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Abstract 
 
The region of Tisza–Maros–Körös is one of the best-studied areas of the Avar Khaga-
nate. This paper aims to trace social changes within its communities through the anal-
ysis of grave goods and transformations in mortuary practice, with particular atten-
tion to the similarities and differences in the deposition of decorated belts. The chron-
ological framework is based on belt-sets from the Szentes–Nagyhegy cemetery, where 
five phases can be correlated with other cemeteries in the region. This allows for a 
phase-by-phase examination of changes in the practice of depositing decorated belts, 
as well as related aspects of burial customs. The inclusion of belts, weapons, and horses 
in graves may indicate the social status of the deceased. 
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nological questions, burial customs, social differentiation, typology, relative 
chronology, absolute chronology 

 
 

Introduction1 
 
The Tisza–Maros–Körös region can be regarded as a thoroughly investigated 
area. Owing to the distinctive burial customs observed here, the region is re-

markably distinct from other parts of the former Khaganate.2 The aim of my 

paper is to trace social changes within the communities of this region through 
the examination of grave goods and the transformations in mortuary practices. 
The main focus is to investigate the similarities and differences in the wearing 
of mounted belts found in the cemeteries of the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. 
The basis of comparison is a chronological framework developed through the 
study of belt-sets from the Szentes–Nagyhegy cemetery. Since the phases of 
the Nagyhegy cemetery can be correlated with phases in other cemeteries of 
the region, it enables us to study the changes the practice of placing decorated 
belts as well as to examine other aspects of the burial customs of individuals 
interred with such belts. The deposition of mounted belts, weapons, and 
horses may allude to the deceased’s social status. Individuals buried with 
mounted belts must have stood on the higher levels of contemporary society, 
yet their precise status within their communities remains unclear. The issue is 
further complicated by the recognition that the degree of funerary represen-
tation was not determined by the deceased themselves, but rather by the com-
munity performing the burial. 

Several Avar-period sites are known from the area around Szentes, most 

of which were excavated by Gábor Csallány between the two World Wars.3 

Among them, the Szentes–Nagyhegy cemetery4 has a particular significance: 

it attracted scientific attention even during the period of excavations, yet for 
a long time it remained known only in fragments to both Hungarian and in-

ternational scientific environment.5 

The cemetery was excavated by Gábor Csallány in several parts between 
1927 and 1941. A total of 380 Avar-period graves were uncovered, none of 

 
1 I would like to thank Sarolta Pesti (Koszta József Museum) and Dr. Katalin Pintér-
Nagy (University of Szeged, Department of Archeology) for proofreading the English 
text. 
2 See: CSALLÁNY 1954, 133–140; CSALLÁNY 1963, 21–38; KOVRIG 1955, 30–44; LŐRINCZY 

1998, 323–372; LŐRINCZY 2001, 40–47, BENDE 2017. 
3 For further details see: HERGOTT 2023a, 5–19. 
4 Site Id: 100811. 
5 For a selection, see: CSALLÁNY 1932, 149–166; KOVALOVSZKI 1957, 58–64; LISKA 1997, 
161; LISKA 2000, 64; MÉSZÁROS 2016, 41; BENDE 2017, 109. 
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which have yet been fully published. In my study, the belt-set graves of the 
large cemeteries of the Tisza–Maros–Körös region were integrated into the 
chronological system developed for the periodization of the Nagyhegy belt-
sets. I argue that distinctions can be drawn between belt-set burials if the pres-
ence and frequency of other status-marking elements—such as weapons and 
horses—are also taken into consideration not only at the level of individual 
cemeteries but also by chronological phases. Bearing these considerations in 
mind, my analysis is limited to cemeteries with more than 100 graves that 
show at least three overlapping chronological phases. This allows for the in-
vestigation of social changes in communities that were in use for an extended 
period of time within the same timeframe. 
 
 

Methodology 
 

The analysis included only those graves where the belt strap featured at least 
two different types of mounts in addition to the buckle. The number of mount 
types was not restricted; the only requirement was that they belonged to at 
least two distinct categories. 

