, the politica! center and the fringe areas of the ruled
territory, which will eventually reinforce or invalidate the data supplied by written sources.
Archeological sources are solid evidence that could provide an answer to the question as to
how strong the politica! rule was and how it was exercised in the area, the way in which the
relations between the "politica! center" and the "politically dorninated periphery" manifested
themselves.
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WEST AND NORTHWEST ROMANIA IN THE 9TH AND 10TH CENTURJES
We should also take into consideration the archaeological facts in the region from the
period right before the 9th-l 0th centuries as in many cases the chronology of the archaeological
finds cannot be restricted to one century or another in the epoch under investigation. As
concems the funeral field, in the second half of the 8th century, there are four sites in west and
northwest Romania where graves and necropolises have been found (Ill.1.1 ). The burial sites
are the necropolis of Socodor and the graves ofDindeşti and Săcuieni (the latter case is perhaps
a necropolis with a great number of graves). Ethnically speaking, all these firnis can be ascribed
to the Avar world 13 . According to the absolute chronology of the Avar age, the necropolises of
Socodor and Săcuieni belong to the third phase of the late Avar age, which began arotmd 760
14
and ended around 810/830 • The grave of Dindeşti, as well as the buckle accidentally found in
Cicârlău, which most certainly comes from a grave, can be placed within the same time span.
Incineration is attested by the tumular necropolis of Nuşfalău, which ethnically belongs to a
group of Slavs come straight from Eastem Europe 15 • Although the necropolis can be chiefly
dated back to the 8th century, severa] metal pieces reveal that it reaches the end of the third
phase ofthe late Avar age (810/830).
By perusing the maps of territorial distribution of funeral fincis in west and northwest
Romania, one may note the fact that, besides the very small number of discoveries that belong
to the late A var age, the latter are to be found only in the plain area, mostly in the upper basin
of the Er (Ill. 1.1 ). Except for two Avar buckles found in Girişul de Criş (probably in a grave),
there are no funeral discoveries of any type, including A var ones, dating back to the 8th century
or the next period, between the middle and lower basin of the Er up to the Crişul Alb. There is a
single Avar necropolis, the one discovered in Socodor, in the plain between the Crişul Alb and
the Mureş (Ill.1.1).
Even if we take into account the discoveries in west and northwest Romania dating
back to the first half of the 8th century, which can be certainly ascribed to the Avars (chiefly
limited to isolated graves)16, the funeral discoveries belonging to the Avar environment are
quite few (Ill.1.1 ). The group of funeral finds in the upper basin of the Er is located east of the
so-called "Sarmatian waves", whose north-south line approximately corresponds to the present
western frontier of Romania 17 and, at the same time, on the right of the segrnents of earth
waves identified in the Plain of Er (at about 70 km north of Valea lui Mihai) and Carei
(between the Crişul Repede and the Crasna, between the towns of Oradea and Beltiug and in
the area ofUnimăt locality) 18 . 1n the northwestem region, the only exception is the Avar buckle
discovered in Cicârlău, settlement located in the plain of Someş towards Oaş, at a considerable
distance from the aforementioned earth waves. The Socodor necropolis is located on the right
of the segrnents of waves in the western Romanian plain, which start on the lefi of the Crişul
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Repede and intermittently stretch across the Mureş to the north-south. We should emphasize
that, in west and northwest Romania, including the territory west ofthe waves in the Plain ofEr
and Carei, there are no great A var necropolises with rich funeral inventory like those
discovered in the central area of assertion of the A var state. Across the line of demarcation
corresponding to the aforementioned waves, there is the Slavic tumular incineration necropolis
of Nuşfalău, located in a hilly area, in the upper basin of the Barcău, at a considerable distance
frorn the group of A var graves in the Er basin (III. 1.1 ).
The overall perspective offered by the geographical distribution of the non-fortified
settlernents identified in west and northwest Romania is as follows. In the 8th century, besides
the quite small nurnber of human settlements in the west and northwestern region of Romania,
one should also note their absence in the western plain between the Mureş and the Crişul
Negru. They are also very few in the depression of Beiuş and on the lefi of the Crişul Repede.
The number of sites dating back to the aforernentioned period is considerably higher in the
northwestem plain, in the Crasna and Lăpuş basins (Ill. 1.2). 1n the 8th-9th centuries, one may
notice a considerable increase in the nurnber of sites that attest the presence of settlernents,
which are to be found now in all geographical areas (111. 2.2). Most of the sites are rnassed in
the plain area of the northwestem region, both on the right and on the le:ft of the earth waves in
the basin of the Er and Crasna. We should also mention the presence of sites in the upper basins
of the rivers that cross northwest Rornania, rnany settlernents being located in hilly areas, along
tributary strearns, next to the eastem and northeastern mountain range ofthe investigated region
(Ill. 2.2). We should keep in rnind that the settlements dating back both to the 8th and to the
8th-9th centuries are much more nurnerous as compared to the funeral discoveries. At the same
time, human settlements are also present in the hilly area or even within depressions, where
there are no graves to be ascribed to the A vars (Ill 1-2).
Under these circurnstances, a comparison between the material culture revealed by the
settlernents of the investigated region and the cultures identified in closer or rernoter areas tums
out to be quite relevant. In west and northwest Romania there are no settlernents of "yurt" type
or surrounded by trenches, peculiar to the A var settlernents in the area west of the "Sarmatian
waves" to the Tisz.a and between the Tisz.a and the Danube 19 • In the west and northwestern
territory of Rornania one can find neither "yurt" type dwellings nor "niches" in the walls or
floor of houses, attested in eastern Europe, in the Pannonic area, on the Czech and Bulgarian
territories 20 • At the same time, as compared to other areas, there are no fireplaces carved in one
