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Vegetal ornaments in the Late Avar decorative art

GERGELY SZENTHE

Hungarian National Museum
szenthe.gergely@gmail.com

Abstract of PhD thesis submitted in 2013 to the Archaeology Doctoral Programme, Doctoral
School of History, Eétvés Lorand University, Budapest under the supervision of Tivadar Vida.
This paper is the modified version of the abstract of my doctoral thesis. The thesis discusses the vegetal orna-
ments of the Late Avar period (ca. a long 8th century AD) from the perspective of the cultural history, with the
aim to create a basis for social historical studies. The Late Avar period had an art of ornamental functions.
According to their inner structure the four different ornamental phases of the Late Avar period may have been
determined by external cultural trends mostly of the Mediterranean. As the substance of the Mediterranean
‘dark age’ was regionalisation, Late Avar material culture showed some autonomous features. The global cul-
tural processes based on the social transformation of the Late Antique Mediterranean and Western-European

world led to different cultural phenomena under the different social circumstances of the Avar milieu.

Research background and objectives

There was a change in the western research concerning the Avar material culture from the
1980’s, then in the Hungarian one from the beginning of the 90’s as well. While earlier the
Avar period was seen at most within an “eastern”, steppe nomad environment, or, in point
of the LateAvar period it was rather looked in the frame of an autonomous development of
the Carpathian Basin, then from the 1990’s the Avar culture was reckoned to be a phenome -
non of the Byzantine margin. Recognizing that the culture of Byzantium, or, from the sec-
ond half of the 7th century rather of the Mediterranean Basin, had great influence on people
living in the surroundings of that area, came together with the centre-approach of the pe-
riphery’s cultural phenomena. The tendency, the principle of which is the centre-periphery
model, has had great importance so far. Its programmatic work reflects this approach even
in its title.!

To some extent the result of this approach implied by the prevailing research stream is that,
for today, the Avar and the Late Avar material culture were reliably settled from a cultural
perspective among Mediterranean-Byzantine contexts. Therefore my thesis can be regarded
as a documented fact that the ancient tradition prevails in the Late Avar ornamentation, and
that the latter is a part of a Mediterranean koine.

Thus the goal of my work was not to collect more data to the Mediterranean-Byzantine
roots of the Avar and Late Avar ornamental material culture, but to elaborate, as far as pos-
sible, the details of a picture drawn universally for today. After realizing the importance of
Byzantine culture and ornamentation the archaeological research has to proceed to the re-
gional differences of the ancient tradition, and to stylistic, qualitative aspects. By means of
these aspects the examination of the ornamentation’s sociological and identity formation
role becomes possible behind the cultural concerns.

1 Die Awaren am Rand der byzantinischen Welt, edited by Falko Daim (Daim 2000).
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Gergely SZENTHE

In case of the areas located in the periphery of the Mediterranean this work is but more
complicated: beside the examination of the Mediterranean trends, in case of the material
cultures setting on the margin it is important to differentiate their own characteristics and
the feature from the centres beyond the Basin of the Mediterranean Sea. The great cultural
influence of the latter on its peripheries makes it almost impossible to distinguish between
components heavily convoluted to each other; on the one hand alien of the European
Mediterranean, and on the other, deriving from local communications of the Carpathian
Basin cultures.

Contrary to the centre-periphery aspect, which studies the phenomena in the margin of the
Mediterranean area in a view from the centre, there are other well-founded aspects as well.
The archaeological culture of the Carpathian Basin reflected a process in which - during a
regionalistaion of the Mediterranean culture — its regions were getting to show idiosyncra-
sies in their material cultures after the Byzantine dominance of the 6th-7th centuries.
Accordingly, the Late Avar era used an ornamental material culture, which was typologi-
cally unified to a previously unknown extent, and composed many characteristics specific of
the Carpathian Basin.