Representation is here understood as the expression of social role or status. 
However, it must always be kept in mind that funerary representation is 
highly relative: the grave goods are evidence of economic potential, that is the 
value that the deceased or their community was able to withdraw from circu-
lation. This allows inferences to be made about the individual’s place in soci-

ety, since economic and social differentiation are closely interlinked.6  

The objects themselves were fitted into existing typological systems and 
relative chronologies, and the dating of the groups I established was based on 

these frameworks.7 The belts found at Nagyhegy were classified into groups 

based on their construction, and the stylistic differences between these groups 
implied a chronological sequence. In order to evaluate the stylistic groups of 
the Nagyhegy cemetery in a broader way their chronology was fitted into the 
existing relative chronological frameworks. The absolute dating of the belt 
graves at Nagyhegy was also established on this basis. By comparing the 
chronological systems, I was able to determine the absolute dating of the belt 
mounts from Nagyhegy. This chronological framework was also compatible 
with the periodizations developed for other cemeteries in the Tisza–Maros–
Körös region.  
 
 

 
6 VIDA 2006, 212; BRATHER 2007, 194–196, 205–206; SZENTHE 2021, 418. 
7 DAIM 1987; ZÁBOJNÍK 1991; GARAM 1995; SZENTHE 2020. 
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Chronological phases in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region 
 
The first stylistic group, with pressed and plated mounts, corresponds to 
Phase 1. Phase 1 corresponds to period MA in Falko Daim’s division of the 

Leobersdorf cemetery,8 to period MS II in Jozef Zábojník’s chronological sys-

tem,9 and to Phase 3 defined by Éva Garam at the Tiszafüred cemetery.10 In 

this period men regarded as first members of the community were buried us-
ing the Nagyhegy cemetery.  

The Chronoligacal Phase 2 includes belt-sets belonging to the “classical” 
griffin-and-tendril group. In the early phase of this group, both cast and 
plated mounts can be found that means no sharp boundary can be drawn be-

tween the stylistic Groups 1 and 2.11 Phase 2 corresponds to Phase SPA I–II 

of the Leobersdorf cemetery,12 group SSI–II in Zábojník’s system,13 Phase 4 

of the Tiszafüred cemetery,14 and to Phase II of the Late Avar period as de-

fined by Gergely Szenthe.15 Therefore, I date this horizon roughly to the years 
720–750.  

Phase 3 contains belt-sets reflecting strong Mediterranean influence, which 

I date to c. 730–780. The Phase 3 of Nagyhegy corresponds to Phase SPA II,16 

to period SSII,17 to Phase 4 of the Tiszafüred cemetery,18 and to Phase II of 

the Late Avar period as defined by Szenthe.19 

Phase 4 comprises mounts decorated with floral ornaments in flat-tendril 
style, as well as incised-and-punched circle mounts; this phase is dated 

 
8 DAIM 1987, 132–134. 
9 ZÁBOJNÍK 1991, 234–235. 
10 Garam 1995, 402. 
11 Gergely Szenthe draws attention to the simplification of metalworking techniques 
from the late 7th century onwards. In his view, the first cast items were derived, partly 
or entirely, from pressed examples (SZENTHE 2016, 113). I would add that another im-
portant factor is the simultaneous appearance of objects produced with different met-
alworking techniques within the same belt-sets. According to Szenthe, the transition 
from pressed to cast mounts was a rapid process, supported by the limited number of 
finds (SZENTHE 2016, 114). The belt-sets assigned to the second stylistic group in the 
cemetery may well reflect this transformation. 
12 DAIM 1987, 142–147. 
13 ZÁBOJNÍK 1991, 237–239; 246. 
14 GARAM 1995, 404–412. 
15 SZENTHE 2020, 51–52. 
16 DAIM 1987, 144–147. 
17 More specifically, to its early phase: ZÁBOJNÍK 1991, 237. 
18 GARAM 1995, 404–412. 
19 SZENTHE 2020, 51–52. 
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between c. 780–810. This phase corresponds to SPA IIIa–b,20 to Phase SS III–

