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Pre-Scythian burial in Tiszakürt

Péter Mogyorós
Institute of Archaeological Sciences 

Eötvös Loránd University

mogyipeti5@gmail.com

Abstract
During its long history, humanity left traces everywhere, therefore it is inevitable that finds, hoards or bur-
ials are going to be found accidentally besides professional excavations. That kind of a discovery occurred in 
Tiszakürt (Hungary), where a grave of the Mezőcsát group has been found.
In this paper the three vessels – two urns and a beaker – of the grave will be presented. We do not have the 
skeleton, however, we do have an exquisite description of the grave. This description is important since it 
allows us to examine the burial practice as well.

The Discovery

In the May of 1995, in Tiszakürt, on the right shore of the present-day river Tisza, 25 km north 
of Csongrád in Jász-Nagykun-Szolnok County (Fig. 1), László Tálas was occupied with the 
building of his house. During the preliminary work of the foundation a skeleton and pottery 
shards appeared. He collected the shards and the bones he found. Unfortunately, the area of 
the foundation did not cover the whole grave, and some parts of the legs were outside of it.  

Fig. 1. The location of the grave and the surrounding region on a map of the Second Military Survey of 
the Habsburg Empire (1819–1869).
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As the risk of the destruction of the bones was too high, 
some parts are still under the ground. During the sum-
mer of 2018, the Institute of Archaeological Sciences 
of the Eötvös Lóránd University carried out an exca-
vation prior to the construction of the M44 motorway 
near Tiszakürt. László Tálas took this opportunity, and 
gave the pottery finds to the Institute along with his 
description on the grave.1

Description

Description of the grave2

The grave appeared at a depth of 60–70 cm. Inhumed 
burial, the body lay on its back in an extended position 
with the legs crossing each other, both the right and 
the left arms lay parallel to the body. The orientation of 
the skeleton was NW–SE. Three vessels served as grave 
goods, all of them were in pieces when the grave was 
found. The shards of the first urn-like large vessel was 
found next to the head, and the shards of a beaker were 
found between the legs. The rest of the pottery belonged 
to a second urn-like vessel, the position of which in the 
grave are unknown. Apart from the depth, the dimen-
sions of the grave are unknown (Fig. 2).

Grave ceramics

1. Beaker (Fig. 3.1)
Material: Handmade ceramic tempered with pebble stones.
Shape: The vessel is biconical with flat bottom and slightly outcurving rim, and it has an asymmet-

rical shape. A handle is missing but it seems that it was running from the rim to the belly.
Surface: The vessel is polished, the bottom on the outside is reddish brown, and the rest of the ves-

sel is grey on both outside and inside.
Decoration: Around the belly, the beaker is decorated with vertical cannelures.
Dimensions: BD.: 5 cm; MD.: 10.2 cm; RD.: ~10 cm; W.: 0.8–1 cm; H.: 7–7.5 cm; HMD.: 3.6 cm.3

2. Urn (Fig. 3.2)
Material: Handmade ceramic tempered with pebble stones.
Shape: The vessel is biconical, and it is narrowing from the belly to the flat bottom.
Surface: The bottom on the outside is black, while the colour brown is dominant on the rest of the 

vessel; both on the inside and the outside. Three rectangular knobs were found, which are sag-
ging from the belly of the urn.

Decoration: The shoulder is decorated with slanted, extremely shallow cannelures; the decoration 

1	 At this point, I have to thank László Tálas that he gave the finds to the Institute of Archaeological Sciences 
and I would also like to thank Gábor V. Szabó and Gábor Váczi for their help and the opportunity to present 
this burial. I thank Kristóf Fülöp, Gábor Váczi, Gábor V. Szabó and András Füzesi for their advices and the 
restoration of the vessels.

2	 The description of the grave is according to the notes of László Tálas.
3	 Abbreviations: BD: Bottom diameter, MD.: Maximum diameter, RD.: Rim diameter, W.: width, H.: Height, 

HMD.: Height of maximum diameter.