In the examination of the Late Avar ornamentation, which can be dated to the declining pe-
riod - “dark ages” or “transition period” - of the Mediterranean archaeology, it is justified to
some extent applying a centre-centre model complementing the centre-periphery one. In its
context we can make an attempt to do examinations from another perspective which con-
siders each periphery as an independent unit, and compares their characteristics. Such an
approach is even more promising, because the material culture of the non-Islamic Mediter-
ranean is unknown to us apart from a few exceptions from the second half of the 7th cen-
tury until the 9th century, hence almost completely during the investigated “long 8th cen-
tury” of the Late Avar period of the Carpathian Basin.?

Examinations of the trends of the Avar culture as a whole and its relations with the Euro-
pean-Mediterranean and - in a small part — with the steppe were centred in the analysis.
During my work I had to face that although the inner and relative chronology of the Late
Avar period is elaborated rather perfectly, other aspects — like social structure, production
places and system, infrastructure in the late period Khaganat — were totally omitted so far.
I tried to behold the latter in the perspective of my study, or rather to create a solid basis for
further studies towards these questions.

The classification of the ornaments

The classification system was adapted to the special circumstances of the Late Avar material
culture and to the requirements raised by the questionings of the analysis. The ornamental
classification is based primarily on the mostly geometric structuring elements (like “stems”
or “tendrils”) of and on the symmetry in the patterns.®> On the one hand, symmetry defines
at an outer level the proportions of the pattern as a whole (as there are no unending pal-
mette patterns in the Avar decorative art, it means mostly the existence or lack of axial sym-

2 To the Mediterranean processes in universal see MORRISON 2012, HORDEN — PURCELL 2000; on the regionalization of
the small finds see SCHULZE-DORRLAMM 2009.

3 See to the point of departure the structure of Riegl’s analyse in his famous work ’ Stilfragen’ from the year 1893 (RIEGL
1992).
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Vegetal ornaments in the Late Avar decorative art

metry), on the other, symmetry manifests also by setting the position of single vegetal mo-
tifs to each other below the structural level, partly settled by the structuring elements. The
secondary aspect of the classification was the differentiation between types of simple (e.g.
leaves) or complex motifs (e.g. “flowers” as certain variations of palmettes permanent in the
Avar milieu) applied in the pattern as structural framework (Fig. 1-2).

According to the source types and the research objectives some external aspects got in the
lower levels of the classification, like style of surface modelling (flat surface with sharp
verges of the more geometric style (Fig. 1, 8-10) vs. smoother contoured, three-dimensional
shapes of the relatively naturalistic vegetal patterns) object types and object shapes, al-
though the latter did not modify the types and variations generated by ornamental criteria
exclusively. The nearly 900 types and variations evidence the great variability of the vegetal
ornaments in the long 8th century of the Late Avar material culture.

Methods of the analysis

The analysis was based on the classification of vegetal ornaments. As the author is an ar-
chaeologist, he used analogies in the formal analysis. Excluding some very reasonable cases,
for the sake of the avoidance of anachronisms I collected the quoted, comparative materials
beyond the Carpathian Basin according to synchrony approach from the Late Antiquity to
the Early Middle Ages. Defining the frames of the time period I followed the periodisation
based on Alois Riegl’s definition which was the most commonly used in other works spe-
cialized in ornamental arts (From the Fall of Rome till — implicitly in my case — the end of
the 9th century as it is the end of the Avar era.).

Because of the goals I set, some important research fields as the inner relations of the
Carpathian Basin and some regional differences in the Avar era, or the representation of so-
cial hierarchy in the context of the Late Avar finds were neglected. But, to achieve my goals,
I needed to widen the studied object into two ways, too. Through the examination of mould-
ing techniques we got closer to the workshops and workshop structures which produced the
analysed materials;* and, secondly, for the sake of recognizing the trends and relations of the
Avar ornamentation as a whole, it was necessary to complement the interpretation of the
rather neutral vegetal patterns with certain elements of the figural ornamentation.