IV,21 to Phase 5 of the Tiszafüred cemetery,22 and to Phase III–IV of the Late 

Avar period as defined by Szenthe.23 
In the final chronological phase (Phase 5.), belt-sets became significantly 

poorer. In my view, the graves dug in this period belong to the very latest 
phase of the Avar period, which I date to after the years 810s. The incomplete, 
thin, worn belts made of copper alloy with simple decoration suggest that, 
although the representational function of the mounted belt was still present, 
its wearers no longer had access to higher-quality or newer pieces. This chron-
ological group can be dated to the latest period of the Avar Age, roughly cor-

responding to SPA IIIb,24 SSIV,25 as well as to Phase 6 of the Tiszafüred cem-

etery26 and the Late Avar V period defined by Szenthe.27 While in the Leo-

bersdorf and Tiszafüred cemeteries this horizon typically included sets with 

mounts from earlier periods appeared together,28 at Nagyhegy belts emerge 

with simple designs and lower-quality mounts compared to earlier pieces that 
may characterize this group. 
 
 

The changes of representation in the Tisza–Maros–Körös Region dur-
ing the second half of the Avar period  
 
When examining belt-equipped graves the ones accompanied by horse and 
weapon deposits horizon by horizon in cemeteries of the Tisza–Maros–Körös 

region with more than 100 graves (fig. 1),29 it can be concluded that expres-

 
20 DAIM 1987, 147–153. 
21 Zábojník observes that Phases III and IV cannot be sharply separated. Indeed, in the 
later part of Phase III, some mounts appear in association with those characteristic of 
SS phase II, and similarly, the early mounts of SS Phase IV emerge at the end of period 
III (ZÁBOJNÍK 1991, 238–240). 
22 GARAM 1995, 412–416. 
23 SZENTHE 2020, 52–53. 
24 DAIM 1987, 149–151. 
25 ZÁBOJNÍK 1991, 240–242. 
26 GARAM 1995, 416–423. 
27 SZENTHE 2020, 54. 
28 SZENTHE 2020, 53. 
29 Cemeteries examined in this study: Szentes–Kaján, number of graves: 459, not fully 
excavated (KOREK 1943, 1–90; MADARAS 1991; MADARAS 2002a, 354); Szentes–Lapistó, 
number of graves: 172, not fully excavated (MADARAS – LISKA 2002a, 356); Szentes–
Berekhát; Buzi F. I. földje, number of graves: 147, not fully excavated (MADARAS – LISKA 
2002b, 352); Székkutas–Kápolnadűlő, number of graves: 534, fully excavated (B. NAGY 
2003); Nagymágocs–Ótompa, number of graves: 131, not fully excavated (MADARAS 
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sions of status are documented in different ways across these cemeteries. In 
chronological phase 1, the proportion of horse-and-belt burials is higher than 
other combinations (fig. 2): at the Szentes–Nagyhegy cemetery one individual 

was interred with horse, belt, and weapon,30 and 2 with horse and belt,31 

while at Szentes–Kaján 1 horse-and-belt burials were recorded.32 In the other 
cemeteries of the region no graves were found where the belt-set was com-
bined with further elements of representation (fig. 3). 

In Chronological Phase 2, significantly more individuals wearing belt sets 
were buried in the region than in earlier or later periods (fig. 4). This ratio is 

particularly high in four cemeteries,33 out of them Szentes–Nagyhegy and 
Szentes–Kaján are the ones with the highest number of graves containing belt 
sets. If the data is projected onto a map (fig. 5.), it can be seen that the higher 
number of cases also carries its variability in representation. Three relatively 
distant nodes emerge in the region: in the north, around Körös river and 

Káka-fok,34 along the rivers of Kurca, Veker and Kórógy, at the Orosháza–

 
2002b, 257); Szarvas–Grexa téglagyár, number of graves: 422, not fully excavated 
(JUHÁSZ 2002a, 337; JUHÁSZ 2004); Orosháza–Bónum téglagyár, number of graves: 245, 
not fully excavated (JUHÁSZ 1995, 19–70; JUHÁSZ 2002b, 272–273); Orosháza–Béke Tsz, 
homokbánya, number of graves: 149, not fully excavated (JUHÁSZ 1995, 75–123; JUHÁSZ 
2002c, 272); Pitvaros–Víztároztó, number of graves: 225, not fully excavated (SZALON-