ofthe walls ofthe house21 .
In west and northwest Romania, in the settlements of the 8th-9th century there isn't
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either yellowish pottery characteristic to the A var chaganate or a series of specific Avar vessels,
such as decanters like those discovered in the settlements up to the "Sarmatian waves",
including the area east of the Tisza22 • Neither stamped, "latticework" decorated pottery, also
present in the Avar sites of Pannonia, has been discovered23 . Speaking about pottery, we should
also mention that, in west and northwest Romania, daily use pottery molded on fast rotation
wheels is present in various settlements as early as the 8th century, but chiefly in the 9th-10th,
as compared to other areas where this category is poorly represented or absent or belongs to a
type of vessels not used in the every day life of a household24 • An example in point is Eperjes
25
settlement, a locality on the lefi of the Tisza • Cormnon pottery molded on fast rotation wheels
is missing in this settlement - the one executed by the aforementioned technique belonging to
the type of decanter vessels - and hand-rnade pottery prevails, representing 80% of the total
discovered ceramic material. The daily use pottery molded on mediwn rotation wheels, which
represents the main part of the inventory of the settlements in west and northwest Romania
(quantitatively speaking), finds counterparts on a wide geographical area in the 8th-10th
centuries, both in the east and west of the investigated territory, without being a relevant term
of comparison in what concerns material culture26 •
The literature in the field has suggested the idea that the territories east to the "Sarmatian
waves" were not of special interest for the Avar chaganate because they did not have natural
conditions favorable to the Avars' life style27 • The concentration of archaeological firnis, chiefly
the funeral ones that can be ascribed to the Avars, in the upper basin of the Er, rnay indicate the
expansion of the chaganate's borderlines to the ridge of earth waves in the Plain of Er and Carei2 8 •
In the western area, the borderline is marked by the wave between the Crişul Repede and the
Crişul Alb, very close to the present western border of Rornania.
As compared to other territories ruled by the A var chaganate, one may asswne that
west and northwest Romania was at the fringes of the A var world. It was not of special interest
for the chagans who resided in the Pannonic Plain or for the secondary Avar center of power,
located on the territory ofNyiregyhaza town, which also ruled over the northwestern Romanian
29
area • The chaganate's expansion in the 8th century eastwards, notable in the Transylvanian
Basin30 , did not affect west and northwest Romania. According to the present archaeological
data, one rnay assert that most of the region under discussion, chiefly the pre-mountain and
mountain area to the Apuseni and Rodnei Mountains was not included within the actual
borderlines of the Avar chaganate, that is it was not under its poli tical rule.
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Nevertheless, one should display a more nuanced perspective. We know that in the 8th
century the chagans controlled certain areas remoter from the center and without special
economic importance through the agency of local chieftains of other ethnic source than Avar,
whom they associated in their effort to dominate the territory3 1. In the last decades of the 8th
century, such a significance can be attached to the discovery of Socodor, where only one ofthe
graves contains funeral inventory likely to have belonged to such a character, the rest of the
graves in the necropolis being ascribable to the common population. A community that buried
their dead according to A var rites was that of Săcuieni. The grave recovered from the
necropolis belongs to an important member of the Avar elite (possibly even a warrior). The
isolated grave ofDindeşti probably belongs to an Avar warrior.
It is has been asserted that the Avar chaganate had developed a defence system of the
main access roads to and from Pannonia in the areas outside the borderlines proper of the
eastern territory ruled by Avars32 . The defense was exercised by warriors or local elements
coopted by the Avars in the domination of the territory. From this perspective, the discoveries
of Nuşfalău, Cicârlău and maybe Moigrad are highly interesting. All three are located without
the boundaries marked by the earth waves attested in northwest Romania (Ill. 1.1, 2.1 ). The
buckle found in Cicârlău most certainly belongs to a warrior of the A var elite, who participated
in the defense and control of the "strategic road" that linked the upper basin ofthe Tisza and the
33
Someş Plain . The geographical disposition of the Slav necropolis of Nuşfalău, located along
another important access road from the Pannonic steppe into Transylvania (which crossed the
Tisza at Solnoc and advanced farther in Transylvania through the Crasna basin, then crossing
the Meseş Gates to the Transylvanian Basin), may have been the resuit of the Avar chagans'
wish to control the access from Transylvania to the west through the agency of local elements,
Slavs in this case34 • The pieces of impress decorated precious metal or those of gilded bronze
(appliques, buckles and belt ends), also discovered in the graves ofNuşfalău, can be ascribed to
the elites of the Avar communities35 • One may assume even an "official colonization" 36
initiated by the A var chagans who, by granting badges of rank, endowed certain Slav chieftains
with the right to politically rule, on behalf of the chagan, the territory where the necropolis was
located. Such Slav members of the elite may be laying in the big size tumuli of Nuşfalău,
around which other smaller ones are gathered. The importance of the communication road that
linked the basin of the middle Tisza and Transylvania in the 8th-9th century along the old "salt
road" to the northwest, is also attested by the earrings found in the neighborhoods of the
Roman town Porolissum (Ill.2.1 ). There is still a question whether the A var chagans were
interested in exercising control over the copper, iron and salt ore in the Maramureş depression.
We should remind the fact that there is no evidence that should attest an Avar presence in
M. Comşa, Slawen und Awaren auf rnmănischem Boden, ihre Beziehungen zu der bodenstăndigen
romanischen und spăteren fruhrnmănischen Bevolkerung, in Die Volker Sudosteuropas im 6. bis 8.
Jahrhundert (Herausgegeben von B. Hănsel), Siidosteuropa Jahrbuch, Miinchen/Berlin, 1987, p. 229;