The solid base — archaeological sources and their relative chronology

The ornamented objects of the Late Avar Carpathian Basin fall under the category of the
small finds without an exception. The absolute majority of them are buckles, mounts and
strap ends of parade belts from the context of men’s social prestige. There are other, less sig-
nificant types of ornament carriers, mostly mounts of horse harnesses, carved bone plaques
of quivers, some carved bone needle cases, brooches and metal vessels. Because of quantita-
tive aspects the absolute basis of our knowledge about Late Avar decorative arts are the belt
ornaments; therefore, working with the subject matter means practically the analysis of the
latter material group.

4 See SZENTHE 2012.
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Fig. 1. Motif-types of the Late Avar era: leaves and half-palmettes.
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Fig. 2. Motif-types of the Late Avar era: floral palmettes regularly applied in the same forms.
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The relative chronology and a certain lack of regional diversity of the Late Avar material
culture bear a special significance for the results of my work. The archaeological chronology
of the Late Avar period Carpathian Basin is based on the very object group that is the main
source type for my work, namely the ornaments of the parade belt sets of the men’s wear.
Because of their huge quantity and of the formal variety emerging from their probable pres-
tige-function the mounts and strap ends of these belts represent an ideal subject of typology.
The main works concerning Late Avar period material culture using statistical methods (se-
riation) were written by Jozef Zabojnik and Eva Garam;® the former undertook exclusively
statistics of belt ornaments from the western periphery of the Carpathian Basin; Eva Garam
published the largest Avar cemetery from East-Hungary (Tisza-region) analysed thoroughly
so far. As the results of both works concerning (chronologically interpreted) relative struc-
tures are the same, and other studies verified their systems as well,® the relative position of
their material groups to each other must be relevant. For besides some exceptional sets’ all
of the belt garnitures belong to the same technological niveau (one-piece cast objects) and
consist of the same material (copper alloys),® there are no hints for interpreting the relative
structure of these material groups otherwise than demonstrating chronological phases. As
the samples for both analyses originated from entirely different regions of the Avar settle-
ment area, their argument is extremely firm; therefore, I could use ready relative chronolo-
gical systems for the purposes of my work (Fig. 3).

Results

The analytic chapters of the dissertation do not follow the system of the classification com-
pletely. They are divided according to the stylistic and formal groups of the Late Avar orna-
mental art, defined rather by the surface modelling, adapted motifs and object types than by
the “grammar of ornament”,’ that is by the structuring elements used continuously or peri-
odically sometimes over a considerable period of time. Thereby, it became possible to discuss
each of the material groups as wholes formed by typological correspondences. Because of
their above mentioned chronological succession these formal groups are the imprints in the
archaeological evidence of formal trends ruling a special segment of the material culture of
the Late Avar men’s society.

One has to be aware of the fact that the analysed objects are just the remains of a thin layer
of the material culture as a whole, although of a well-proven importance for its representa-
tive context (men’s belts). Therefore, the styles and horizons described in the followings
could only be meant as trends materialising in men’s representation. As at some points it
could be documented by other ornamented object types (metal vessels, bone carvings,
brooches), the ornamentation of the belt mounts corresponded with theirs in a certain de-
gree; but because of the rarity of such examples a systematic presentation of the decorative
arts of the 8th century Carpathian Basin other and more complex than the following cannot
be met at the moment.

5 ZABOJNiK 1991; GARAM 1995.

6 DAIM 1987; STADLER 2005.

7 See SzENTHE 2013; SZENTHE forthcoming.

8 To the problem of the material of the cast objects see Da1m 2000.
9 GRABAR 1992, 38.
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Fig. 3. Chronological and stylistic groups of the Late Avar decorative art.
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Since the stylistic phases of the Late Avar art are quite different from each other, but have
good connections outside of the Carpathian Basin, I treated them as independent units in
the context of their external analogies.

The phases of the Late Avar decorative art

The Late Avar art can be divided into four, formally and chronologically well separated
phases (Fig. 3).

Late Avar Animal Style.

The first half of the Late Avar period (SS I-1I)!° used figural ornamentation dominantly. Be-
cause of rather inconvenient contexts of research history, the definition Late Avar Animal
Style is used in the dissertation instead of the traditional phrase ,griffin and tendril style” of
the Hungarian research terminology."!

