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BURIALS WITH SHEEPSKINS IN LIGHT OF THE CHANGES
BETWEEN THE EARLY AND LATE AVAR PERIODS

ZsOfia BASTI'(® — Bence GULYAS?

The article discusses graves in the Carpathian Basin that contain the skulls, legs or other remains of flayed sheep.
Based on the distribution of the phenomenon, the burials of the Early and Middle-Late Avar periods can clearly
be distinguished from each other. In the Carpathian Basin, burials with sheepskins concentrated east of the Tisza
River in the Early Avar Period and reflect connections to the Eastern European steppe. After the mid-600s, the
phenomenon became common in a much wider area and the method of flaying also changed.

A cikk azokat a Kdrpdt-medencei sirokat targyalja, amelyekben kiilonleges modon megnytizott juhok koponydjt,
labat vagy egyéb maradvanyait taldltdik meg. A jelenség térbeli elterjedése alapjan egyértelmiien elkiiloniilnek
egymdstol a korai, illetve a kozépsd-késé avar kori temetkezések. A juhbérmelléklet adds szokdsa a kora avar
korban a Karpat-medencében a Tiszdtol keletre koncentralodott és a kelet-eurdpai sztyeppével valo kapcsolatokat
tiikrozi. A 600-as évek kozepét kovetéen a juhbioros temetkezések a Karpdt-medence sokkal szélesebb teriiletén

valtak dltaldnossd. Emellett a nytizds médja is megvaltozott a kordbbi technikdkhoz képest.

Keywords: sheepskin in grave, burial customs, flaying techniques, Avar Period

Kulcsszavak: juhbdr depondlds a sirban, temetkezési szokdsok, nytizdsi technikdk, avar kor

Introduction

One of the most emblematic burial customs of the
Avar Period is the placing of sacrificial animals into
the grave.! Both whole and partial remains of ani-
mals are known from mortuary contexts; partial re-
mains only include skulls and leg bones, probably
skeletal parts left in the skin or hide.” Horse, cat-
tle, sheep and goat species were the most common
choices; however, the number and species composi-
tion of sacrificed animals vary by period and region
within the studied 300 years.

Animal offerings have traditionally been exam-
ined according to species, and research focused
mostly on burials with horses in the past sixty years
(Kiss 1963; Garam 1987; Cilinskd 1990; Némethi,
Klima 1991; Makoldi 2008; Bede 2012; Garam 2018,
253-275; Gulyas et al. 2021; Szenthe, Gall 2022b,
96-106). Cattle remains from the Avar Period re-
ceived much less attention since the incipient stud-

ies of the Sopronkdhida cemetery (Torok 1973, 33—
34; Szbéke 1979; T. Sz6nyi, Tomka 1985, 111-115).
So far, only one article addressed specifically sheep
burials,’ and even that did not attempt an exhaus-
tive review (Gulyas, Lérinczy 2020). According to
another approach, there is no significant difference
in meaning between animal species in this context,
especially in the case of the partial animal burials,
(T. Sz6nyi, Tomka 1985, 112). Following that, Gabor
Lérinczy, Livia Bende and Jozef Zabojnik discussed
flayed horses, cattle, and small ruminants together
(Lérinczy 1993, 111-117; Zabojnik 2007; Bende
2017, 312-314). Furthermore, recent research has
pointed out that the species of the animal offered is
related mostly to the gender of the deceased: men
received mainly horses, women cattle and sheep,
and children sheep (Zabojnik 2007, 371; Gulyas
2023b, 166).

In this article, we do not discuss all types of mor-
tuary animal sacrifices, only burials with sheepskins.
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We focus on whether the rite appears as part of a ho-
mogeneous set of cultural knowledge in each period
or is it a fashion element taken out of its context. To
answer this question, we use both quantitative and
qualitative analytic methods.

Several factors hinder us from achieving accurate
results. Strict species identification is mostly una-
vailable, as only a few discussed cases were exam-
ined by an archaeozoologist. The exact position of
the animal bones in the graves was usually not re-
corded, especially at earlier excavations. As a result,
it is impossible to decide whether the animal’s skin
was spread over the coffin or rolled up in the grave
in many cases. This situation is further burdened by
grave disturbance, especially during the Late Avar
Period. The illustrations of the related graves often
are omitted in 20th-century publications, or they
are too schematic for identifying skinning methods
based on them. Taken together, the quality of the
available dataset is extremely uneven for our pur-
poses; however, it is suitable for drawing important
conclusions even with its shortcomings.

Burials with sheepskins in the Avar Period -
interpretive framework

The skull and leg bones found in graves, referred to
as partial animal remains, were traditionally inter-
preted by Avar Period research as animal parts left in
their skin (Rosner 1977, 96-100; Lorinczy 2022, 40).
Besides their different appearances, functional dif-
ferentiation was hypothesised between complete and
partial horse remains in this context. Research as-
sociated complete horses with representation while
partial horse burials with community rituals, which,
according to Istvan Bona, are a degraded form of
representation. In discussing the Szegvar-Sapoldal
burial, he suggests that the mourners could not af-
ford to place two horses in the grave and consume
a third one on the funeral feast. Instead, the meat of
one horse was served as a funerary meal, and only
its skin, containing the head and the feet, was buried
next to another, complete horse in the grave (Béna
1979, 19-21).*

Miklés Béla Szoke also assumed a simplification
in the ritual; according to him, the complete ani-
mals were first replaced by the skins containing the
skull and the legs, and then by the skulls only. At the
same time, he did not take a position on whether this
development was related to religious and/or social
changes (Sz6ke 1979, 97). In our opinion, the burial

variants cannot represent diverse stages of a unilin-
ear process because they appear simultaneously. In
addition, we assume different approaches behind
the variants, which might be indicated by the fact
that some of the partial horse remains in the early
burials were not harnessed (Lérinczy, Straub 2005,
140-141), i.e., the horses did not appear as riding
animals in them.

Less conventional approaches are also known in
the interpretation of animal remains. Laszlo Bar-
tosiewicz suggested that the sheep’s head and feet
found in a grave in Paks-Gyapa were food offer-
ings, which he also supported with examples from
Anatolia (Bartosiewicz 2012). Elvira H. Téth was of
a similar opinion; she distinguished the sheep skull
and leg bones found in a heap in the corner of the
Kunadacs grave from the one discovered at Szabad-
sz4llas, where the animal bones were above the skel-
eton level. She interpreted the former as a food of-
fering and the latter as a flayed animal skin (H. Téth
1981, 178-179). Discussing the Komarno-Lodenice
(Komarom-Hajogyar) cemetery, Jozef Zabojnik con-
sidered such remains as sheepskin burials only in the
cases where a zoologist has confirmed that the skull
and leg bones belonged together (Zabojnik 2007,
357). The early medieval burial at Kostohryzove on
the northern coast of the Sea of Azov gives justice to
his concerns: there, the sheep’s leg bones were found
on the border of the main shaft and the niche, while
the skull had been placed next to the human skull in
a wooden bowl (Komar et al. 2006, 323).

In the second half of the 20th century, animal
skulls in Late Avar mortuary contexts were usually
interpreted as burials with animal skins.® Béla Miklds
Sz6ke identified these as a simplified form of partial
animal burials (Sz6ke 1979, 97). Jozet Zabojnik, on
the other hand, did not accept this interpretation and
treated graves with animal skulls and those with par-
tial skeletons separately (Zabojnik 2007, 376-377).
In our opinion, there is not one interpretation rele-
vant for all these phenomena because the Carpathi-
an Basin in the Avar Period was inhabited by groups
with different habituses; thus, each case has to be as-
sessed individually. Sheep and goat skulls are prob-
ably remains of food offerings in several graves in
the Danube-Tisza Interfluve. In Aporka-Urb8puszta
Grave 4, the animal bone was at the left wrist, and
in Felgy6-Urmds-tanya Grave 235 at the right upper
arm (Bdna 1957, 149; Balogh 2010, 221-222). Grave
191 of Kiskéros-Varos alatt contained the skull of a
young sheep (Balogh 2016, 121).
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Theoretical background