U. Fiedler, Die Slawen im Bulgarenreich undim Awarenkhaganat. Versuch eines Vergleichs, in Etnische
und kulturelle Verhăltnisse an der mittleren Donau vom 6. bis. 1J. Jahrhundert, Symposiwn Nitra 6. bis
1O. November 1994 (Herausgegeben von D. Bialekova, J. Zâbojnik), Bratislava 1996, p. 195-214.
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Maramureş, even in the case of a remote control over the area, over the human commw:rities
recorded in the territory (Ill. 1.2, 2.2). At this stage of research, the map of archaeological
37
discoveries does not allow us to attest an extraction activity of the respective ores , during the
38
late A var age, as it has been presumed before .
Knowledge of the A var culture during the 9th century raises many questions, even in
the area of maximal development of the material culture of the chaganate throughout its
9
existence as a politica} entity3 • As canceros the western areas of the former Avar chaganate,
actually controlled by the Carolingian empire (on the right of the Danube, Zalavâr region),
recent researches of Hungarian historical writing note that the traces of the A vars, vassal to the
Franks, may be found in graves, including a series of specific omaments, peculiar both to the
male and female costume40 • Following these analyses, it has been suggested that the mid-9th
41
century can be regarded as the last stage ofthe Avar age .
Except for the three A var funeral discoveries (Socodor, Săcuieni, Dindeşti, already
analyzed), which, chronologically, can be dated back up to the beginning of the 9th century
(810/830), in the time span after the third decade of the 9th century there is no fi.meral find that
can be ascribed to the A vars in west and northwest Romanian. From this point of view, the
situation is quite similar to the case of the upper basin of the Tisza, both in what concems the
territory that was within the borderlines of the Avar chaganate in the 8th century and the areas
42
east of the "Sannatian waves" • Things are almost the same in the area east of the Tisza and in
the Transylvanian depression43 . But one may still wonder how true the assertions according to
which there was a massive withdrawal of the Avars east of the Tisza at the end of the 8th and the
44
beginning of the next century are • It bas been asserted that the Avars were living here in smaller
human communities, which had deliberately isolated themselves, both politically and culturally,
45
from the sWTounding environment • This is one of the argwnents used when they compare the
archaeological situation evinced in the territory on the right of the Danube (Zalavâr region}4 6 and
in the area east of the Tisza, including the upper basin of the river, geographical area in which
47
Avars and Slavs are supposed to have cohabitated during the 9th century •
Theoretically speaking, as compared to the previous epoch, the emergence of a
significant number of settlements on the map of discoveries from west and northwest Romania in
the 8th-9th centuries, their presence in depressions, hilly and pre-mountain areas substantiates the
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idea that certain sedentary Avar commwlities had really withdrawn, including in the area east of
the "Sannatian waves". An argument may be the pottery rnolded on mediurn rotation wheels,
among its users being also the Avars of the 9th century48 • As we have already mentioned, in
practice, the ahsence of elements characteristic to the Avar culture at the center of the Avar
chaganate, which can he dated hack to the 8th century, their presence in the 9th century too
(different ceramic types and categories), as well as the ahsence of funeral discoveries, at least up
to now, contradict a massive Avar migration to the western and northwestern Romanian areas.
Anyway, if the phenornenon had really affected the respective area it would be hard to identify it
in the field ofthe material cultural at the present stage ofthe research.
The period between the 9th and 10th centuries does not bring ahout significant changes
as concems the presence and geographical distrihution of the settlernents. In a smaller number
as compared to the previous epoch, they can be found hoth in the plain area of the western and
northwestem parts and along the upper hasins of the rivers in the hilly and pre-mountain area
east to the region under investigation (Ill. 3.2). In the settlements of west and northwest
Romania, dating hack to the 9th or 9th-10th centuries, we have found neither refined grey
pottery with polished omaments or made hy oxidating huming with polished decoration nor a
series of ceramic patterns, such as pitchers and pots with tubular ears, pottery discovered in
huge amounts in the sites on the left and on the right of the basin of the lower Danube49, area
included within the borderlines of the first Bulgarian czardom. In the area on the right of the
lower Danube, many dwellings discovered in settlements are irregularly oval in shape, a,uite
similar to the "yurt" type houses, and provided with fireplaces carved in one of the walls 5 • In
the case of the sites in west and northwest Romania, we have found no dwelling or type of
fireplace of the aforementioned type. In the western and northwestern areas of Romania we
have discovered, at least up to now, no isolated graves or necropolises, dating back to the 9th
century, that could he ascribed to the Bulgarians.
The present archaeological situation in west and northwest Romania enables us to assert
the fact that the military and politica! expansion of the first Bulgarian czardom, manifested
throughout the 9th century, did not affect the territory under discussion. The west and northwest
Romanian region was not included in the spreading area of the Dridu or Balkan-Danuhian
culture, characteristic to the basin of the lower Danube, archeological culture in whose shaping
the proto-Bulgarians had played a significant part. The respective territory was neither
incorporated nor politically controlled by the first Bulgarian czardom The area was not affected
by the conflicts between the Bulgarians and the state of Great Moravia in the second half of the
9th century. lf the situation were different, most certainly the politica! or military rute should have
had left some traces in the material culture or the funeral field, as it happened in other areas, such
as intra-Carpathian Transylvania51 , the Banat or in the south of the great Hungarian plain
(Alfold), areas that were under the military and politica! control of the first Bulgarian czardom
after the fall of the Avar chaganate52 •
In the second half of the 9th century, it bas been assumed that Crişana region was