Its main types compose an ornamentation united and locally marked in the whole
Carpathian Basin, which is the first independent ornamental style of the Late Avar era. Be-
side the quadrupedal “griffin-like” predators, the most wide-spread vegetal designs were
simple structured circular lobe ornaments (Fig. 3). Their most common design is the simple
tendril filling the cycles of the scroll ornament with large, circular leafs (lobes) as dominant
leaves of half-palmettes. A certain type of a simple “floral palmette” is also used (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4. Strap-ends of the Late Avar Animal Style: Unknown site (right) and Dunacsiny (Cunovo, Slovakia, left)
in the Hungarian National Museum.

Rarely but all the animal figures and the foliated scroll designs of the first half of the Late
Avar era can be found in the approximately contemporary Mediterranean (Byzantine, west-
ern European as well as early Muslim) ornamental art. However, the application of the pat-
tern and motif variations in the Carpathian Basin bears a number of unique and - to the
Mediterranean culture — unfamiliar elements.

10 ZABOJNiK 1991, 232-235.
11 To the concept see BIERBRAUER 1997, 784.
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Fig. 5. Various objects with a ‘floral palmette’ type wide-spread in the Late Avar Animal Style

(Hungarian National Museum. Photos: G. Szenthe).
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Fig. 6. The same floral palmette type from Inner-Asian and Chinese contexts (after Damm 2000, Abb. 57-59).
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Contrary to the Mediterranean half-palmettes consisting of more elements with similar sig-
nificance, the parallels of the circular lobe ornament’s large leaves can be found more fre-
quently in the Eastern European or Central Asian surroundings. However, the Avar variation
of the “floral palmette” as a composite motif was influenced by western Central Asian — Silk-
road cultures (Fig. 5), nonetheless the lobular arch of these floral palmettes as being angle-fill-
ing of palmette-designs is a well-known element of the Mediterranean (Byzantine) decorative
arts (Fig. 6). As a feasible solution for this duality I suggested that a common palmette-form
known in Europe but in China as well was brought with by the Avar people from Central-
Asian cultural milieu to the Carpathian Basin, where it had met the more adaptable relatives
of a rather angle-filling function in more complex palmettes.

Fig. 7. The ‘floral palmette’ in the Mediterranean
material culture: 1. Mikul¢ice (after Damm 2000,
Abb. 46b); 2. belt mount of the ’Martinovka-type’
(after ARIADNE GALERIES 2011, Nr. 127); 3. Byzan-
tine cast copper buckle (after ScHULZE-DORRLAMM
2009, 44, Abb. 19); 4. Byzantine book-binding,
11th—12th centuries (after TEMPLE 1991, Cat. Nr. 5).

12 See also DaiM 2001.
13 SzENTHE 2013.

Hypothetically, the taste producing the Late
Avar animal style and some elements of the or-
namental knowledge could have met in the
Central Asian steppes close to the high civiliza-
tions. But for the knowledge of the Avar orna-
mental arts the Carpathian Basin provided the
opportunity to appear. After the poverty of the
nomadic material cultures, the Late Avar, var-
ied cast-bronze materials cannot be defined
without the Mediterranean and European envi-
ronment. According to the examples rarely
known, around the turn of the 7th and 8th cen-
turies a trend existed in Byzantium and in its
peripheries which preferred figural motifs simi-
larly to the Late Avar Animal Style. The Late
Avar Animal Style could fulfil in the environ-
ment of a Mediterranean trend randomly con-
sistent with it, which provided its motifs as
griffins or other quadrupedal predators. The
motifs were adapted by the environment of the
Carpathian Basin, while a number of elements
(birds, vegetal elements e.g. ivy scroll) were ne-
glected.”” Some complex iconographic schemes
are good examples for the patterns in influence
and the sample role of the Mediterranean cul-
ture on motifs: at the same time these scenes
indicate how innovatively the Late Avar Ani-
mal Style could not only transform but also ap-
ply those pictures in its own environment
which had not occurred on any identical
medium types — like belt mountings — in the
Mediterranean native land."
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Late Antique Horizon