TAI 2002, 291; BENDE 2017, 66–121). 
30 Nagyhegy, Musa János’s vineyard (1929–1930), Grave 31 (HERGOTT 2023b, 10–11). 
31 Nagyhegy, Vass Sándor’s vineyard (1941), Grave 14 (HERGOTT 2023b, 17–18.) and 
Grave 31 (HERGOTT 2023b, 21–22).  
32 Grave 217. (KOREK 1943, 27; MADARAS 1991, Table 23). 
33 Graves with mounted belt set: Szentes–Nagyhegy: Juhász János’s vineyard (1927–
1928) Grave 100, Musa János’s vineyard (1929–1930) Graves 13, 22, Vass Sándor’s vi-
neyard (1941) Graves 3, 7, 10, 13, 15, 29, 32, Szentes–Kaján: Graves 60 (KOREK 1943, 9; 
MADARAS 1991, Table 5.), 77 (KOREK 1943, 12; MADARAS 1991, Table 9.), 97 (KOREK 1943, 
14; MADARAS 1991, Table 10.), 192 (KOREK 1943, 23–24; MADARAS 1991, Table 20.), 194 
(KOREK 1943, 24–25; MADARAS 1991, Table 19.), 205 (KOREK 1943, 25–26; MADARAS 1991, 
Table 21.), 207 (KOREK 1943, 26; MADARAS 1991, Table 20.), 273 (KOREK 1943, 31–32; 
MADARAS 1991, Table 26.), 277 (KOREK 1943, 32–33; MADARAS 1991, Table 29.), 306 (KO-

REK 1943, 35; MADARAS 1991, Table 31.), 384 (KOREK 1943, 44; MADARAS 1991, Table 41.), 
407 (KOREK 1943, 46; MADARAS 1991, Table 44.), 456 (KOREK 1943, 50; MADARAS 1991, 
Table 47.), Szarvas–Grexa téglagyár: Graves 78 (JUHÁSZ 2004, 125; Taf. 11.), 83, 87 (JU-

HÁSZ 2004, 126; Taf. 12.), 147 (JUHÁSZ 2004, 132; Taf. 18.), 168 (JUHÁSZ 2004, 136; Taf. 
22.), 227 (JUHÁSZ 2004, 142; Taf. 28.), 230 (JUHÁSZ 2004, 143; Taf. 29.), 349 (JUHÁSZ 2004, 
155; Taf. 41.), 416 (JUHÁSZ 2004, 161–162; Taf. 47–48.), 418 (JUHÁSZ 2004, 163; Taf. 49.), 
Pitvaros–Víztározó: Graves 12 (BENDE 2017, 347–349; Fig. 7–9.), 19 (BENDE 2017, 352–
354; Fig. 12–14.), 152 (BENDE 2017, 404–406; Fig. 64–66.), 165 (BENDE 2017, 411–412; Fig. 
71–72.), 174 (BENDE 2017, 418; Fig. 78.), 198 (BENDE 2017, 426–428; Fig. 86–88.), 200 
(BENDE 2017, 430–435; Fig. 90–95.), 215 (BENDE 2017, 444–445; Fig. 104–105). 
34 With the cemetery of Szarvas–Grexa téglagyár. 
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Bónum téglagyár cemetery near the Kakasszék-ér, and at the Pitvaros–
Víztározó cemetery in the vicinity of the Száraz-ér. Interestingly, along the 
rivers of Körös, Kurca, and indirectly the Tisza and Veker rivers, as well as 
along the Száraz-ér, we can find cemeteries where representation appears in 

a more varied way, perhaps due to the significance of the rivers.35 

While the horse–belt combination predominates in Phases 1 and 2,36 in 

Phase 337 the belt–weapon combination appears in an increasing number of 
graves. However, compared to earlier periods, the level of overall repre-sen-
tation declined. At Szentes–Kaján 5 individuals were buried with horse and 

belt,38 while at Pitvaros–Víztározó and at Szentes–Berekhát, Buzi F. I földje, 

1 individual each was interred with horse, belt, and weapon (fig. 6). 39 In 
Phase 3 the territorial distribution also shifted: cemeteries displaying more 
varied forms of representation were here concentrated along the Száraz-ér as 
well as by the rivers Tisza and Kórógy. In terms of numbers, Szentes–Kaján 
stands out clearly, with 10 additional graves containing only belt-sets besides 
the combination burials. Mapping the data (fig. 7) shows a decline in repre-
sentation south of the Körös river near Szarvas as well as the map shows the 
absence of belt-sets of this phase at Orosháza–Bónum téglagyár cemetery by 
the Kakasszék-ér. On the contrary, 1 grave of this type was found at 