48

Idea asserted in the case ofthe area ofthe upper basin ofthe Tisza: E. Istvânovits, A Retkoz, p. 251-252.
There is a rich bibliography on this question. For comparison see: M. Comşa, Cultura materială veche
românească (Aşezările din secolele VIII-X de la Bucov-Ploieşti), Bucureşti, 1978, p. 80-91, 103 with
bibliography.
so Z. Văjarova, Slajawski i slajvanobflgarski; Z. Văjarova, Strednovekovnobo se/isce.
51
M. Comşa, Câteva date arheologice în legătură cu stăpânirea bulgară în nordul Dunării în secolele
IX-X. in Omagiu lui Constantin Daicoviciu cu prilejul împlinirii a 60 de ani, Bucureşti, 1960, p. 70-81;
K. Horedt, Siebenburgen, p. 78-80.
52
D. Ovcarov. Die Protobulgaren, p. 171-190.
49

30

WEST AND NORTHWEST ROMAN/A IN THE 9TH AND 10TH CENTURIES
politically ruled by the state of Great Moravia53 . Such a hypothesis is hard to substantiate as
Jang as there is no reliable archeological evidence in west and northwest Romania. But of an
actual Moravian presence one may speak in the case of intra-Carpathian Transylvania, where it
is attested by the necropolises that make up the Cimbrud-Orăştie group 54 • The Moravian
presence in intra-Carpathian Transylvania may he the consequence of their interest in the salt
from the respective area. It seerns that the peace treaty between Carolingians and Bulgarians,
reinforced in 892 with the specific view to check the Moravs' access to the salt, was in effect in
the Transylvanian depression. lt was irnplemented by setting up defence posts controlled by
Bulgarians and Carolingians with the view to lay an "embargo" on the "salt road" along Mureş
valley55 . From this perspective, we should mention the very interesting presence in northwest
Romania of the necropolises of Zalău and Sălacea, dating back to somewhere at the end of the
9th and the first half of the 10th century. Ethnically speaking, the two cemeteries helong to
communities come from the Kottlach cultural area (archaeological culture in whose shaping the
Carolingians had played a significant part)5 6• The two necropolises have nothing to do with the
funeral finds peculiar to the Moravians of the 9th century and the heginning of the next period.
The cemeteries of Zalău and Sălacea are located along the ancient "salt road" in northwest
Romania (Ill. 2.1). One may nevertheless assume, as a working hypothesis, that the two
cemeteries could have belonged to some Carolingian communities, most probably charged
with controlling and checking the salt transport to Great Moravia along the northwestern "salt
road". This hypothesis is still under discussion. There are no finds that could he ascribed to the
Moravs and substantiate an actual politica} control exercised by Great Moravia over the
respective region in west and northwest Romania, including along the "salt road". At the same
time, the present archaeological situation contradicts a direct Moravian presence, an actual
politica! control exercised by Great Moravia in the area of the upper basin of the Tisza57 , which
was to a certain extent a buffer area between the actual borderlines of Great Moravia58 and the
present northwest Romanian territory. One cannot exclude influences from Great Moravia,
chiefly manifested in the field of economy and culture, but the present stage of the research on
the mapped sites in west and northwest Romania does not enable us to identify them in the field
of material eul ture.
The interest of the Carolingians, Bulgarians and Moravians to dominate the territory
that had helonged to the Avar chaganate up to the beginning of the 9th century did not result in
the occupation of west and northwest Romania. After the dissolution of the Avar chaganate,
throughout the 9th century up to its end, one may speak of the absence of one or another
politica! structure, of a void of power in west and northwest Romania. The considerable
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increase in the nurnber of sites that substantiate the presence of settlements in west and
northwest Romania in the 8th-9th centuries was the consequence of the aforementioned
situation, of the "peace" established in the area throughout the 9th century59 • It has been noted
that these human communities, the material culture they created, were the cornerstone on
which the poli tical entity ruled by Menurnorut was built. The geographical distribution of the
non-fortified settlements, the human dwellings endowed with all kinds of fireplaces, as well as
the sites playing the part of household annexes and the entire discovered material substantiate
the presence of a sedentary population in west and northwest Romania, of rural communities
that exploited and turned to account the natural environment. Even though present data are too
few to clearly demonstrate the presence of a well defined economic structure in the west and
northwest Romania (a rnarked specialization of various fields, as well as the presence of the
whole range of economic activities in the investigated region, comparable to other areas,
chiefly in western Europe, but similar to those of southeast Europe), one cannot deny the
60
concern in the economic field • At least in what concerns some fields, one may note a certain
evolution in time, the most relevant example in point being the presence in settlements of daily
use pottery made on fast rotation wheels, which began to be used by the hurnan communities at
the end of the 8th century, and more widely beginning with the 9th century. In the 9th-10th
centuries, the presence of pottery molded on fast rotation wheels in west and northwest
Romania may be interpreted both as an inner evolution and as the result of extemal influence.
In the 9th century, the absence of a political structure that should control the west and
northwest region enabled a greater mobility of the human factor throughout the territory. This
meant that it was easier to cross the area or even possible for certain human groups (more
probably come from Transylvania, but alsa from the west) to settle in the territory and
influence the evolution of the material culture.
As for the economic, social and political organization of the region, the settlement
concentration visible on the map of discoveries, should be regarded with much caution. 0n the
one hand, one should emphasize the fact that mast of the respective settlements were nat
systematically unearthed, which makes more difficult a precise chronological ranging in many
cases. 0n the other hand, it is well-known that the human communities ofthe respective period
were highly mobile, in constant search for agricultural fields or pastures. For these reasons, the
apparently high number of settlements rnapped on a relatively small area is very possible to
have been much smaller; many ofthem could have belonged to the same hurnan community. It
is possible that the organized movements had taken place within certain geographical sub-units,
which represented well-delineated micro-regions as a rule (the valley of a river, depressions,