In the second half of its application the Late Avar Animal Style (SS IIb period)'* loosened
and changed. On the baseline of this process there was a wide spread in the Carpathian
Basin of original Late Antique vegetal and figural motifs, patterns, decorative elements and
object types which unambiguously originated from the Mediterranean (Fig. 8). The most
likely chronological frame for their cumulative appearance is the middle third of the 8th
century. The new objects and forms did not just spread or appear sporadically on some areas
of the Carpathian Basin, mostly on the Great Plain eastwards of the Danube where more
complex and often symmetric designs of the circular lobe patterns of the Late Avar Animal
Style were applied on some variants of the new-type but simple objects.

There are proves in the formal diversity and variety of the Late Antique Horizon for that the
Late Avar environment was not able to adapt a trend reconstructed in its background, as
well as it had been to the circular-lobe ornamentation. It could not alter but rather debase or
fade some elements. Therefore, contrary to the previous times symmetrical palmettes, rela-
tively natural and intensely diversified vegetal motifs, new objects like wide, shield-shaped
belt mounts and strap-ends with attachment lugs and other decorative elements (decorative
frames of the pattern-field and the object) formed such complex units which were imitated
more or less unchanged by the Avar people.

Fig. 8. Belt garniture from Kisk&ros-Varosalatt (Hungarian National Museum, Photos: G. Szenthe).

Geometrical Circular Lobe Style

In the second half of the Late Avar era (SS III) circular leaved (circular-lobe) patterns became
wide-spread in the Carpathian Basin once more. Absolute chronologically it is a phenome-
non of the second half of the 8th century. There were applied analogous, simple designs of
circular-lobe tendrils on a close variety of generalized object-types specific for the
Carpathian Basin, which imply the emergence of a new decorative style (Fig. 9).

14 ZABOJNiK 1991, 236.
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Fig. 9. Belt garnitures of the Geometrical Circular Lobe Style from an unknown site and from Alattyan, Hun-
gary (Hungarian National Museum. Photo: G. Szenthe).
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As their patterns consist of plane-cut, schematized leaf hooks, I will refer to them as Geo-
metrical Circular Lobe Style to distinguish them from more naturalistic circular lobes of the
Late Avar Animal Style. However, it should not be left unmentioned, that not every leaf
shapes a full disc, but according to type and object size there are many transitional forms to
sharp, circular leaf-hooks. The ornamentation of the Geometrical Circular Lobe Style suits
the preference of Late Avar Animal Style without its natural character or figural decoration.

Analogies of the geometrical circular-lobe or leaf-hook patterns can be found in the
Mediterranean Basin, from Hispania to the Caucasus. A general characteristic for the latter
is that they favour axial symmetric patterns in contrast with the Avar style. Regarding the
cycle designs there is another difference between the two styles. Contrary to the extraordi-
nary large circular leaves in the Avar variation, the Mediterranean patterns consist of half-
palmettes with 2-3 similar-size leaves. Their more complex character comes across against
the Avar variation. Ornamentation based on the geometrical circular leaf-hooks flourished
in the Mediterranean only between the 9th and 11th centuries: in this respect the patterns of
the 7th and 8th centuries could be regarded rather modern.

The simplicity in the Avar variation bears that kind of a flavour which also developed the
Late Avar Animal Style. Regarding the circular lobe patterns - an adaptation, which can be
linked to the Avar milieu - they have been exerted an influence on the Mediterranean orna-
mental trend. Similarly to the Late Avar Animal Style, the Avar environment may have
adapted a Mediterranean trend being seemingly close to a reconstructed Avar taste. It devel-
oped a specially Avar decorative style which was typical of the second period of the Avar
ornamental art.