Our study addresses cultural processes that can be
inferred from the change in the spread of certain
burial customs - in our case, sheepskin additions.
Research usually suspects migration in the back-
ground of such cultural phenomena. This approach,
as well as interpreting the phenomenon as an eth-
nic marker, have provoked intense debate in recent
decades (Brather 2004; Curta 2007; Siegmund 2009;
Brather 2011; Curta 2011; Curta 2013). In the re-
search of the Avar Period, similar concerns did not
arise until recently, when the distribution of certain
ritual elements was used for identifying migration
routes.® Currently, however, it is argued that follow-
ing the occurrence of a burial custom alone is not
suitable for modelling migration processes since the
individual ritual elements could be present in vast
regions simultaneously.” A theory proposes that
based on burial customs, the archaeological record
of the community which settled in the Trans-Tisza
Region in the Early Avar Period is closely related

| Number of known cases |
1 case
2-5 cases
6-15 cases
16-30 cases
100+ cases
Unknown number [

to that in the Eastern European steppe region in
the 6th-7th centuries. (Somogyi 1987, 149; Gulyas
2015; Gulyas 2023a). Instead of seeking for specific
elements, the researchers delving into this topic were
looking for a region where burial customs charac-
teristic of the Trans-Tisza Region appeared together
(Somogyi 1987, 149; Somogyi 1997, 105-107; Gu-
lyas 2015, 505-506; Lorinczy 2017, 161). Accord-
ing to this theory, the population of the Trans-Tisza
Region immigrated as a single block from Eastern
Europe (inferred based on their specific set of burial
customs that can easily be distinguished from the lo-
cal funerary practice). Nowadays, this picture needs
to be nuanced. The newcomers could incorporate
groups from other regions of the Avar Khaganate,
who could also adopt this mortuary practice. There-
fore, these communities were not necessarily ethni-
cally homogenous (Gulyas 2023a, 746-747). Addi-
tionally, in their new home in the Carpathian Basin,
these groups then integrated newly arriving ones
from the Eastern European steppe with which they
maintained contact, with their identity changing

150 km|

T e

Fig. 1. Distribution of Early Avar sites with graves with sheepskins. Numbers: see Table 2 for site names
1. kép. A kora avar kori juhbdros temetkezések elterjedése. A szamozashoz 1d. az 2. tablazatot
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anddeveloping in the process; and that probably did
not leave their burial rites unaffected either. Based
on the concentration of Byzantine and precious met-
al objects in the Maros Valley and around Szegvar,
the prosperity of the respective communities began
in the first third of the 7th century. This boom is also
detected in funerary representation: from this pe-
riod on, many more animal skins were placed in the
graves, which led to an increase in grave sizes and
the gaining ground of the grave type with an end-
wall shaft (Gulyas 2023a, 743).

The custom of burying people with flayed animal
skin is part of a complex ritual that reflects identity
and is the result of a conscious decision by the mourn-
ers. The mortuary segment of the cultural tradition
was exposed to far-reaching changes determining the
life of the community. Thus, both the execution and
the communal meaning of the flayed animal skin in a
burial may have changed during the Avar Period.

The other focus of our study, independent of the
ritual aspect, is the flaying techniques which result
in skins and hides with parts which are discernible
with archaeological methods, thus indicating their
former presence, even under continental climatic
conditions. The bones remaining in the skin - the
skull, the caudal vertebrae, and the lower legs — and
the flaying and chopping marks that can be observed
on them testify to unconsciously applied, therefore
truly inherited, and long-term traditions.

This system of relations can be interpreted with
the help of the habitus concept by Pierre Bourdieu.
According to him, habitus is an inherited system
that contains all learned courses of action and ideas
about the world. This complex body of knowledge
is called doxa (Bourdieu 1977). In relation to the
phenomenon discussed, elements of the doxa are
practical techniques for slaughtering and skinning
animals. Burial customs are more special and com-
plex elements of the doxa, because the ritual toolkit
available to the community, from which they choose
when making individual decisions, can be extremely
large. This variability enables funerary rites to simul-
taneously express and affect the actual identity of a
community. Thus, in extreme cases, these rites can
express a closed group identity (ethnicity?) (Gulyas
2021, 139-140). In light of this concept, the num-
ber of archaeologically traceable versions of funer-
ary rites in the Carpathian Basin and within the 300
years of the Avar Period can be unpredictably wide.
Due to their essence, the same variability is expected
in the meanings of these rite variants.

The advantage of the habitus concept is that it re-
flects not only on the characteristics of the end re-
sult but also on the technique (the process) through
which it had been formed (Dietler, Herbich 1998).
The methods of animal flaying practised in the Eura-
sian steppe vary over time and can be interpreted as
cultural traditions.®

Three main flaying methods were practised in
the Avar Period Carpathian Basin. In the early Avar
Period, the so-called bone-cut flaying method was
the most typical: the radius and tibia were split at
an angle at the distal end (Lérinczy 2016, 157). In
contrast, in the Late Avar Period, the flaying started
by cutting through the knee joints, and the skin was
peeled off from there (Lérinczy 2016, 166). More re-
cently, a previously unknown technique was discov-
ered at Tiszakiirt-Zsilke-tanya, dated to the middle
and last thirds of the 7th century: several sheep’s leg
bones were crushed with a blunt object (Gulyas et al.
2023, 357).

We propose that examining burials with sheep-
skins is suitable for modelling internal migration
processes. However, for a distributional analysis like
this, not only the presence of sheepskins but also
their position in the grave, the method of skinning,
and other burial customs linked to them must also
be taken into account.’

Burials with sheepskins in the Early Avar Period

The remains of at least 849 specimens from the
Early Avar Period are known from 39 sites (7Ta-
ble 2)."° These are rather unevenly distributed; 460
sheepskins were found in the Szegvar-Oromdiilé
cemetery with 467 graves, and 254 in the Mako-
Mikdcsa-halom site with 251 graves. The skulls and
leg bones of 16-30 sheep were found at three sites,
Babarc-Mérnokségi telep, Kovegy-Nagy-foldek, and
Tiszakiirt-Zsilke-tanya each. In addition, the re-
cords of Tiszavasvari-Utasér-part-diilé and Szegvar-
Sapoldal held the remains of 6-15 animals, while the
rest of the sites, 1-5. We have data on the presence of
sheepskins from four sites where the exact number
of cases is unknown.

29 of the studied sites are located in the Trans-
Tisza Region (Fig. I),"" accounting for more than
two-thirds of all cases. Traditionally, research has
recognised another group there that appeared at the
same time as the Avars and is characterised by quite
diverse burial customs, different from the Avars. The
most common grave orientation is E-W or NE-SW,
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while N-S and W-E are much less common. Besides
simple shaft graves, there are many graves with two
ledges, a sidewall niche, or an end-wall shaft. Flayed
remains of horses, cattle, sheep and goats are com-
mon in the main shafts of the graves, often spatially
separated from the deceased. Vessels were placed
next to the head of the deceased in 20-50% of the
cases in every site. Sheep rump was a common food
offering (Lérinczy 1998, 344; Gulyas 2023a, 704-
706) (Fig. 2). Gabor Lérinczy previously assumed
that these communities first appeared along the low-
er course of the Maros and Tisza rivers and gradu-
ally expanded their dwelling areas towards north
of the Koros rivers (Lérinczy 1998, 354-355). Our
distribution map shows that the majority of buri-
als with sheepskins are concentrated in the Maros
Valley, although the exact case number is unknown
(Fig. 3). There is another concentration in a strip
on the left bank of the Tisza between Szentes and
Hédmezévasarhely, while in more distant areas, ex-
cept for the area around Tiszavasvari, such graves
appear more sporadically.

In addition to the Trans-Tisza Region, buri-
als with sheepskins were frequent in southeastern
Transdanubia in the Early Avar Period. Altogether
23 such burials are known from Babarc-Mérnok-
ségi telep, currently known only from preliminary
reports, two from Kolked-Feketekapu Cemetery
B, and one from Szekszard-Bogyiszloi Street. The
common feature of the cemeteries mentioned above
is the diversity of their burial rites, indicating sev-
eral co-existing cultural traditions in the respective
communities, although in different proportions.
The groups of burials with sheepskins have the same
burial rites as Early Avar communities in the Trans-
Tisza Region (described above). Babarc and Kélked
were characterised by NE-SW, E-W, while Szek-
szard by N-S orientation. In addition to simple shaft
graves, all three sites included graves with sidewall
niches, and Babarc also a grave with an end-wall
shaft. An important similarity is that the animals
at the Transdanubian sites, just like those in the
Trans-Tisza Region, were bone-cut flayed. Because
of all that, it has been suggested that these commu-
nities moved from areas east of the Tisza River at
the beginning of the 7th century (Gallina et al. 2022;
Gulyas 2023b). In addition to the sites mentioned,
sheep skulls and leg bones were documented in
three graves in the Paks-Gyapa cemetery. Based on
the preliminary report, the burial customs of this
community, characterised by SW-NE orientation

and simple shaft graves, differ significantly from the
ones practised on the sites mentioned above (Bar-
tosiewicz 2012, 172). Based on the descriptions, the
sheep found at Paks were flayed by cutting at the
joints (Bartosiewicz 2012, 175). As we demonstrate
below, this method was more characteristic of the
Middle and Late Avar periods. Therefore, the graves
unearthed at Paks-Gyapa, even if they also exhibit
Early Avar features, possibly belong to the second
half of the Avar Period.