etc.), that could have corresponded to the area of economic influence of one or more
communities, their nwnber being actually much smaller in each chronological stage apart than
the one revealed by the map of discoveries.
Starting from the fact that a Khabar group had settled in the upper basin of the Tisza
before the year 896, they have suggested the hypothesis that Crişana had been conquered by the
Khabars somewhere in the second half of the 9th century and that even Menumorut himself had
been a Khabar61 • The main argument is grave no. 5 of Biharia-Dealul Şumuleu where, side by
side with other artifacts, they have discovered a Jumsk type applique and a pear-shaped stirrup
dated before 896. But the two pieces do not represent a very accurate chronological or ethnic
59
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ind.icator62 • In order that things should be very clear, we have to mention the fact that the
comparative analysis of the artifacts discovered in the graves from the necropolis of BihareaDealul Şumuleu substantiates their dating back only to the :first half of the 10th centwy, or to be
more specific, somewhere in the mid-10th centwy, anyway before the beginning of the :first stage
of the Bjelo-Brdo culture63 • A similar chronology holds true in the case of the HW1garian
necropolises of Şeitin and Şiclău, cemeteries located in the plain between the Crişul Alb and the
Mureş. Neither the latter have anything in common with the fi.meral finds from the second half of
the 9th centwy in the Carpathian Basin, which could be ascribed to the conglomerate of warrior
populations come from the far east of Europe64 • We should also mention the fact that more recent
archaeological stud.ies question an alleged Khabar-Khaz.ar hegemony in Pannonia at the end of
the 9th and in the first half of the 10th century65 •
The present archeological situation raises questions as to the veracity of the pieces of
information transmitted by Anonymus conceming the expansion of the politica! entity led by
Menumorut in Crişana around the year 90066 • 0n the one hand, we should note the prevailing
concentration of the non-fortified settlements chiefly north of the Crişul Repede. They are not
absent in the areas between the Mureş and the Crişul Repede, but they are in a smaller number.
0n the other hand, in the territory under investigation, except for the fortified center of Biharia,
which had most probably existed since the beginning of the 10th century, all the others
strongholds recorded in the area can be dated back only to the second half of the 10th up to the
mid-11 th century67 (Ill. 3.2).
Starting from the fact that there is a substantial number of funeral discoveries from the
second half of the 9th century in the Tisz.a plain, which can belong, as seen above, to the
conglomerate of warrior tribes that had come from eastern Europe and got involved in the
Moravian-German conflicts68 , it is hard to assert that Menumorut's rule extended to the Tisz.a as
long as the region was controlled by the respective warrior tribes that had a strong force of
impact. At the same time, the absence of strongholds that would have played a strategic part of
control and defense in the area between the Crişul Repede and the Crişul Alb, raises questions
as to whether Menumorut has exercised or not his authority over the territory mentioned as
being under his rule, where from human settlements are not absent even though they are not
many. If Menumorut really existed, he was most probably a character who had taken advantage
of the 9th century void of power to set up his own politica} entity somewhere at the end of the
62
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respective period. But the tenitory he controlled must have been much smaller than mentioned
in Anonymus's Chronicle, being limited to a small part of the present northwestem Romanian
area, namely between the Crişul Repede, the Someş and up to the Er basin, where most of the
archeological discoveries are concentrated (Ill. 3.2). Menurnorut's origin can be ascribed to
none of the ethnic groups that made up the conglomerate of warriors who penetrated into the
Carpathian Basin in the second half of the 9th century.
As concems the 10th century, there is a number of 18 sites in west and northwest
Romania where necropolises and burial graves have been discovered, corresponding to a
nurnber of 14 localities (Ill. 3.1). To these we may also add 7 localities in whose neighborhoods
severa! artifacts have been accidentally discovered, most probably belonging to one or severa)
graves (Ill. 3.1). Chronologically, a first group of funeral finds can he dated back to after the
year 896, tobe more specific, by the mid-I0th century, before the emergence ofthe Bjelo-Brdo
cemeteries. Ethnically, all the necropolises of the first half of the I 0th century belong to the old
Hungarian environrnent69 • The second chronological layer is represented by the Bjelo-Brdo
necropolises, in which the Hungarian ethnic group is prevailingly represented 70 .
Both the necropolises dating back to the first half of the 10th century and the group
from the second half of the period can be fmmd only in the plain area west of the region under
investigation. In this area too, they are at a certain distance from the range of hills near the
Apuseni Mountains. With one exception (Răpsig, uncertain funeral character, locality in the
Crişul Alb canyon), the finds are absent in the area beyond the hilly borderline, in the
depressions or along the great rivers, tenitories where, as noted above, human settlements
dating back to the 9th-10th centuries are attested (III. 3).
In the western plain there are three areas where the funeral sites are chiefly
concentrated. A first area is on the left of the lower basin of the Crasna and the upper basin of
the Er, on the right of the river. A single discovery, quite uncertain nevertheless (Vetiş), is
present on the right of Crasna river, near the Someş basin. However, in the northwestern area
on the right of the Someş and in the whole region up to the Rodnei Mountains necropolises
dating back to the 9th-10th centuries have not been found, at least up to now. The Crişul
Repede Plain, next to the present western frontier ofRomania, on both sides of the river, is the
second area where funeral finds are concentrated. Here a first group is present in the
neighborhoods of Biharia stronghold, the second being made up of the funeral sites around
Oradea town. The plain between the Crişul Alb and the Mureş represents the third area of
necropolis concentration (Ill. 3.1).
Archaeological data do not substantiate a Khabar domination over Crişana in the
second half of the 9th and in the first half of the 10th century. One may speak of a political
control exercised by the old Hungarians over the western and northwestern areas of Romania
only after 896. According to the chronology of the necropolises, the Hungarians' expansion to
west and northwest Romania most probably occurred beginning with the 2nd or 3rd decades of