Ornaments of the Fin-Avar Phase

At the end of the Avar era (SS IV, most probably end of the 8th and first decades of the 9th
centuries),”® the traces of the adaptive effect which previously had developed a rather own
decorative art twice in the Carpathian Basin seem to largely disappear again. Like the Late
Antique Horizon before the Geometrical Circular Lobe Style, the last period of the Late Avar
decorative art can be also characterized as multi-coloured. As another similarity of both pe-
riods the Fin-Avar phase preferred geometrical patterns and axial-symmetric designs. The
vegetal motifs adapted in the patterns are highly geometrised themselves. Compared to the
vegetal patterns of the former periods, their size and significance reduced and they were cut
off from natural structures, so that the vegetal motifs were degraded by their small size, dis-
tribution and floating to emphasise the geometry of the structure (Fig. 10).

As its most widespread ornaments, drop-shaped leaf patterns of graven and punched, flat
ornaments, more sculpturesque “Stdbchenranke™designs and the Sobor-Kiskérds-Group
formed closely related decorative horizons with certain shifts; typological nuances of the or-
namentation and of various object-types. Although ornament and handicraft techniques do
not constitute a whole, in this case certain shapes and patterns seem to cohere to certain
techniques, e.g. leaf patterns of drop-like elements to the techniques of graving and punching,.

15 ZABoJNiK 1991, 238.
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A Mediterranean crisis symptom in particular: the Late Avar culture

In parallel with writing the thesis, by experimental tested examinations it was managed to
draw a conclusion for the system and infrastructure of casting non-ferrous metals in the
Carpathian Basin. The extensive nature of the reconstructed system explains that though it
was technically possible to make almost infinite numbers of the same object, we can find
such examples only among a single set of mounting. Thanks to the constant re-modelling
the material culture of the Late Avar era shows a very diverse picture through the typologi-
cally same objects.

In contrast with the Byzantine design élite culture
in the 7th century, or the pieces imitating that
with the same typological characteristics but us-
ing a cheaper quality material, the material cul-
ture based on the cast pieces of the 8th century is
a relapse. This phenomenon is not confined to the
Carpathian Basin. That the casting technology
came to the front also in the Mediterranean was a
part of a degradations process, which could be ac-
companied by the decline of the Byzantine cen-
tre’s importance. As the earlier cultural unit of
the Mediterranean fell apart, moulding was ap-
plied in a wider range of the material culture. The
moulding did not demand so much special techni-

Fig. 10. Strap-ends from the end of the Avar era  cal experience compared to other, more complex
(after GArRAM 2002, Fig. 33).

goldsmith works; moreover it was an extensive
phenomenon showing symptoms of a regionalisa-
tion. As this tendency reached the Mediterranean peripheries, the moulding trend spread lo-
cally fast and in a much wider range among the people living in the Northern periphery.
While communication was weakening significantly, relatively independent border cultures
like the Late Avar one emerged, which could have been also influenced by the centres be-
yond the Basin of the Mediterranean Sea.

Nevertheless, the dynamic behind the very expansive spreading of the use of the casting that
was used as an exclusive device for making large parts of the material culture was most likely
independent of the Mediterranean fatherlands of the process. Although in its primary milieu it
was a social phenomenon that had a restricted impact on the material culture of a society al-
though in the state of “after-complexity”,’® on the Mediterranean periphery it reached soci-
eties which were originally less hierarchical and therefore more receptive to it on wider social
levels (that is the most acceptable reading for the ‘cultural receptivity’ of barbaric people for
the use of casting as a basic technology also on higher levels of social hierarchy).

Conclusions: Late Avar ornamental art in the context of European cultural processes

By its quantitative aspects the circular lobe ornamentation was in the Late Avar Animal
Style and in the Geometrical Circular Lobe Style a specific feature of the Carpathian Basin,
or rather its narrower central region identical with the “Avar settlement area”. Although

16 LAVAN 2006, XXXV.
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nearly every aspect has its analogies in the Mediterranean, both of the ornamental groups
using the circular lobe ornament as primary vegetal pattern were able to create an indepen-
dent quality — a decorative art of their own.