Recently, a group of Early Avar Period burials
with sheepskins can be identified in the Little Hun-
garian Plain. A total of six partial sheep remains
have been mentioned from three sites, Gyér-Papai
vam, Mosonszentmiklos-Palmajor, and Gyirmot-
Borsddild, although the latter two have not yet been
published in detail. The graves at Gydr are oriented
NNW-SSE; in addition to simple shaft graves, the
cemetery included a grave with a sidewall niche.
One grave contained a ceramic vessel behind the
skull, while remains of sheep and cattle rumps and
a fowl were found in the leg area in two burials.
The animals were bone-cut flayed (Nagy 2011, 13,
15-16). Based upon these burial rite elements (apart
from orientation), the site could be related to com-
munities of Eastern European steppe origin.

Flayed sheep remains from the first half of
the Avar Period were found only in Grave 701 of
Dunavecse-Kovacsos-diilé in the Danube-Tisza In-
terfluve. The burial is oriented NW-SE, and based
on its elongated shape, the archaeologist leading
the excavation suggested that it was originally an ir-
regular grave with an end-wall shaft (Balogh 2016,
44; Lantos 2019, 100)."” Fowls were placed in the
grave as food offering, and a harness symbolised the
horse. Partial sheep remains alone do not imply that
the grave is related to the Early Avar population of
the Trans-Tisza Region. This grave is probably more
akin to the features of Paks-Gyapa; the connec-
tion is also corroborated by the appearing skinning
method.

A physical anthropological evaluation is available
for 381 Early Avar individuals,”* and almost half of
the related graves included partial sheep remains. Of
these, 47% contained the remains of children, 29%
of adult females, and 21% of adult males. It is strik-
ing that the majority of the deceased, 121 people, fall
into the Infans I age group. After that, a sharp de-
crease in numbers could be observed in the Infans I
(55) and juvenis (46) groups, and then another surge
in the adultus (73) and maturus (59) age groups.'*
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Fig. 2. Graves with sheepskins from Szegvar. 1: Grave 165; 2: Grave 323; 3: Grave 517; 4: Grave 539

(after Lorinczy 2020)

2. kép. Juhboros temetkezések Szegvar-Oromdaldbdol. 1: 165. sir; 2: 323. sir; 3: 517. sir; 4: 539. sir

(Lérinczy 2020 nyoman)
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Burials with sheepskins in the Late Avar Period

We examined Late Avar 46 sites with at least 521
graves containing skulls and legs or just animal skulls
(Table 3)."> These sites scatter much more evenly
in the Carpathian Basin than the Early Avar ones
(eight in the Trans-Tisza Region, nine in Slovakia,
thirteen in the Danube-Tisza Interfluve, and sixteen
in Transdanubia). The number of cases by region
is lower than in the previous period: 88 graves are
known from the Trans-Tisza Region, 298 from the
territory of Slovakia, 48 from the Danube-Tisza In-
terfluve, and at least 89 from Transdanubia (Fig. 4).
In the Koros-Tisza—Maros Interfluve, the number

of graves with partial sheep remains shows a sharp
decrease in the second half of the Avar Period. Only
the Pitvaros-Viztarozé and Székkutas-Kapolnadiild
cemeteries yielded relatively many cases (with 29
and 38 graves, respectively). Only a part of the faunal
material from the Szarvas-Grexa téglagyar site un-
derwent zoological examination (Bende 2017, 312),
so the number of such burials there is probably high-
er than known today. The animal parts were placed
in the main shafts of the graves with an end-wall
shaft, just like in the previous period, and near the
feet outside the coffin in simple shaft graves (Bende
2017, 312). In this period, sheepskin was placed
mainly in the graves of adults regardless of gender,

¢

Fig. 3. Graves with sheepskins and sheep skulls from the Lower Maros Valley. 1: Kévegy-Nagy-foldek Grave 18; 2:
Kovegy-Nagy-foldek Grave 22; 3: Apatfalva-Nagyut-diilé Grave 376 (1-2: Benedek, Marcsik 2017;
3: Cseh, Varga 2017)
3. kép. Juhb6ros és juhkoponyas temetkezések a Maros alsé folyasanal. 1: Kovegy-Nagyfoldek 18. sir; 2: Kovegy-Nagy-
foldek 22. sir; 3: Apatfalva-Nagyut-dild 376. sir (1-2: Benedek, Marcsik 2017; 3: Cseh, Varga 2017 nyoman)
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departing from previous trends in the region (Bende
2017, 312). Few graves containing partial sheep re-
mains are known from the area south of the Maros
River; however, unlike the Early Avar record, the
Late Avar material from the excavations of Ferenc
Moéra and Dezsé Csallany is not known at all. Partial
sheep remains were also found during recent exca-
vations in Széreg-Bels6-Ugar and Nédlac (Nagylak,
Romania) cemeteries 3M-S and 7M. Nevertheless,
Late Avar cemeteries are much more modest com-
pared to the previous period, with predominantly
simple shaft graves oriented N-S and NW-SE. An
independent horse burial is also known from both
the Széreg and Nadlac 7M sites each, showing the
spread of this burial custom towards the inner Car-
pathian Basin (Lérinczy, Szalontai 1993, 289-291;
Cocis et al. 2016, 35-48; Gall 2017, 47-49). Several
burials of the Nadlac 3M-S site had a grave pit with
a sidewall niche, a rare phenomenon in the Koros-
Tisza-Maros Interfluve in the second half of the
Avar Period (G4ll 2017, 51).

Partial sheep remains occur sporadically in the
mortuary record of the Little Hungarian Plain in the
second half of the Avar Period. Three graves with
small ruminant bones are known from Bagyog-
Gytirhegy, with both skulls only and skull-feet assem-
blages amongst them. These animal remains were sit-
uated above the skeleton level (probably on top of the
coffin), or at the foot end of the grave (Csordas 2022,
114-115). In contrast, sheep skulls and leg bones lay
in depressions at the feet of several deceased interred
at Ménf6csanak-Eperfoldek (Nagy 2008, 186). Al-
though the respective publications do not mention
flaying methods, based on the published figures, the
skins were peeled off at the joints.

A relatively small concentration of graves with
sheepskins is known from the western Balaton Ba-
sin. Although some of these probably display Early
Avar traditions, there are several arguments for their
younger dating. We know of only one burial with an
Avar rite from Keszthely-Fenékpuszta, Pusztaszent-
egyhazi-dilé near Lake Balaton (Miiller 2014, 168).
Grave 2000/150, oriented E-W, contained a child’s
skeleton, with a pot next to the skull and the remains
of a sheep above the deceased. According to Tivadar
Vida, analogies of this rite occur in the Middle Avar
Period, which should be taken into account when
dating this grave (Vida 2018, 198). About a third of
the graves in Gyenesdids contained sheep and goat
skins spread over the coffin or rolled up and placed
in the foot area (Fig. 5) (Miiller 2019, 64-84). In the

absence of a complete publication, little is known
about their chronological position; in preliminary
reports, at least one grave was dated to the Early
Avar Period. Based on a sheet metal bracelet with
flared ends it contained (Muller 2008, 280), Grave
19, with a rite similar to that of the burial in Fenék-
puszta (Miiller 2008, 279), can probably be dated to
the middle third of the 7th century.'® Overall, since
graves with sheepskins make up a small proportion
of the Gyenesdias cemetery, and the rite of the Mid-
dle and Late Avar burials follow that of the Early
Avar ones in all respects, the graves of the cemetery
should rather be dated together to the second half
of the Late Avar Period - even more so because the
published grave plans suggest that the animals were
flayed by cutting the legs at the joints (the method
of skinning is not described in the text). Also, the
previously characteristic E-W orientation gradually
disappeared, and burials with horses became more
frequent at the site in the Late Avar Period (Miiller
2019, 64-84). One of the most important graves in
the cemetery is Grave 64. It contains the skeleton of
a bridled horse and the skull and leg bones of a goat.
The sabre, the golden earrings, the gilded bronze belt
mounts, and the Byzantine solidi of Constans II and
Constantine IV (654-659) indicate the high rank
of the deceased (Miiller 2008, 282-283). The grave
was dated to the Middle Avar Period. We have little
information about the burial customs in Vors-Pap-
kert Cemetery B, another site in the Balaton Basin.
Most graves have a W-E orientation, but an opposite
orientation also occurred. Forty burials with hors-
es were discovered, of which only eight were undis-
turbed upon discovery. Similar to Gyenesdias, par-
tial sheep remains were found in graves regardless of
age and gender (Szentpéteri 1991).