Fig. 2. Possible reconstruction of the 
grave.
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runs around the shoulder but it is not visible everywhere possibly due to erosion.
Dimensions: BD.: 13 cm; MD.: 36 cm; W.: 0.9–1.5 cm; HMD.: 12.2 cm.

3. Urn (Fig. 3.3)
Material: Handmade ceramic tempered with sand and pebble stones.
Shape: The vessel was biconical.
Surface: The outside is mostly black with brownish patches, the inside is brownish-red. There were 

rectangular knobs among the shards, which were all sagging from the belly of the urn. One 
vertical cordon was found, which decorated the shoulder.

Decoration: The shoulder is also decorated with slanted cannelures accompanied with finger-im-
pressed dot lines from below and above the cannelures, the neck is decorated with horizontal 
cannelures and finger-impressed dot lines.

Dimensions: W.: 0.7–1.3; MD.: 41 cm.

Geographical situation

Burials of the Mezőcsát group are present in Southwestern Slovakia and in the Great Hungari-
an Plain.4 In the Great Hungarian Plain, the Mezőcsát type burials are divided into two groups 
geographically; one group is at the foot of the North Hungarian Mountains, and the other one 
is in the Southern Great Plain.5 The archaeological sites of the southern group follow the rivers 
Körös and Maros. However, at the points where the two rivers enter the Tisza River, there are 
two nodes where the density of the Mezőcsát group sites are higher. These nodes are in the 
vicinity of Szeged and the vicinity of Csongrád.6 Tiszakürt lies close to the latter node (Fig. 4).

4	 Romsauer 1999, 167, Abb. 1.
5	 Kemenczei 1989, 62.
6	 D. Matuz 2000, 149, Abb. 1. 2.

Fig. 3. The grave ceramics: 1 – beaker, 2 – urn, 3 – urn.

1 2

3
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We have a lot less information about the sites of the southern group of the Great Hungarian 
Plain than those of the northern one;7 the largest, fully excavated cemetery in the Southern 
Great Plain with its eight graves is Szeged-Algyő.8 This cemetery, and possibly all Mezőcsát-
type cemeteries belonged to clans or families.9 This might allow us the assumption that more 
graves are hiding in Tiszakürt and waiting to be found, if the expansion of the town in the last 
century had not destroyed them already.10

7	 Edit D. Matuz summarised the pre-Scythian sites in the Southern Great Plain (D. Matuz 2000, 147–149).
8	 D. Matuz 2000, 149
9	 Kemenczei 2003, 177.
10	 A future excavation is planned to uncover the rest of the grave of Tiszakürt, and further possible graves 

nearby.

Fig. 4. Burials of the Mezőcsát group (Patek 1993; Romsauer 1999; D. Matuz 2000). 1 – Podolí-Žuráň, 
2 – Senica, 3 – Dvorníky and Dvorníky-Posádka, 4 – Sered, 5 – Ivánka pri Nitre, 6 – Maňa, 7 – Želie- 
zovce, 8 – Salka, 9 – Kakasd, 10 – Hatvan, 11 – Tarnaörs-Csárdamajor and Tarnaörs-Annakápolna, 
12 – Boconád, 13 – Tarnabod, 14 – Kompolt-Kígyósér (D. Matuz 2001), 15 – Kál, 16 – Aldebrő,  
17 – Sirok-Akasztómály, 18 – Maklár-Koszpérium, 19 – Füzesabony-Kettőshalom and Füzesabony 
Öregdomb, 20 – Dormánd, 21 – Ároktő-Dongóhalom and Ároktő-Pélypuszta, 22 – Tiszakeszi-Szóda-
domb, 23 – Mezőcsát-Hörcsögös, 24 – Tiszakürt, 25 – Csépa, 26 – Csongrád-Felgyő, Csongrád-Sarok-
tanya and Csongrád-Vendelhalom, 27 – Szeged-Algyő, 28 – SzegedTápé-Lebő, 29 – Szeged-Öthalom, 
30 – Szőreg, 31 – Gyoma, 32 – Körösladány, 33 – Doboz-Maró.
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Grave pottery