While separated by the style of geometrised lobe ornaments in the Carpathian Basin, the
two horizons of various ornamental forms are closely related to each other by a number of
patterns and motifs. The substantive relationship is proved, beyond a large series of common
motifs, by a preference for axial-symmetric palmette-patterns, the lily-like patterns (floralge-
ometric palmettes of knotted, divergent leafs on a vertical axis, mostly a spear-shaped leaf),
the “Lilienzier”, and by the affinity for geometrical patterns (e.g. the use of twisted ribbons
for structuring the pattern).

However, there are relevant differences between the two horizons. The most significant dis-
crepancy manifests in their relations to naturalism and floralgeometrical designs. In the ear-
lier group the geometrical patterns and an inclination to axial-symmetry are often hidden by
the relatively large, natural-like vegetal elements. In contrary, the decorative art of the last
Late Avar phase designed more, smaller and mostly geometrised vegetal elements in a pat-
tern-field of the same size. Beside the trend of the floralgeometrism the design of the pattern
was more and more accentuated — instead of real connecting elements, like tendrils, the co-
hesion of the design was ensued by the symmetrical structure of the motifs.

Mediterranean parallels can be found beyond all four phases of decorative art separable in
the Avar territory. In cases of the Late Avar Animal Style and the Geometrical Circular Lobe
Style these parallels are rather premises. However, in cases of the Late Antique Horizon and
the Fin-Avar phase we can detect exact analogies to our objects among artefacts prepared in
Byzantium or in the Mediterranean (see the belt-mount originated from the middle third of
the 8th century and found in Kiskundorozsma; see also a wider range of analogies from the

turn of the 8th and 9th centuries; the most important of them are probably the finds in Ho-
henberg).!”

Accordingly, in the phases of the Late Avar ornamental art, when an independent decorative
art — simultaneously belonging to and dependent of the Mediterranean structure — came into
existence in the Carpathian Basin, it had just more or less remote parallels in the Mediter-
ranean. Quite the contrary, when the Late Avar environment seems to had been unable to
adapt, or to transform the used forms to its own image, we can certainly find their close an-
tecedents in the Mediterranean regions, mostly in the surroundings of the Avar territory.

Therefore cultural trends alien in the Avar milieu — which can be reconstructed reflecting in
the Late Avar decorative art - were not the own innovations of the Late Avar Carpathian
Basin. Their native land could be found in any region of the Mediterranean that is related to
the Carpathian Basin. The Avar milieu adapted or adopted the formal sets transmitted
through communication according to its own sense of taste; in cases of trends of simpler
leaf-ornaments it meant a total adaptation creating own styles; if more complex ornament-
sets were used, they could be only adopted, and copied rather unaltered, and more fre-
quently debased. Accordingly, the geometrising process that could be more and more con-
cretely detected in the successive phases of vegetal ornamentation in the 8th century responds
very likely to Mediterranean trends, though it may also have some regional characteristics.

17 On both finds and their surroundings in the material culture, see Dam 2010.
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After a relatively naturalistic Late Avar Animal Style, the Late Antique Horizon combined a
preference for geometric patterns with naturalistic view of vegetal motifs; the severe leaf-
patterns of the Geometrical Circular Lobe Style were followed by an emphasised geometry
and symmetry in the Fin-Avar phase on every level of ornamental structures.

There are traces of several independent ornamental traditions existing approximately at the
same time through the 7th and 8th centuries in the Mediterranean material culture, reflected
by the small objects of personal use. It was ambiguous in view of the dating difficulties and
the great geographical distances among the sporadically survived records, whether the anal-
ogous pieces belonged to the same time-bound trends (“modes”) or they did not. Neverthe-
less, the trends reconstructed by the Avar appearance of these common ornamental streams
seem to be well-embedded into the processes of the Mediterranean. For this reason the Late
Avar decorative art, the records of which are multitudinous and chronologically well-di-
vided may have a significant contribution to the cognition of the “dark-ages” of the Mediter-
ranean in the Late Antiquity and Early Middle Ages. The Late Avar decorative art was not a
separated phenomenon intelligible in the environment of the Carpathian Basin, but a loop
in the chain connecting the Antiquity and the early medieval Europe.
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