While in the earlier period, the discussed rite was
only present on the western shore of Lake Balaton, it
also appeared on the southern one from the end of
the 7th century. Fifteen of the 44 graves in the cem-
etery near Balatonkiliti contained sheep skulls and/
or feet bones (Bartosiewicz 1995, Table 1). Grave
65 contained remains that resemble typical sheep-
skin burials: the skull and three leg bones have been
found in a layer above the deceased. The skin was
probably spread over the coffin (Bartosiewicz 1995,
174). Most graves in the cemetery were oriented
WSW-ENE and several had a depression at each end
of their bottom. Eggs and fowl were the most com-
mon food offerings, and many graves also contained
pots (Kolt6 1994, 57).
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Fig. 4. Distribution of Middle and Late Avar sites with graves with sheepskins. Numbers:
see Table 3 for site names
4. kép. A kozép és kés6 avar kori juhbdros temetkezések elterjedése. A szamozashoz 1d. a 3. tablazatot

Like in the Early, sheepskin was a relatively pop-
ular grave offering in southeastern Transdanubia in
the Late Avar Period, too, appearing in more cem-
eteries than before. The distribution of such graves
is uneven between the six cemeteries: almost three-
quarters of the cases come from Kolked-Feketekapu
Cemetery B. The Early and Late Avar graves there
seem to be connected only by the presence of the
sheepskin rite. Based on the grave maps, besides gen-
eral changes in the burial customs (affecting orienta-
tion and grave types; see, e.g., Kiss 2001, 218, 353;
Kiss 1977, 149; Pasztor 1990, 132-133; Kiss 2001,
353), there is also a change in flaying method, bone-
cut flaying having been replaced by cutting through
the joints first (e.g. Kiss 1977, 144, Fig. 67; Kiss 2001,
165, Abb. 49, 177, Abb. 52).

Compared to the Early Avar Period, the change is
the most striking in the Danube-Tisza Interfluve in
the second half of the Avar Period. Sheep skulls and
legs in graves were common there from the mid-7th
century, concentrating mainly in the Szabadszallas-
Kunadacs area and the northern Backa Region. We

have more data on the former. As mentioned, the
sheep body parts were placed differently into the
graves in Kunadacs and Szabadszallas, having been
rolled up and put into one end of the grave in the
former and spread over the coffin in the latter. In one
case, the coffin was placed on a spread animal pelt
(H. Téth 1981, 178-179). According to Csilla Balogh,
several cemeteries were established in the northern
and central zones of the Danube-Tisza Interfluve in
the second half of the 7th century. Early Avar burial
customs were practised there, the appearing ele-
ments of which include graves with sidewall niches,
ledges or other niches in the graves, partial animal
burials, sheep rump as food offering, and placing
pots behind the head of the deceased (Balogh 2016,
79). The sites listed by the author are not at all or
only partially published, so it is difficult to verify
her data. The proportion of graves with ceramic ves-
sels in the Kunadacs and Szabadszallas cemeteries is
54.5% and 54.4%, respectively, which is higher than
the Early Avar Period average in the Trans-Tisza Re-
gion (see Balogh 2016, Table 17). In contrast, graves
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Fig. 5. Graves with sheepskins and sheep skulls from Gyenesdias. 1: Grave 65; 2: Grave 168; 3: Grave 81
(after Miiller 2008)
5. kép. Juhboros és juhkoponyds sirok Gyenesdiasrol. 1: 65. sir; 2: 168. sir; 3: 81. sir (Miiller 2008 nyoman)
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with a sidewall niche are much rarer; they are only
known in greater numbers from Szabadszallas-
Batthyanyi Street, accounting for 11% of all burials
(Balogh 2016, Table 6). Regarding skinning meth-
ods, we only have certain data from Szabadszallas-B
Gyakorlotér: based on the published grave plans, the
animals were probably flayed by cutting through the
knee joints first (Balogh 2004, 84). In our opinion,
the evidence listed here is not decisive of a migra-
tion in the mid-7th century; for that, the mentioned
graves should be known in their entirety.

In the Bac¢ka Region (Serbia), six graves from the
Stara Moravica (Bacskossuthfalva) cemetery and one
from Backi Sokolac (Bicsandrasszéllds) contained
partial sheep remains. The skins were spread over
the coffin in half of these cases and placed rolled up
into the bottom of the graves in the other half. The
rite is characteristic of burials of adults of both sexes
(Balogh 2016, Table 15), most of them interred in
simple shaft graves. Besides, 11 graves with a side-
wall niche were unearthed in Backi Sokolac and one
in Stara Moravica (Bacskossuthfalva) (Balogh 2016,
6, Table 14). The niches of the graves at Backi Soko-
lac, as the detailed and illustrated descriptions show,
were on the right side of the grave pit, unlike in sim-
ilar Early Avar features in the Trans-Tisza Region
(Ricz 1995). Grave 36 in Backi Sokolac stands out
from the rest of the cemetery because of the niche,
the sheep remains, and a pot placed next to the left
temple bone of the deceased. Csilla Balogh claims
that the rite observed there can be linked with the
Early Avar population of the Trans-Tisza Region
(Balogh 2016, 88). However, this hypothesis cannot
be proven without having a publication of the grave.

Several other regions with partial sheep remains
in only a few cemeteries are known in the Car-
pathian Basin. In northeastern Transdanubia, two
graves contained skinned small ruminant remains
at Nagyvenyim-Munkacsy-Fizfa Streets, but only
a skull is known from one. Five graves contained
horse remains at the site, and some burials had grave
structures (Szticsi 2015, 23-24). Two sheepskins
were spread over the coffin in one of the graves exca-
vated at the end of the 1960s at Visegrad-19 Széche-
nyi Street (Széke 1970).

In the second half of the 7th century, the Avar hab-
itation area expanded significantly to the north, and
many cemeteries were established in the territory of
today’s southern Slovakia. At some sites, sheep re-
mains were almost as frequent as in the Trans-Tisza
Region in the Early Avar Period. These cemeteries can

be classified into a western and an eastern group. The
most significant site of the western group is Devinska
Nova Ves (Dévényujfalu) with 119 graves containing
sheep bones. According to Jan Eisner, most features
included both skulls and other smaller bones, but due
to the lack of accurate documentation, it is not known
whether the latter were leg bones (Eisner 1952, 235)."”
Most of these remains were found in one end or the
corners of the grave, and sometimes in a layer above
the human remains (Eisner 1952, 236; Széke 1979,
93). Jan Eisner interpreted these sheep remains as
food offerings (Eisner 1952, 236); besides, Béla Miklos
Sz6ke mentions that usually, poorly furnished graves
contained such grave goods (Széke 1979, 92). The pre-
dominant orientation in the cemetery was SE-NW,
and timber constructions (perhaps both coffins and
burial chambers) were observed in 118 graves (Eis-
ner 1952, 226-232). Burials with weapons and hors-
es were much more frequent there than in the coeval
cemeteries in the central part of the Avar Khaganate
(Eisner 1952, 232-233). The Bernoldkovo (Cseklész)
cemetery contained the most sheep remains relative to
the total number of graves; skulls were observed in 29
graves, usually together with lower leg bones, situated
above the deceased, indicating that an animal skin had
been spread over the coffin. The main orientations at
the site are E-W and NE-SW. Only four burials with a
horse could be observed there, i.e., considerably fewer
than in Devinska Nova Ves (Kraskovska 1962). Based
on both the orientation and the occurrence of graves
with horse remains, the cemetery of Zitavska Ton
(Zsitvatd), with six sheepskin burials, also belongs to
this group (Budinsky-Kricka 1956; Cilinsk4 1963).
Based on the elements of the local funerary rite,
two cemeteries stand out, to some extent, from the
western group. The site at Nové Zamky (Ersekujvar)
included 25 graves with sheep or goat skulls and
other animal bones, perhaps of the leg. These were
found either above the upper body of the deceased
or in the head end of the grave. Traces of coffins and
burial structures were common in these graves, in-
dicating that the animal skins had been spread on
those (Sz6ke 1979, 86). The predominant orienta-
tion in the cemetery was NW-SE, but about one in
every ten graves was oriented oppositely (Cilinska
1966, 115). Burials with horses were relatively rare
in the cemetery; only twelve such graves are known
(Cilinska 1966, 121). Sheep remains were found in
eight graves in the Komarno-Lodenice cemetery.
Due to extensive disturbance throughout the site,
the exact reconstruction of the rite is difficult, but,
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Fig. 6. Graves with sheepskins and sheep skulls from Kosice-Sebastovce. 1: Grave 31; 2: Grave 146;
3: Grave 84; 4. Grave 111 (after Budinsky-Kricka, To¢ik 1991)
6. kép. Juhbdrés és juhkoponyés temetkezések Kosice-Sebastovce (Kassa-Zsebes) temet8jébél. 1: 31. sir;
2: 146. sir; 3: 84. sir; 4: 111. sir (Budinsky-Kricka, To¢ik 1991 nyoman)