Orosháza–Béke Tsz.40 and 7 graves were found at Székkutas–Kápolnadűlő.41 
In Chronological Phase 4 the level of representation again declined, yet graves 
containing additional prestige objects besides belts appeared in a greater 
number of cemeteries. At Szentes–Nagyhegy 1 individuals were interred with 
horse, belt, and weapon, 42  2 individual was interred only with belt and 
weapon;43 further belt-and-weapon burials were found at Szarvas–Grexa44 

 
35 On the role of rivers in nomadic state organization, and their possible role in the 
Avar Khaganate, see: FELFÖLDI 2019, 350–359.  
36 Between the end of the 7th century and the first half of the 8th century. 
37 In the second half of the 8th century. 
38  Graves 75 (KOREK 1943, 11; MADARAS 1991, Table 8.), 134 (KOREK 1943, 18–19; 
MADARAS 1991, Table 13–15.), 321 (KOREK 1943, 36–37; MADARAS 1991, Table 33–34.), 
330 (KOREK 1943, 39; MADARAS 1991, Table 36.), 351 (KOREK 1943, 41–42; MADARAS 1991, 
Table 38.). 
39 Pitvaros–Víztározó: Grave 51 (BENDE 2017, 364–373; Fig. 24–33.), Szentes–Berekhát, 
Buzi F. I földje Grave 67 (BENDE 2017, 166). 
40 Graves 150 (JUHÁSZ 1995, Taf. 23). 
41 Graves 31 (B. NAGY 2003, 85–86, Fig. 12–13.), 38 (B. NAGY 2003, 88–89, Fig. 15–16.), 
70 (B. NAGY 2003, 105–106, Fig. 32–33.), 191 (B. NAGY 2003, 142, Fig. 69.), 236 (B. NAGY 
2003, 154–155, Fig. 81–82.), 329 (B. NAGY 2003, 184–185, Fig. 111–112.), 362 (B. NAGY 
2003, 198, Fig. 125). 
42 Gálfy Lajos’s vineyard (1932), Grave 182 (HERGOTT 2023b, 11–12). 
43 Gálfy Lajos’s vineyard (1932), Grave 184 and 214. 
44 Grave 318 (JUHASZ 2004, 152; Taf. 38). 
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and Orosháza–Bónum téglagyár,45 while at Pitvaros–Víztározó 1 individual 
was buried with horse and belt (fig. 8).46 In this phase, cemeteries with more 
varied forms of representation were repeatedly concentrated along the rivers 
Körös, Kurca, Veker, Kakasszék, and Száraz-ér, though their distribution clus-
tered in two areas. At Szentes–Nagyhegy, 13 additional belt-set burials can be 
dated to this period; Székkutas–Kápolnadűlő yielded 10 burials, Szentes–
Kaján 9 burials, and Orosháza–Bónum téglagyár 5 burials. Thus, the highest 
concentration of belted burials in Phase 4 is found in the Kurca–Veker area 
and along the Kakasszék-ér (fig. 9). 

In Phase 5, the degree of representation declines markedly (Fig. 10). Only 

one belt–weapon grave is documented at Szentes–Nagyhegy, 47  and one 

horse–belt grave at Nagymágocs–Ótompa;48 overall, the number of belt sets 
also decreases in individual cemeteries during this phase. Despite the small 
number of cases, the geographical distribution in Phase 5 presents an interest-
ing pattern. Regarding combinations, in addition to the Veker River area, the 
Mágocs-ér area is also considerable (Fig. 11). Comparing the number of belt 
sets across cemeteries yields a pattern similar to the one observed in phase 4: 
along the Kakasszék-ér, 6 individuals in the Székkutas–Kápolnadűlő ceme-

tery were buried exclusively with belt sets,49 while in the Kurca–Veker area, 

at Nagyhegy, 4 graves contained only belt sets alongside the deceased.50 

 
 