the 10th century. The "politica) domination" was exercised through the agency of the so-called
"military escorts" politically subordinated directly to the Hungarian centers of power from the
upper basin of the Tisz.a and between the Criş, the Mureş and the Tisz.a, at least in the first
decades after 89671 • From among the ranks of these "military escourts" they used to elect the
chieftains who led the warrior units in military raids and/or exercised their control over the
C. Cosma, Vestul şi nord-vestul, p. 82-92.
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conquered areas which were at a distance from the center, military leaders who had theîr own
"military escourts" 72 • The rich funeral inventory, as well as the metal pieces bearing symbols of
rank peculiar to the Hungarian military elîtes, reveals that the necropolises of Bîharia-Dealul
73
Şumuleu, Şeitin and Şîclău can be ascribed to these "military escourts" • Beginning with the
2nd or 3rd decade of the 10th century, the stronghold of Biharia became the residence of a
Hungarian leader with bis own "military escourt", who polîtically controlied the area on behalf
of the strong Hungarian center of power located în the upper basin of the Tisz.a74 . The warriors
with badges of rank buried in the necropolises of Şeîtin and Şîclău, directly subordinated to the
center of power between the Criş, the Mureş and the Tisz.a, have most certainly played a part in
the control and defense of the eastern borders of the territory occupied by the Hungarians in the
area as early as the first decades of the 9th century75 .
As for the first half of the 10th century, it still is quite difficult to estimate how
extended the Hungarian domination towards the Apuseni Mountains had actually been, as well
as the impact of the Hungarian tribes' penetration into Crişana upon the human settlements, in
the areas where the latter were present. 0n the one hand, we should note the absence in west
and northwest Romania of settlements surrounded by trenches like those found in Pannonia
after its occupation by the Hungarians 76 • 0n the other hand, in the 9th-10th centuries, one
should note the absence, in west and northwest Romania, of certain types of vessels that the
Hungarians used when they conquered Pannonia, such as fluted-neck pots, two-ear pitchers or
different kinds of clay cauldrons77 • Ali these types of vessels appear in the area under
discussion within archaeological contexts that date back beginning with the end of the 10th and
in the 11 th centuries78 .
1n west and northwest Romania we have not found traces of violent destruction in the
settlements dating back to the 9th and 10th centuries. From this perspective, the situation is quite
similar to the areas on the lefi of the Tisz.a, where there is no trace of devastation in the
settlements of the territory conquered by the Hungarian tribes. At the same time, things are
quite different in the area between the Tisz.a and the Danube, where the Hungarian occupation
79
occurred in a violent manner • One may thus assume that, as compared to the sîtuation in the
area east of the Tisz.a, the occupation of the western Romanîan region by the Hungarian tribes
was rather peaceful, without conflîcts with the human communities present in the area.
Nevertheless, it is hard to estimate what the relationship between the human communities and
the new-comers was (if it existed) and how the mutual influences manifested themselves in the
material culture, chiefly in the first half of the 10th century. According to the present
archaeological data, one may suggest that both historical Maramureş and the Oaş area were în
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no way affected by the Hungarians' expansion eastward. The two regions rernained outside the
Hungarian sphere of influence throughout the 10th century.
Signs of a more rnarked control over the area can be noted beginning with the second
half of the 10th century. We have found Bjelo-Brdo type necropolises of ordinary people,
where the Hungarian element is quite notable, which ascertains the fact that the Hungarians
have cohabited with the hwnan communities present in the area. Biharia stronghold continued
80
tobe inhabited in the second half of the 10th century, possibly by a high rank character • Bihor
acquired a privileged status within the possessions of the future Hungarian kingdom. The
Hungarians' growing interest in the actual politica! dornination of western Romania and in the
rnilitary defense of the ruled territory is attested by the strongholds found in the area. We have
already mentioned that, except for Biharia, all the other strongholds can be dated back only
beginning with the second half of the 10th century, which substantiates the idea that they have
probably been build by the Hungarians or at their command with the specific aim at defending
81
the conquered territory, whose eastern borderlines were setat the Meseş Gates •
The group of strongholds in northwest Romania is located along the access road from
Pannonia to the Transylvanian depression, along the old "salt road" that crossed the ancient
Porolisswn. The distribution map of fortified centers indicates the route of the Hungarian
conquest advance into the Transylvanian depression in the second half of the 10th century (III.
3.2). Even though archaeological data are not quite conclusive yet, one rnay asswne that, besides
offering shelter to the surrounding human communities, the strongholds - such as those of
Moigrad, Ortelec, Şimleul-Silvaniei-Cetate - have most certainly played a strategic part in
controlling the area and its economic traffic or in marking its borderlines, which was much more
stressed than one can see now, in the light of the present stage of the research. The considerable
size of the fortified buildings, as well as the sometimes highly elaborate defense system (Ortelec,
Moigrad), irnply the presence of a quite numerous cornmunity that was able to support the efforts
of defense and maintenance of the defense system, coordinated by a central authority. The fall of
the strongholds in northwest Romania must have been the outcome of the struggle between the
Hungarian kingdom and the Pecheneg tribes, events occurred during the first half of the 11 th
century, chiefly in its second quarter82 • At the same time, we should also take into account the fact
that, beginning with the aforementioned period, the Arpadian kingdom started its systematic
83
military campaigns to conquer Transylvania . Following the conquest of new territories, the
strongholds in the northwestem region lost their initial role in the defense ofthe borderlines. Their
place was taken by county residence castles, which appear in documents beginning with the
84
second half of the 11 th century •
As concems the other group of strongholds between the Crişul Alb and the Mureş, their
dating back beginning with the second half of the 10th century, as well as their territorial