according to the archaeologist leading the excava-
tion, the remains were found in higher layers of the
grave fill (Trugly 2008, 87). The predominant orien-
tation in the cemetery was NW-SE, but oppositely
directed burials were also relatively frequent. All
unearthed features were simple shaft graves, with
relatively large plank coffins or burial chambers in
forty of them. A significant number of males had
been interred with complete and equipped horses,

and partial cattle remains were found in the graves
of females (Trugly 2008, 79-88). Based on the obser-
vations of Sandor Trugly and Béla Miklos Szdke, as
a trend, mostly the graves with modest furnishings
of females and children contained sheep remains in
both cemeteries (Széke 1979, 86; Trugly 2008, 87).

Sebastovce (Kassa-Zsebes), Barca (Barca), Vala-
liky-Vsechsvitych (Kassamindszent), and Kechnec
(Kenyhec) are four important published cemeteries
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in the Kosice Basin. The predominant orientation in
all four was E-W, known from the peripheral areas
of the Carpathian Basin in the Late Avar Period (Kiss
1996, 167). The only exception to this was Kechnec,
where most graves were S-N-oriented (Pastor 1971,
89). Burials with weapons and a horse are common
in the region, and occasionally, a grave also contains
partial cattle remains or those of complete dogs (Fig.
6) (Csiky 2006, 112-113). It should be emphasised
that cremation graves were also documented in the
larger cemeteries, which is why research hypothe-
sised a mixed Avar-Slavic population behind them
(Fiedler 1996, 198-200). Based on the E-W orienta-
tion and the burials with animal skins, Zoltdn Téth
suggested that the Avars settling in the Kosice Basin
probably moved there from the Trans-Tisza Region
(Téth 2018, 270). However, as a completely different
flaying method characterises the Kosice Basin than
the Early Avar Period in the Trans-Tisza Region, this
hypothesis should be treated with reservation.
Finally, Brodski Drenovac (Kisdarnoc, Croatia)
should be mentioned as the southernmost cemetery
with sheepskin burials. It is characterised by an E-W
orientation and a relatively high proportion of burials
with weapons and horses, similar to Devinska Nova
Ves and Sebastovce in Slovakia.'® The remains of
sheep were found in four graves, the skins lying both
spread over the coffin and folded in a short end of the
grave (Vinski-Gasparini, Ercegovi¢ 1958, 132-136).
Altogether 264 graves with partial sheep re-
mains from the second half of the Avar Period, rep-
resenting 54% of all known cases, were examined by
physical anthropologists. About a third, 34% of the
investigated graves belonged to adult males, 38% to

adult females, and only 19% to children. Looking
at the gender of the interred (as determined from
grave goods), this ratio changes slightly: men make
up 24% of all cases, women 27%, while the propor-
tion of adults whose gender cannot be determined
is 32%. Based on these, there is a slight shift of pref-
erence towards adults compared to the Early Avar
Period. The distribution of the phenomenon by age
group sheds more light on this change: mostly adul-
tus and maturus burials contain sheep remains, ac-
counting for 69% of all anthropologically evaluated
graves. As for its distribution by gender and age at
death, regional differences can also be observed. We
examined three well-studied regions, the southern
Trans-Tisza Region, southeastern Transdanubia,
and eastern Slovakia. The proportion of children in
the southern Trans-Tisza Region is lower than in
the other two, and burials with sheepskins are more
frequent in the senium age group.

Case study: burials with sheepskins in southeastern
Transdanubia

Eight sites, including cemeteries from both the first
and second halves of the Avar Period, are examined
in the study (Table I). Both phases are present at
Kolked-Feketekapu Cemetery B; these were treated
here separately. As shown in the table below, the pro-
portion of graves with sheepskins was markedly dif-
ferent at each site.

Due to the distorting effect of the highly different
case numbers, the evaluation is based on the relative
occurrence of each funerary rite element per site.
Graves without data on orientation, shape, and food

Table 1. Cemeteries with graves containing sheepskins in Southeast Transdanubia
1. tabldzat. Juhbdros sirokat tartalmazé temetdk a Délkelet-Dunantilon

Archaeological site Chronological position Case count
Babarc-Mérnokségi telep Phase 1 23
Kolked-Feketekapu B Phase 1 2
Szekszard-Bogyiszléi ut Phase 1 1
Boly-Sziebertpuszta A Phase 2 6
Gerjen-Véradpuszta Phase 2 1
Kolked-Feketekapu A Phase 2 3
Kolked-Feketekapu B Phase 2 48
Paks-Gyapa Phase 1 3
Szekszard-Palanki-dil6 Phase 2
Terehegy-Marfai dogkut Phase 2 2
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offerings were omitted from the analysis. After that,
we performed cluster and correspondence analyses
on the find material. Both led to the same result.

The first ‘early’ group consisted of the early
graves at Babarc-Mérnokségi telep and Kolked-Fe-
ketekapu Cemetery B, characterised by E-W and
NE-SW orientation, graves with a sidewall niche,
and the presence of sheep rump as a food offering.
The group, with steppe connections, is related to the
Early Avar Period Trans-Tisza Region. The burial
from Szekszard-Bogyiszloi ut, despite its N-S ori-
entation, is also related to this group. Since it was
the poorly furnished grave of a child, the ritual ele-
ments appearing in it were not spectacular. Howev-
er, assessed in the context of the other graves with a
similar orientation in the cemetery, a sidewall niche,
and the presence of partial horse and cattle, one may
conclude that the respective community practised
an Eastern European steppe-style funeral represen-
tation (Gulyas 2023b, 160-168).

Middle and Late Avar sites make up the second,
larger group. These are characterised by W-E and
NW-SE orientation and the exclusivity of simple
shaft graves. Graves with equipped horses, cattle leg
bones as food offerings, and pots were found in two
sites. The correspondence analysis separated them
according to different orientation traditions. It is not
clear whether the link between the Early Avar Paks-
Gyapa and the Late Avar sites stems from the same
cultural background. In any case, it should be noted
that at these sites, the sheep were flayed the same
way, by cutting through at the joints first.

Based on the results, the examined groups prob-
ably migrated there from the Trans-Tisza Region in
the Early Avar Period. These groups followed East-
ern European steppe traditions in their burial cus-
toms, as reflected in the variability of orientation
and grave forms, burials with the skins of bone-cut
flayed sheep, and sheep rumps as food offerings.

A significant reorganisation took place in the re-
gion from the Middle Avar Period. In Kolked, where
the Early Avar Period is only represented by a few
graves, burials with sheepskins became more frequent
in the Late Avar Period. This rite can be considered
sporadic at other sites. Kolked illustrates a trend ob-
served in other regions as well: cemeteries with many
burials with partial animal remains (Gyenesdias,
Devinska Nova Ves, Kolked) are surrounded by ones
where similar features occur only sporadically.

The Paks-Gyapa cemetery stands apart from these
and is connected to the other sites in the region only

by the presence of sheepskins. The site lacks strong
ties to Early Avar Period sites, showing a closer con-
nection with the Middle and Late Avar sites in the
region. This perhaps indicates that another group
moved into the area in the 7th century, the funer-
ary rites of which included partial sheep burials. We
cannot date exactly their arrival, but Paks-Gyapa is
probably the earliest site of this group."