Drinking vessels like cups and beakers were usual grave furnishing materials in the buri-
als of the Mezőcsát group;11 beakers with outcurving rims and one handle like the one in 
Tiszakürt were common.12 Some of the beakers of the Mezőcsát group were decorated;13 in 
our case a vertical channelled decoration runs around the belly. Chanelled decorations were 
usual in the Carpathian Basin during the Late Bronze Age14 and the Early Iron Age.15 These 
beakers were around in the Great Hungarian Plain before and after the Mezőcsát group.16

Another frequent vessel type in the graves of the Mezőcsát group was a large vessel, which 
appeared in various forms.17 In our case, we have two urns, both of which had rectangular 
knobs sagging from their belly. In the Early Iron Age, these vessels were present from the  
Dnjester to Northeast Czech Republic.18 They were general within the Basarabi complex19 
during the Hallstatt C period.20 Similar urn forms were present west of the Danube21 during 
the last third of the 8th and the first half of the 7th century BC.22 Within the Mezőcsát group, a 
vessel in Ároktő-Dongóhalom shows striking similarities.23 It can be dated to the 8th 24 or even 
up to the 9th centuries BC.25

The black outside and red inside of the black urn was a common trait of the Late Bronze 
Age26 and Early Iron Age ceramics in the Great Hungarian Plain.27 The slanted channelled 
decoration on the shoulder of the urn was not unusual in the Early Iron Age either.28 We 
find similar motifs to the one on the black urn, for example in Tarnaörs-Csárdamajor; the 
neck of that vessel was also decorated but it did not have dot lines.29 Finger-impressed dot 
lines decorated the vessel that contained the horse gears of Fügöd,30 which type of decora-
tion was not common within the Mezőcsát group. These finger-impressed dot lines can be 
found on some ceramic vessels of the Kyjatice culture,31 and it was a common decoration 
of the Urnfield and the Eastern Hallstatt cultures.32 The pottery style of the Mezőcsát group 

11	 Metzner-Nebelsick 1998, 367.
12	 Metzner-Nebelsick 1998, Abb. 16–17, 21–22.
13	 E.g. Grave 8 in Ároktő-Dongóhalom (Kemenczei 1988a, 91, 2. kép 9) and in Csépa (Kemenczei 1989, 60, 

Abb. 9. 2).
14	 Metzner-Nebelsick 2010, 139; V. Szabó 2017, 233.
15	 E.g. Vertical chanelled decorations from Doboz-Marói erdő (Gazdapusztai 1966, 59, Abb. 1).
16	 Kemenczei 2009, 97–98.
17	 Metzner-Nebelsick 1998, 367.
18	 Pare 1998, 427–428.
19	 Vulpe 1965, 108, Abb 5. 6; Vulpe 1986, Abb. 15.
20	 Vulpe 1986, 88.
21	 Ceramic horizon IIIb. (Metzner-Nebelsick 2002, Abb. 75).
22	 Metzner-Nebelsick 2002, 179, Abb. 78.
23	 Patek 1993, 20, Abb. 15. 9.
24	 Patek 1980, 161–162.
25	 Patek 1980, 161–162; Pare 1998, 420, 427–428, Tab. 7.
26	 Metzner-Nebelsick 2010, 139.
27	 Metzner-Nebelsick 1998, 369.
28	 Füzesabony-Öregdomb (Gallus – Horváth 1939, 11, Taf. 2. 8), Ároktő-Pélypuszta (Kemenczei 1988a, 92, 

3. kép 7), Sirok-Akasztómály (Patek 1990, 66, 21. tábla 9), Maklár-Koszpérium (Patek 1990, 65, 18. tábla 4), 
Hódmezővásárhely-Solt-Palé (V. Szabó 1996, 18, 38, Abb. 45. 4).