°C. Cosma, Vestul şi nord-vestul, p. 49-50.
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Anonymus, cap. XXII; K. Horedt, Contribu,tii, p. 109-157; K. Horedt, Siebenburgen, p. 111-158.
M. Rusu, Şt. Dănilă, Cetatea feudală timpurie de la Şirioara, in File de istorie, Bistriţa, 1972, p. 57-62;
V. Spinei, Realităţi etnice şi politice, p. 68; K. Horedt, Siebenbiirgen, p. 134; V. Spinei, Migraţia
ungurilor, p. 130-132.
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127-148; R. R. Heitel, Die Archăologie der ersten und zweiten Phase des Eindrigens der Ungarn in da.s
innerkarpatische Transilvanien, inDacia NS., XXXVIII-XXXIX, 1994-1995, p. 389-439.
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distribution, agrees with the politica! events depicted in the chronicles, which mention the
politica! entity led by Ahtum in the Banat up to the Crişul Repede at the end of the first
millenniwn AD. The strongholds between the Mureş and the Crişul Alb had probably played a
part in the control of the salt traffic along Mureş river, as well as the military role of cotmteracting
potential attacks from the Transylvanian depression, the area north of the Crişul Alb or Pannonia.
The end of these strongholds, somewhere in the first half ofthe 11th century, may be ascribed to
the military campaigns initiated by the Hungarian kingship against Ahtum85 .
Our analysis reveals the fact that, during the 8th-9th centuries and until the first
decades of the 10th century, west and northwest Rornania was not affected by the politica!
interests of the great powers of the epoch, which were struggling to gain control over the
Carpathian Basin. 1n the 8th century, the western and northwestem Romanian area was at the
"fringes" ofthe Avar world. It was nota habitation area for the classic Avar communities found
between the Tisza and the Danube or in the small Hungarian plain on the right of the Danube.
But it is certain that Sătmar and Crişana up to the range of hills next to the Apuseni Mountains
were under a certain military control, most probably exercised through the agency of A var
warriors or local chieftains of other ethnic source, whom the chagans had coopted in the rule of
the territory. One may speak of a remote control that had no impact on the material culture of
west and northwest Romania, either by imposing certain standards peculiar to the Avar culture
in its center of maximal development or by checking its evolution. 1n the 9th century, the areas
under discussion were still a fringe zone, not affected by the politica! interests of the great
powers of the epoch. One may speak of a void of power throughout the 9th century, which a
certain Menumorut, mentioned in Anonymus's chronicle, had probably taken advantage of in
order to set up its own politica! entity. But his territory was rnuch smaller that the one
rnentioned in the chronicle and Menwnorut's origin had nothing to do with any of the ethnic
groups that made up the conglomerate of warrior tribes that penetrated into the Carpathian
Basin in the second half of the 9th century and got involved in the Gerrnan-Moravian struggle.
The aforementioned politica! entity was most probably very short-lived, between the end ofthe
9th up to the first decades of the 10th century. Beginning with the 2nd-3rd decades ofthe 10th
century, the old Hungarian tribes started the conquest of the western and northwestern
Romanian region, which led to a change in its poli tical regime. 1n the first half of the 10th
century, the Hungarians stopped in the western plain up to the range of hills before the
mountain area in the east of the investigated territory. Their actual politica} dornination
increased in the second half of the 10th century, when they manifested a growing interest in
defending the conquered territory, its eastern borderlines being set at the Meseş Gates. Both
Oaş and historical Maramureş up to the Rodnei Mountains remained without the area
politically ruled by the Htmgarians.