Summary 
 
Compared to other cemeteries, the Szentes–Nagyhegy cemetery stands out in 
Szentes region in terms of the proportion of graves with belt sets as it contains 
the highest percentage of men buried with belt sets. The comparison of the 
cemeteries suggests that the number of graves containing both weapons and 

belts is relatively high in this area that – in my view – supports Lívia Bende’s 

suggestion that the inhabitants of this region played a significant role within 

the micro-region.51 This pattern changes only at the end of the 8th century 
when graves of men with belts and weapons were found exclusively at Nagy-
hegy and the Szarvas–Grexa téglagyár cemetery, and similarly in the first half 

 
45 Grave 51 (JUHASZ 1995, Taf. 3). 
46 Grave 205 (BENDE 2017, 115–116). 
47 Gálfy Lajos’s vineyard (1932), Grave 223. 
48 Grave 23 (BENDE 2017, 39). 
49 Graves 3, 54, 279, 382, 416, 548. 
50 Juhász János’s vineyard (1927–1928), Grave 126 and 133, Gálfy Lajos’s vineyard 
(1932), 198a and 202. 
51 BENDE 2017, 323–324. 
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of the 9th century, when burials of men with belts and weapons, as well as 
men with belts and horses occur at Szentes–Nagyhegy and Nagymágocs–
Ótompa. 

Based on burial customs, no clear spatial or organizational characteristics 
can be consistently identified. Graves with belt sets generally fit to the overall 
layout of cemeteries, however, no consistent pattern is formed regarding the 
placement of individual graves within them as it varies from site to site. It is 
important to emphasize that the social position of these individuals within 
Avar society remains uncertain, though it is likely that they occupied higher 
status roles. Mapping the cemeteries reveals three areas within the micro-re-
gion where not only belt sets but also combinations of belts, horses, and wea-
pons occur in higher numbers. In the north, around Körös and Káka-fok, there 
is the Szarvas–Grexa téglagyár cemetery; in the west, around Kurca, Veker, 
and Kórógy, there are the cemeteries of Szentes–Nagyhegy and Kaján; and in 
the south, along the Kakasszék-ér, there are the Székkutas–Kápolna-dűlő and 
Orosháza–Bónum téglagyár cemeteries. The occurrence of these combinations 
varies between phases and with showing a predominance of certain assem-
blages typically in one cemetery in each period. This is particularly striking 
along the Kakasszék-ér near Székkutas and Orosháza, where during specific 
chronological phases, one cemetery may contain a higher proportion of belt-
set burials or belt–horse–weapon combinations. 

In my interpretation, such changes in the distribution of graves with belt 
sets may reflect broader transformations within the society of that time. These 
three cemetery clusters in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region that may even rep-
resent regional centers, while changes in individual cemeteries could reflect 
shifting social structures. Although the precise social ranking of these indivi-
duals cannot be determined, it is likely that they played an important role in 
the exercise of power within the region. 
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Figures:  

 

 
Fig. 1.: Late Avar age cemeteries with a large number of graves in the Tisza–

Maros–Körös region. (Map by author). 
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Fig. 2.: Number of burials with mounted belts and their combinations (horse, 

weapon) in Phase 1, by cemetery, in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. 
 

 
Fig. 3.: The combination of funeral representation and their distribution dur-

ing Phase 1 in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. (Map by author). 
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Fig. 4.: Number of burials with mounted belts and their combinations (horse, 

weapon) in Phase 2, by cemetery, in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. 
 

 
Fig. 5.: The combination of funeral representation and their distribution dur-

ing Phase 2 in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. (Map by author). 
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Fig. 6.: Number of burials with mounted belts and their combinations (horse, 

weapon) in Phase 3, by cemetery, in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. 
 

 
Fig. 7.: The combination of funeral representation and their distribution dur-

ing Phase 3 in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. (Map by author). 
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Fig. 8.: Number of burials with mounted belts and their combinations (horse, 

weapon) in Phase 4, by cemetery, in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. 
 

 
Fig. 9.: The combination of funeral representation and their distribution dur-

ing Phase 4 in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. (Map by author). 
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Fig. 10.: Number of burials with mounted belts and their combinations 

(horse, weapon) in Phase 5, by cemetery, in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. 
 

 
Fig. 11.: The combination of funeral representation and their distribution 

during Phase 5 in the Tisza–Maros–Körös region. (Map by author). 
 
 