29	 Patek 1990, 67, 26. tábla 9.
30	 Kemenczei 1988b, 68, Abb. 9.
31	 Kemenczei 1970, 39.
32	 Kemenczei 1974, 11. E.g. Budapest-Békásmegyer (Kalicz-Schreiber et al. 2010, 50–51, Taf. 32. 3) and 

Nagyberki-Szalacska (Kemenczei 1974, 4, Fig. 2. 2).
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had a contact with all the above-mentioned cultures.33 In the Great Hungarian Plain, the 
channelling and dot line decoration lived on until the Scythian period.34

Burial custom

Comparing with the surrounding cultures in the Late Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age, 
where cremation was the dominant burial practice,35 the inhumed burials of the Mezőcsát 
group reveal a significant difference; the positioning of the deceased could be either ex-
tended or contracted.36 Two thirds of the known graves have extended skeletons, like in 
the grave of Tiszakürt,37 while in the Southern Great Plain only one grave was contracted.38

Apart from the extended body, the limbs could be situated variously.39 In the grave of Tiszakürt, 
the legs of the deceased were crossed. Although it is not a frequent way to situate the legs, 
it is not an exception among the Mezőcsát type graves. A further example is in the cemetery 
of Füzesabony-Kettőshalom.40 We can find more crossed-legged positions like this one dated 
to the pre-Scythian period in the Eastern European Steppes.41 This positioning lived on in the 
Carpathian Basin until the Middle Iron Age.42

Regarding the orientation, W–E is the most frequent in the cemeteries of the Mezőcsát group 
in the Northern Great Plain.43 However, there were multiple orientations in one cemetery, and 
the dominant orientation depends on which cemetery we are looking at.44 In Mezőcsát-Hör- 
csögös the dominant orientation was the above-mentioned W–E,45 while in Sirok-Akasz-
tómály the dominant orientation is NW–SE,46 similarly to Tiszakürt.

From the Southern Great Plain we do not have as much data as from the Northern Great 
Plain. In Szeged Öthalom, two grave orientations are known;47 one was S–N,48 and the other 
was E–W-oriented.49 In Szeged-Tápé-Lebő, six of the graves were possibly buried during the 
Early Iron Age, two of them did not contain any grave goods, and the finds from one grave 
have disappeared. All of these graves were W–E-oriented.50 In Szeged-Algyő, five out of the 

33	 Metzner-Nebelsick 1998, 367–373; Patek 1993, 19; Kemenczei 2005, 120–124; V. Szabó 2017, 256–261.
34	 Kalicz – Koós 1998, 426, 429, Abb. 6. 13.
35	 The Gáva culture is an exception, since we do not know what the dominant burial rite was (V. Szabó 2017, 

252).
36	 Patek 1980, 160; Patek 1990, 70; Kemenczei 1988a, 97; Kemenczei 1989, 70.
37	 Szabó 1969, 78; D. Matuz 2001, 45.
38	 D. Matuz 2000, 139, Abb. 3. 1; D. Matuz 2001, 45.
39	 E.g. In Grave 5 of Sirok-Akasztómály, one arm crossed the body. (Patek 1990, 66, 34. tábla 4). Another variation 

was an extended body with bent legs, the left arm crossing the body, and the right arm bent. (Paluch 2016, 12).
40	 Patek 1990, 64, 31. tábla 4.
41	 E.g. Golovkovka in the 9th century BC (Makhortykh 2008, 243, Рис. 78) and Vysokaja Mogila in the end 

of the 8th century BC, and the first half of the 7th century BC (Makhortykh 2008, 249, Рис. 71).
42	 E.g. Chotín (Kozubová 2013, 44, 68, Obr. 116, 193).
43	 Patek 1990, 70.
44	 Metzner-Nebelsick 1998, 363, Abb. 3.
45	 Patek 1993, 20.
46	 Patek 1990, 66–67.
47	 Out of the four graves (Paluch 2016, 13), one contained a disturbed skeleton (Reizner 1904, 81), and the 

other yielded vessels but no bones (D. Matuz 2003).
48	 Varázséji 1880, 326.
49	 Paluch 2016, 12.
50	 Párducz 1942; Kemenczei 1989, 62.
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eight graves were SW–NE, and three NW–SE-oriented.51 In Szőreg, there was a W–E-oriented 
grave,52 in Csongrád-Vendelhalom, the grave was NE–SW orientated,53 in Csongrád-Sarok- 
tanya, there was a SW–NE-oriented grave,54 the inhumed burial in Csongrád-Felgyő had a 
WSW–ENE orientation,55 and in Doboz, the orientation was E–W.56 With its NW–SE orienta-
tion, Tiszakürt can be connected to this group. So far, there is no one certain orientation that 
is present in every site.