Summary

The custom of adding sheepskins to graves is pre-
sent throughout the entire Avar Period but with
significant differences between its first and second
halves. According to our current knowledge, the
rite appeared first only in a limited area, mainly in
the Trans-Tisza Region and a part of southeastern
Transdanubia, and such graves were established only
sporadically in other regions between the 6th and the
mid-7th centuries. In these two regions, sheep parts
are elements of a well-defined and complex funerary
rite, characterised by NE-SW and E-W orientation
and a diversity of grave types (including graves with
a sidewall niche or ledges, simple shaft graves and
graves with an end-wall shaft). In addition to sheep-
skins, they often contain horse and cattle remains,
and the choice of species seems connected with spe-
cific parts of society: graves of adult males usually
contain horses, those of adult females, cattle and/or
sheep, while childrens graves include sheep. With
few exceptions, the animals were bone-cut flayed,
i.e. the tibia and the radius were chopped in two at
the distal end. Besides partial animal remains, the
addition of complete horses is rare; they were mainly
placed next to men buried with weapons and belts.
Small ruminant bones, especially the sacrum or lum-
bar vertebrae, were documented as remains of food
offerings, and pots were found in 20-50% of the
graves, almost always near the skull. Apart from the
Carpathian Basin, the discussed ritual elements ap-
pear together on the Eastern European steppe; based
on that, we can assume closer connections between
the two regions.”” We claim that in the Early Avar
Period, the custom of burials with sheepskins was an
integral part of a ‘package, a complex funerary rite
the elements of which were practised by, or at least
present in the same communities simultaneously,
appearing in the same cemeteries. Importantly, this
package appeared in the Early Avar Period only in a
limited area and more or less isolated, to such an ex-
tent that research could even connect its appearance
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with that of a distinct form of identity or even ethnic
group within the Early Avar world.

Fundamental changes took place in the second
half of the Avar Period, as marked by the spread of
the sheepskin rite in a wider area but accompanied
by the loss of its original meaning. The distribution
of the phenomenon over this larger area is much
more even than in the Early Avar Period; the cus-
tom is present everywhere in the dwelling area of the
Avars, except for Transylvania. The presence of the
custom is more significant in a few micro-regions,
but graves with sheepskins also appear beyond these.
In the Koros-Tisza-Maros Interfluve or the north-
ern Backa Region, burials with sheepskins appeared
together with ones established according to a rite
characteristic of Early Avar populations of Eastern
European steppe origin, featuring a sidewall niche,
partial cattle burials, and sheep rump food offerings.
At the same time, there are cemeteries where the
similarity to Early Avar burials, i.e., the connection
to the Early Avar Period, is attested only by the pres-
ence of partial sheep remains in the graves.

Another significant change is the appearance of
graves containing only animal skulls that can be in-
terpreted, based on the context, not as food offerings
but as parts of flayed skins. However, not all lonely
sheep skulls indicate skins; this also depends on the
context, which should be investigated thoroughly in
every case. The best hint at the one-time presence of
animal skin or hide is the position of the skull above
the skeleton layer, usually in the feet area.

As for the other elements of the funerary rite, it
is striking that the Trans-Tisza Region (the Koros,
Tisza, and Maros valleys in particular) and the Dan-
ube-Tisza Interfluve have similar grave types, sacri-
ficial animals, and food offerings in the two periods.
The peripheries of the Avar Khaganate in the 8th-9th
centuries are linked to the Early Avar Period Trans-
Tisza Region only by the E-W orientation of the
graves and some burials with cattle remains. There-
fore, we believe the available evidence is insufficient
to prove a migration to the area of today’s southern
Slovakia. The bone-cut flaying method, characteris-
tic of the Early Avar Period, did not remain in use in
the second half of the Avar Period; it was replaced in
all studied regions by the one that involves cutting
through the leg joints of the animal first. Another
notable difference can be seen in the demographic
composition of the people interred with sheepskins.
While in the 6th-7th centuries, the recipients had
been typically women and children, in later times,

no such discrimination (by age or gender) can be
observed. In the absence of written sources, one can
only guess the function of this ritual element. How-
ever, the skins spread over the coffin and placed in
the shafts and niches of the graves occupied a well-
visible place during the funeral, providing visual
stimuli for the spectators, which is important in the
formation of collective memory.!

Two traits can be identified in the spread of the
sheepskin rite: first, it appeared in large numbers in
the cemeteries of the new communities in the north-
ern Carpathian Basin during the Middle and Late
Avar Periods. Second, it was present sporadically,
usually limited to one or two graves per cemetery in
the inner Carpathian Basin. In the Late Avar Period,
this rite became detached from the funerary pack-
age with flayed horse and cattle skins, graves with a
sidewall niche or end wall shaft, and the orientations
characteristic of these. To some extent, the change can
be observed even in the strictest area of the custom’s
emergence along the Maros River. However, its per-
sistence in this area reflects a decline in funerary rep-
resentation, a parallel decrease in the number of large
livestock killed for mortuary purposes, and, eventu-
ally, the survival of the Early Avar custom, even ifin a
reduced, altered form. The characteristic link between
the choice of species and gender and age groups in
the cemeteries of the Koros-Tisza-Maros Region in
the Early Avar Period — where sheepskin was added
to burials of children as a scaled-down version of the
rite for adults — disappears with the period. By the
Late Avar Period, sheepskin had become a grave good
added predominantly to the graves of adults.

For this reason, the sheepskin rite in Middle and
Late Avar Period cemeteries is considered an element
of a cultural package of steppe origin, inherited from
the Early Avar Period and appearing sporadically but
regularly. At that time, however, the custom became
independent from the other elements of that package
— other animal remains (horses) in the graves, spe-
cial grave types and orientation — with which it was
closely connected in the Early Avar Period.

This rite sheds special light on the cultural ho-
mogenisation taking place in the Carpathian Ba-
sin during the Late Avar Period, bringing about a
unification of orientation and grave type and a sig-
nificant reduction in funerary representation. The
elements of the ‘package’ of Early Avar funerary rep-
resentation became detached from each other in the
Late Avar Period (Szenthe, G&ll 2022a, 315-332).
As a result, the addition of horses and weapons, as
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well as mounted belts, became separated in funer-
ary representation. The sheepskin rite underwent a
similar process at the turn of the Early and Late Avar
periods. Interestingly, the graves with horses and
weapons were concentrated in the same peripheral
areas where those with a sheepskin appeared, albeit
partly in different cemeteries. However, the concen-
tration of the former rite elements is linked to fu-
nerary representation, which is hardly the case with
sheepskins. After its detaching from the conceptual
package of nomadic, steppe origin, the meaning of
the sheepskin rite in the new environment probably
changed, as the results of the statistical evaluation of
the three elements (weapon, horse, mount-decorat-
ed belts) imply (Szenthe, Gall 2022a, 325-327). The
less intensive but widespread presence of sheep-
skin burials in the second half of the Avar Period
proves its popularity in the Avar Khaganate. The rite
originated in the traditions of nomadic groups and
spread by cultural homogenisation during the Late
Avar Period.

An interesting feature of the process is that the
cultural trait (sheepskin rite) was originally part of a
package with a geographically limited presence, and
spread later, in the second half of the 7th century,
from two southern hubs over the entire Carpathian
Basin. One triggering factor of this rapid expansion
was perhaps location. The two southern hubs are
situated in the centre of the Late Avar settlement

Notes

1 The study has been implemented with the support
provided by the Ministry of Innovation and
Technology of Hungary from the National Research,
Development and Innovation Fund, financed under
the TKP2021-NKTA-24 funding scheme.

2 The Hungarian and German archaeological literature
refers to this phenomenon as partial animal burial.

3 From an archaeozoological point of view, the distinc-
tion between sheep and goat remains is problematic.
Since the publications usually write about sheep re-
mains, we use this terminology for simplicity, but it
cannot be ruled out that there are also goat skulls and
limb bones among the cases examined.

4 This double interpretation also appeared in relation to
the Eastern European steppe (Rashev 2007, 94).

5 This arose mainly in connection with graves contain-
ing mutilated cattle skulls in the so-called Sopronkéhi-
da-type cemeteries (Torok 1979, 33).

6 Karoly Mesterhazy, for example, tried to prove the
Inner Asian cultural roots of the Artdnd and Bihar-

and road network. These roads lead radially north
and west, along which the spread of many Late Avar
object types began (cf. Szenthe, Gall 2021, 357-360).