Trans/ated by Simona Fărcă.şan

Al. Madgearu, Contribu,tii privind datarea conflictului dintre ducele bănăţean Ahtum şi Regele Ştefan I
al Ungariei, in Banatica, 12, II, 1993, p. 5-12; Al. Madgearu, ,,Gesta Hungarorum" despre prima
pătrundere a ungurilor în Banat, in Revista Istorică (Bucureşti), VII, 1996, 1-2, p. 20.
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li. 1.1 • Funeral Discoveries of the Eighth Century.
•
•

()

- Avar isolated graves and inhumation necropolises of the first half of the
8th century: 1 Ch eşereu; 2 Căuaş; 3 Valea lui Mihai.
- Avar isolated graves and inhumation necropolises of the second half of the
8th and the first three decades ofthe 9th century: 1 Dindeşti; 2 Săcuieni; 3 Socodor.
- Slav incineration necropolis of the 8th and the first three decades of the
9th century: 1 Nuşfalău.
- Uncertain funeral discoveries of the 8th century: 1 Cicârlău; 2 Girişul de
Criş; 3-4 Săcuieni.

Illustration 1 - Archaeological Discoveries of the Eighth Century

''

li. 1.2 - Settlements of the Eighth Century.
IJ
■

- Settlements of the second half of the 7th and the first half of the 8th
century: 1-2 Berea; 3 Bozânta Micâ; 4 Girişul de Criş; 5 Nuşfalău; 6 Sanislău .
-Settlements of the 8th century: 1 Badon; 2 Bozânta Mică; 3 Cefa; 4 Chechiş; 5
Culciu Mic; 6 Girişul de Criş; 7-8 Lăpuşel; 9-10 Mesteacăn; ll Moroda; 12 Nuşfalău;
13 Oarţa de Jos; 14-15 Petrani; 16 Tătărăşti; 17 Vălenii Şomcutei; 18 Voievozi.
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Dl. 2.1 - Funeral Discoveries of the Eighth-Ninth and the First Half of the
Tenth Centuries.
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Dl. 2.2 - Settlements of the Eighth-Ninth Centuries.
■

- Uncertain funeral discoveries of the 8th-9th centuries: 1. Dindeşti; 2
Ghenei; 3 lrina; 4 Moigrad.
· Kottlach inhumation necropolises of the first half of the 10th century: 1
Sălacea; 2 Zalău.

Illustration 2 - Archaeological Discoveries of the Eighth-Tenth Centuries.

-1 Acăş; 2 Aliza; 3 Andrid; 4 Arad; 5 Baba Novac; 6 Badon; 7 Beliu; 8-16 Berea; 17-18
Biharia; 19-20 Boghiş; 21 Boiu; 22 Boiu Mare; 23-24 Bozieş; 25-27 Carei; 28 Căpleni; 29
Cefa; 30 Ciocmani; 31 Ciumeşti; 32 Cociuba Mare; 33 Crişeni; 34 Dindeşti; 35 Dorolţ; 3637 Drighiu; 38-40 Foieni; 41-42 Ghenei; 43 Girişul de Criş; 44 Lazuri;45 Lemniu; 46
Livada; 47-48 Mişca; 49-58 Nuşfalău;59 Oradea; 60 Panic; 61 Pericei; 62 Pir; 63-65
Plopiş; 66 Popeni; 67 Popeni/Cuceu; 68 Prislop; 69 Răduleşti;70. 71 Râpa; 72 Recea; 7374 Rogna; 75 Roit; 76 Rus; 77-78 Sanislău; 79 Săcăşeni; 80 Săcuieni; 81 Sărăud; 82
Sânnicolau! Român; 83 Suplacul de Barcău; 84 Şicuia; 85 Tauţ; 86 Unimăt; 87 Valcău de
Jos; 88 Valea lui Mihai; 89 Vama; 90 Vălenii Şomcutei; 91 Viile Satu Mare; 92 Zalha
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Dl. 3.1 - Funeral Discoveries of the Tenth Century
- Bjelo-Brdo necropolises and isolated graves of the second half of the 10th
century: 1 Biharia; 2 Ciumeşti; 3-4 Curtuieşeni; 5 Mâsca; 6 Moftinu Mic; 7
Oradea; 8 Oradea; 9 Salonta.
O
- Uncertain funeral discoveries of the 10th century: 1 Cauaceu; 2 Răpsig; 3.
San tăul Mic; 4 Sân tandrei; 5 Tarcea; 6 Valea lui Mihai; 7 Vetiş.
t>
- Hungarian necropolises and isolated graves of the first half of the 10th
century:1 Arad; 2 Biharia; 3 Galoşpetreu; 4 Salonta; 5 Şeitin; 6 Şiclău;7Tărian.
■
-Settlements of the 9th-10 centuries: 1-5 Arad;6 Bădăcini; 7 Berea; 8-14
Biharia; 15 Boghiş; 16 Carei; 17 Cămin; 18 Căpleni; 19 Cărăsău; 20 Cefa; 21
Ci cir; 22-23 Ciumeşti; 24 Clit;25 Cociuba Mare; 26 Culciu Mare; 27 Curtuişeni;

Dl. 3.2 - Settlements and Strongholds of the Ninth-Tenth Centuries.
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Illustration 3 - Archaeological Discoveries of the Ninth-Tenth Centuries.

28-29 Ghenei; 30 Girişul de Criş; 31 Giurtelecul Şimleului ; 32 Lazuri; 33
Moroda; 34 Nuşfalău; 35 Oradea; 36 Recea; 37 Santăul Mic; 38 Săcui eni; 39
Sălacea; 40 Sânnicolaul Român; 41 Sâncraiul Silvaniei; 42 Sântandrei; 43
Suplacul de Barcău; 44 Şicuia; 45 Şimleu! Silvaniei; 46 Valea lui Mihai; 47-49
Vladimirescu.
- Strongholds of the 10th century (the dat ing could possibl e goes back as
early as 10th centuries): 1 Biharia; 2 Satu Mare?.
- Strongholds ofthe second half of the 10th century and the first decades of
the 11th century: 1 Cladova; 2 Moigrad; 3 Zalău/ Ortelec; 4-5 Şiml eu! Silvaniei.