Similarly to the orientation, the depth of the graves of the Mezőcsát group also differs from 
each other; in the cemetery of Mezőcsát-Hörcsögös, most of the graves are at a depth of 
30–40 cm,57 while in Füzesabony-Kettőshalom, the depth of the graves are beyond 100 cm, 
sometimes almost reaches 200 cm.58 Our grave was found at a depth of 60–70 cm. A similar 
depth appears in other graves, like the burial with sidewall niche in Szeged-Öthalom,59 and 
in some graves of Szeged-Algyő.60

The vessels in the inhumed graves of the Mezőcsát group are usually placed next to the head or 
the body, or near the legs.61 This means that in Tiszakürt, the brown urn fits into this practice, 
since it is situated next to the head. The position of the black urn is unknown, and the position 
of the beaker would be interesting, as it is not common in the graves of the Mezőcsát group. 
However, the beaker was in pieces, and it is also possible that an animaldisturbed the grave.62

Gáva culture, Mezőcsát group or Alföld group

Throughout my paper, I have been writing about this grave as a burial of the Mezőcsát group, 
as the burial rite and the grave pottery seemingly support this interpretation. Although one 
of the main attributes of the Mezőcsát group is the inhumed burial rite, the rite of inhumation 
can occur before the Early Iron Age, in the Gáva culture, even if it is exceedingly unique.63 
The channelled decoration is also a characteristic of the Gáva culture.64 After the pre-Scythian 
period, cemeteries of the Alföld group (Vekerzug culture) contained mostly inhumed burials 
in the Southern Great Plain,65 and sometimes vessels resembling those of the pre-Scythian 
period can appear in Scythian graves.66 Moreover, a Scythian pit was discovered not far from 
our grave, in Tiszakürt-Sziki-Kisföldek.67

51	 D. Matuz 2000, 149.
52	 D. Matuz 2000, 147–148.
53	 Párducz – Csallány 1945, 89.
54	 G. Szénászky 1972, 6; D. Matuz 2000, 148.
55	 Párducz 1946, 134. Here, a cremation burial was also dated to the Early Iron Age (Párducz 1946, 140).
56	 Gazdapusztai 1966, 59.
57	 Patek 1993, 20.
58	 Patek 1990, 62–64.
59	 Paluch 2016, 12.
60	 Grave 19, Grave 63 (D. Matuz 2000, 139).
61	 E.g. Grave 22 of Ároktő-Pélypuszta, vessels placed next to the body (Kemenczei 1988a, 92, 3. kép 5); Grave 

8 of Sirok-Akasztómály, vessels placed next to the head (Patek 1990, 66–67, 28. tábla 6), Grave 31 of Füzes- 
abony-Kettőshalom, vessels placed next to the legs (Patek 1990, 63, 30. tábla 5).

62	 Animals have often disturbed graves, e.g. in Graves 53, 82, 83, 85, and 86 of Szeged-Algyő (D. Matuz 2000, 
139–141). It could be similar to Grave 3 and Grave 72 in Mezőcsát-Hörcsögös, where the pottery shards were 
all over the legs of the deceased (Patek 1993, 145, 147, Abb. 18. 2, 24. 3).

63	 Király 2012, 110, 118, P4. 1.
64	 V. Szabó 2017, 252.
65	 Kemenczei 2001, 15–16.
66	 Galántha 1986, 73, Pl. 3. 6.
67	 Szilágyi et al. 2017, 394, Fig. 1a.
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The reason for my interpretation, namely that this is a grave of the Mezőcsát group, relies 
mainly on the temporal appearance of urn forms and the choice of grave ceramics discussed 
above. The excavation planned to uncover the rest of the grave, and hopefully, to find more, 
might contradict my interpretation. Until then, it is most likely that the deceased had been 
laid to rest during the pre-Scythian period of the Great Hungarian Plain.
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