The biggest enigma is the reason behind the
change in the flaying method because that means al-
tering an element with no visual significance, which
is, accordingly, is likely insignificant from the ritual’s
point of view, but which is rightfully expected to be
the most stable and learned part of the whole rite.
The spread of the rite across the entire Carpathian
Basin can be considered proof of two factors. On
one hand, it shows the significant role of the steppe
population in forming the cognitive background
and rituals of the Avar cultural circle. On the other
hand, it seems that everyday life, farming methods,
animal husbandry and its tools did not originate
from this steppe component. Even the origin of the
flaying technique cannot be identified; its presence
proves that the know-how behind the spread of ru-
ral communities all over the Carpathian Basin in
the Late Avar Period does not originate in nomadic
steppe traditions. Thus, the bearers cannot be identi-
fied as steppe peoples either. Based on the composi-
tion of their livestock, these rural communities were
engaged largely in household animal husbandry and
farming. In addition, regional groups in the Trans-
Tisza region in the Late Avar Period continued large
livestock husbandry similar to their predecessors of
steppe origin in the preceding era.

keresztes warriors in connection with the horse hides
in their graves (Mesterhazy 1987, 236-238).

7 The suggestion was most recently formulated in con-
nection with partial horse burials (Gall, Méarginean
2020, 400-402).

8 In Soviet research, this was traditionally theorised in
an ethnocultural framework; see Atavin 1984; Voros
2013, 328.

9 We did not have the opportunity to review the original
documentation of the Slovakian cemeteries, so we ad-
opted the authors’ interpretation. A detailed study will
be attempted in a separate article in the future.

10 Only those cases from the excavations of Ferenc Méra
and Dezs6 Csallany in the vicinity of Szeged were in-
cluded, where the location or description of the re-
mains definitely indicates a burial with animal skin.

11 In this paper, the Trans-Tisza Region in Hungary is
discussed together with the Banat Region in Romania
and Serbia.

12 The main shaft of the grave is much larger than usual,
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13

14

15

16

almost twice the size of the ‘niche) and has an irregu-
lar shape. Most of the finds lay on top of the human
skeleton (cf. Lantos 2019, 110, fig. 3), which, in our
opinion, excludes the possibility that the deceased was
slid into the ‘niche’ from the side, as was customary
with graves with an end wall shaft. For this reason, we
do not consider the burial to be a grave with an end-
wall shaft.

The physical anthropological results come mainly
from the cemeteries in the Trans-Tisza Region and
Babarc.

In the case of some graves, the age of the deceased
could not be determined precisely, and the estimat-
ed range covers several age groups (e.g., adultus—
maturus). In these cases, the respective grave was in-
dicated in both groups.

In five cases, the exact case within the site is not
known.

The best analogy to the ornamentation of the object
can be observed on the bracelets of the Stejanovci as-

17

18

19

20

21

semblage, which also includes a solidus issued by Con-
stans II in 659-668 (Garam 2001, 69).

Part of the excavation documentation was destroyed
in World War II.

Gabor Kiss was the first to notice the similarity in rites
between the cemeteries on the peripheries of the Avar
Khaganate (Kiss 1996, 170-171). According to Gergely
Szenthe, the spread of communities represented by
weapons in the peripheral regions points to a con-
scious internal organisation (Szenthe 2019, 240).

The graves of the Paks cemetery have not yet been
published, so we cannot date them precisely.

Ethnic connection behind this similarity can be as-
sumed; however, one can only talk about identical
representational patterns in this case. Archaeogenetic
studies carried out on large series would be necessary
to clarify this question, but we have very few graves
from Eastern Europe (Gulyds 2023a, 714).

For the mnemonic effects of perception, see Hami-
lakis 2014.

Table 2. Distribution of graves with sheepskins in the Early Avar Period
2. tdbldzat. A kora avar kori juhb6ros temetkezések elterjedése

Site nfr(rlzfer Type Reference
L. Apatfalva-Nagyut-dils 4 skull and legs Cseh, Varga 2017
2. Babarc-Mérnokségi telep 23 skull and legs lézrﬁﬁialrilndf(;sn;ﬁ t,il%lzho fZsolt
3. Bojt-Legel6-duls, dél No Inf. skull and legs Héga 2021
4. Deszk G/P 4 skull and legs Lérinczy 1993
5. Deszk H 1 skull and legs Lérinczy 1993
6. Deszk L 1 skull and legs Lérinczy 1993
7. Deszk O 1 skull and legs Lérinczy 1993
8. Dunavecse-Kovacsos-dtilé |1 skull and legs Lantos 2019
9. Gyenesdids-Avar utca No Inf. skull and legs Miiller 2019
10. | Gyirmét-Borso-dild 1 skull and legs Tomka 2008
11. | Gy6r-Papai vam 4 skull and legs Nagy 2011
12. i-;gir;lre:fl\(lézi;};ely—Baﬁda, 2 skull and legs Lérinczy, Varga 2022
13. igi?izzfgjiely_lv 1 skull and legs Lérinczy, Varga 2022
14. gjiig:gjg;;ﬁg;ﬁ?ﬁio 1 skull and legs Miiller 2014
15. | Kiszombor B 1 skull and legs Lérinczy 1993
16. | Klarafalva, Barna I. foldje 1 skull and legs Lérinczy 1993
17. | Kolked-Feketekapu B 1 skull and legs Kiss 2001
18. | Kovegy-Nagy-foldek 20 skull and legs Benedek, Marcsik 2017
19. | Maké-Mikdcsa-halom 254 skull and legs Balogh 2021
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20. ﬁiﬁ:;ﬁ;s,}}iz'a_w 1 skull and legs Lérinczy 1993
21. | Mosonszentmiklés-Palmajor | 1 skull and legs Tomka 2008
22. | Nadlac 3M-N 5 skull and legs Gall 2017
23. | Oroshdza-Bénum 1 koponya Lichtenstein 2006
24. | Ocsod 96a 1h. 3 skull and legs Madaras 2004
25. | Paks-Gyapa 3 skull and legs Bartosiewicz 2012
26. | Pecica-Duvenbeck No Inf. skull and legs Marginean et al. 2022
27. | Pecica-Est/Smart Diesel 1 skull and legs Marginean, Gall 2022
28. | Szegvar-Oromdiild 460 skull and legs Lérinczy 2022
29. | Szegvar-Sapoldal 10 skull and legs Lérinczy 2018
30. | Szekszard-Bogyiszldi ut skull and legs Rosner 1999
31. | Szentes-Borbasfold 4 skull and legs Lérinczy 1996
32. | Szentes-Derekegyhazi oldal skull and legs Lérinczy 1993
33. | Széreg A 1 skull and legs Lérinczy 1993
34. | Tiszakiirt-Zsilke-tanya 19 skull and legs Gulyas et al. 2023
35. | Tiszavasvari-Kashalom-dulé | 2 skull and legs Lérinczy, Racz 2014
36. | Tiszavasvari-Koldusdomb 3 skull and legs Gulyds, Lérinczy 2018
37. gliislzavasvéri-Utasér-part- 19 skull and legs Istvanovits, Lérinczy 2017
38. | Tétkomloés-Békéssamsoni ut | 1 skull and legs Rézsa,Voros 2002
39. | Vilcani No Inf. skull and legs Gall et al. 2023
Table 3. Distribution of graves with sheepskins or skulls in the Middle and Late Avar Period
3. tablazat. A kozép és késé avar kori juhbdros temetkezések elterjedése
Site Case number Type Reference
L. Backi Sokolac 1 skull and legs Balogh 2016
2. Bagyog-Gytirhegy 3 skull and legs; only skull Csordas 2022
3. Balatonkiliti 14 skull and legs Bartosiewicz 1995
4. Barca 2 only skull Pastor 1954
5. Bernoldkovo- Sakori 29 only skull Kraskovska 1962
6. Boly-Sziebertpuszta A 6 skull and legs Papp 1963
7. Brodski Drenovac 4 skull and legs E?:;_V?éas@%gm’
Bugyi-Urb6puszta 1 only skull Béna 1957
Debrecen-Bellegeld, Bordas-tanya | 1 skull and legs Kolozsi, Szabd 2012
10. | Devinska Nova Ves 119 only skull Eisner 1952
11. | Pelgy8-Urmos-tanya 1 only skull Balogh 2010
12. | Gerjen 1 skull and legs Gere 1991
13. | Gyenesdias-Avar utca No Inf. skull and legs Miiller 2019
14. | Hédmez6vasarhely-Kishomok 1 skull and legs Bende 2017
15. | Hrani¢na pri Hornadé 20 only skull Pastor 1971
16. | Jagodnjak No Inf. only skull Dugonyji¢ et al. 2022
17. | Jaszapati-Négyallas 1 only skull Madaras 1994
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18. | Kiskundorozsma-Hdarmashatar 1 skull and legs Valyi 2003

19. | Komérno-Lodenice 8 only skull Trugly 2008

20. | Kosice-Sebastovce 65 skull and legs; only skull 113;1 9d 11 nsky-Kreka, Tocik

21. | Kolked-Feketekapu A 3 skull and legs Kiss 1996a

22. | Kolked-Feketekapu B 48 skull and legs Kiss 2001

23. | Kunadacs 4 skull and legs H. Téth 1981

24. | Lukacshaza No Inf. skull and legs Kiss 2009

25. | Ménfdcsanak-Eperfoldek No Inf. skull and legs Nagy 2008

26. | Nadlac 3M-S 8 skull and legs Gall 2017

27. | Nddlac 7M 2 skull and legs Cocis et al. 2016

28. I;sflev str?:m—Munkécsy utca és 2 skull and legs Sziicsi 2015

29. | Nové Zamky 25 skull and legs Cilinské 1966

30. | Pitvaros-Viztarozo 29 skull and legs Bende 2017

31. | Stara Moravica 6 skull and legs Balogh 2016

32. | Sukosd-Sagod 1 skull and legs Balogh 2016

33. | Szabadszallas-B gyakorlotér 1 skull and legs Balogh 2004

34. | Szabadszallas-Batthyany ut 24 skull and legs H. Toéth 1981

35. | Szarvas-Grexa-téglagyar 5 skull and legs Bende 2017

36. | Szeged-Fehért6 A 1 only skull Madaras 1995

37. | Székkutas-Kapolnadilo 38 skull and legs Bende 2003

38. | Szekszard-Palanki-ddl6 skull and legs Kérosi 2007

39. | Széreg-Bels6-Ugar skull and legs Lérinczy, Szalontai 1993

40. | Terehegy-Marfai dogkat skull and legs Kiss 1977

41. | Vac-Kavicsbanya skull and legs; only skull Balogh 2016

42. | Valaliky-Vsechsvitych 24 skull and legs; only skull Zabojnik, Béres 2016

43. | Visegrad-Széchenyi utca 2 skull and legs Sz8ke 1970

44. | Vors-Papkert B No Inf. skull and legs Szentpéteri 1991

45, Zitavska Ton 6 only skull gﬁ?&?ﬁgﬁggéka 1956;
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JUHBOROS TEMETKEZESEK A KORA ES KESO AVAR KORI VALTOZASOK KONTEXTUSABAN

Osszefoglalds

Az tjabban  juhbérésnek  nevezett, a
hagyomanyos magyar szakirodalomban részleges
juhtemetkezésként hivatkozott sirok az egész avar
korban jellemzék voltak. Ennek ellenére az avar
kor els6 és masodik felében nagy kiilonbségek
mutatkoznak nemcsak a ritus elterjedésében és
a nyuzasi technikdban, hanem az el6fordulas
kontextusaban is. A kora avar korban 39 lel6helyrél
minimum 849 esetrdl van tudomdsunk. Talnyomo
tobbségiik a Tiszantalrél ismert (29 leldhely),
valamint a Délkelet-Dunanttlon és a Kisalf6ldon
jelentkeztek elszortan. MeglehetGsen egyenetlen
eloszlasukat tovabb torzitja, hogy a nagy résziik
Szegvar-Oromdtilorél (460 juhmaradvany) és
Mako-Mikdcsa-halomrdl (254 juh maradvanya)
szarmazik. Az allatmellékletek ezen formdja a
kora avar korban a Tiszantulon és a Délkelet-
Dunantilon - példaul Babarc-Mérnokségi-telep,
Kolked-Feketekapu B, Szekszard-Bogyiszloi ut -
szinte kivétel nélkil olyan kozosségekben fordul
elé, amelyek a funerdlis reprezentacié tekintetében
egyértelmtien a kelet-eurdpai sztyeppe 5-7. szazadi
pasztorkod6 kozosségeivel mutatnak rokonsagot.
A kozosség temetSire a temetkezési szokasok
kotottsége jellemzd: a sirok tdjoldsa EK-DNy-i, K-
Ny-i, ritkdbban E-D-i vagy Ny-K-i. Az egyszert
aknasirok mellett nagy szamban fordulnak el a
kétoldali padkas, a padmalyos és a fiilkesirok. A
temetkezésekben altaldnosak az allatmellékletek,
ezek legtobbszor 10-, szarvasmarha- és juhkoponyak,
valamint labszarcsontok. Ezeket az allatokat kivétel
nélkil az un. csonkoldsos modszerrel nyuztak
meg, vagyis a tibidt és az ulndt az egyharmadanal
kettéhasitottak. A Maros als6 folyasa mentén,
illetve Szegvar kornyékén az allatmellékletek
halmozasa figyelheté6 meg, szélséséges esetekben
akar 14 egyed maradvanyat is dokumentaltak.
Atlagosan kériilbeliil minden 6todik temetkezésben
voltak edények, amelyeket legtobbszor az elhunyt
koponyaja mellé helyeztek. Ugyanitt keriiltek el
a husos ételmelléklet maradvényai, ezek kozil a
leggyakoribbak a juh keresztcsontok, dgyék- és
farokcsigolydk. A Kisalfoldon ezektol némileg eltérd
ritusu sirokban is el6fordulnak juhkoponyak és
végtagcsontok, azonban a pontos értékelést nagyban
megneheziti, hogy az itteni lel6helyek koziil csak a
Gy6r-Papai vam keriilt teljeskortien publikalasra.

A kora avar kori juhbéros temetkezéseknek
kevesebb mint a felét vizsgiltak antropolégusok.
Ezek alapjan a juhmaradvanyok féleg gyermekek
sirjaibol ismertek (47%), ezt kovetik a nék (29%) és
a férfiak (21%). A ritus az infans I korcsoportban a
legnépszer(ibb, majd némi visszaesést kovetGen az
adultus és maturus korcsoport sirjaiban fordulnak
még el6 juhmaradvanyok nagyobb szamban.

Az avar kor masodik felében juhbdros
temetkezések 46 lel6helyrél és minimum 521
sirbol adatoltak. A szlovakiai lel6helyek esetében
a dokumentacié alapjan nem egyértelmd, hogy
juhbéros vagy juhkoponyas sirokrdl van szd,
igy az esetszam meghatarozdsa nem lehetséges.
Ebben az iddszakban a juhbodrds temetkezések
mar nem kotédtek szorosan egyetlen régidhoz,
Erdély kivételével gyakorlatilag az egész avar
szallasteriileten megjelentek. Ha lel6helyek helyett
az esetek szamat vizsgaljuk, akkor a szér6das mar
kevésbé egyenletes: 288 sir ismert Szlovakiabdl,
a Tiszantalrél 88, a Dunantulrél pedig 89. A
temetkezési szokdsokat tekintve a kép nem annyira
egységes, mint az avar kor els felében. A juhbdros
temetkezések egyéb rituselemei megegyeznek az
adott régié tobb sirjaban megfigyelt ritusokkal. A
juhmaradvanyok mellékelése a tovédbbiakban nem
kapcsolddott egyetlen nemhez vagy korcsoporthoz
sem, illetve a sirmellékletek min&sége és mennyisége
sincs Osszefliggésben a ritus meglétével. A kora avar
korhoz képest a korszak masodik felében a nyuzasi
moéd megviltozott, az allatok borét az iziileteknél
fejtették le.

A fentiek alapjan arra kovetkeztethetiink,
hogy a kora avar korban a juhbéros temetkezések
azokkal az - elsésorban a Tiszantdlon letelepedett
- kozosségekkel kapcsolhatok 0Ossze, amelyek a
temetkezési szokasaik alapjan erésen kotodtek a
kelet-eurdpai sztyeppéhez, egy résziik talan onnan
is szarmazott. A juhbdros temetkezési modot
is tartalmazdé ritudlis eszkozkészlet dunantuli
felbukkandsa mogott  valdszintleg — migracios
folyamatokat sejthetiink. Ehhez képest az avar kor
masodik felében a ritus sokkal nagyobb teriileten
jelent meg. Ekkortol kezdve a juhbdros temetkezési
moéd mar nem tarsult egyéb specialis funeralis
szokasokhoz; kortol, nemtdl, vagyoni helyzettdl
figgetlenné valt. Mindezek arra utalnak, hogy



108 Zso6fia BAsTI — Bence GULYAS

a jelenség mar nem specifikusan egy kulturdlis  hogy az esetek tobbségében az Avar Kaganatus
(etnikus?) csoporthoz kapcsolddott, hanem a késé  peremén felbukkano, fegyveres, lovas temetkezéseket
avar korban divatjelenséggé valt. Ugyanakkor felting, — végz6 kozosségekben feliilreprezentalt a szamuk.
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