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ANIMAL INHUMATIONS WITHIN SETTLEMENTS DURING
THE SARMATIAN PERIOD ON THE WESTERN PLAIN
(END OF THE 2ND CENTURY ‒ FIRST HALF OF THE
5TH CENTURY AD)1
Lavinia Grumeza*
* County Museum of Ethnography and Border Regiment, Caransebeş;
lavinia_grumeza@yahoo.com
Rezumat. Între perioada sfârşitului de secol II şi până la sfârşitul secolului IV / început de
secol V p.Chr. întâlnim în numeroase aşezări de epocă sarmatică din Câmpia Panonică şi
înhumări atipice: depuneri ale unor defuncţi decapitaţi în poziţii neobişnuite şi fără inventar
funerar, depuneri doar ale unor fragmente din scheletele umane şi/sau înhumări de animale.
Toate aceste înhumări apar preponderent în cadrul aşezărilor (şi nu a necropolelor), în interiorul unor cuptoare dezafectate sau a unor gropi circulare, asemănătoare cu cele menajere.
În studiul nostru vom discuta doar înhumările de animale din cadrul aşezărilor (şi mai puţin a
necropolelor), pornind de la analizarea complexului 34 din situl 10 de pe tronsonul
autostrăzii Arad-Timişoara (loc. Giarmata, jud. Timiş). În interiorul acestui puţ au fost găsite
schelete de animale şi păsări, atât întregi (câini şi păsări din familia Ciconiidae sau
Ardeidae), cât şi fragmentare, prezente pe multe nivele.
Tradiţiile înhumărilor de animale în contexte ritualice par să vină în mediul sarmatic în
special dinspre civilizaţia La Tène. Astfel s-ar explica şi cazurile numeroase de câini înhumaţi în siturile de la Gyoma 133 sau Tiszaföldvar-téglagyár, situri de perioadă sarmatică, dar
cu o populaţie neomogenă.
Considerăm că în cazul complexului 34 de pe tronsonul autostrăzii Arad-Timişoara poate fi
vorba de un posibil puţ votiv. Starea scheletelor (cea mai mare parte a animalelor au fost
găsite întregi, în poziţie anatomică), ordonarea lor, numărul lor considerabil şi prezenţa
ordonată a fragmentelor ceramice (apar doar pe nivelele cu animale) sunt indicii în acest
sens. Nu putem ignora nici adâncimea considerabilă a gropii (-6.10 m) sau faptul că fiecare
nivel cu animale era acoperit cu staturi uniforme şi “curate” de pământ (pământul scos în
momentul săpării puţului?), care par a avea rolul unor capace.
Cuvinte cheie: sarmaţi, aşezări, Câmpia Banatului, câini, păsări, ritual.

1. Feature 34 (Giarmata-Site 10, Timiş county)

Between the end-period of the 2nd century, and the end of the 4th century /
beginning of the 5th century AD, in the Great Hungarian Plain, we encounter numerous settlements of the Sarmatian period, and atypical inhumations: beheaded
1

This work was supported by a grant of the Romanian National Authority for Scientific
Research, CNCS – UEFISCDI, project number PN-II-RU-TE-2012-3-0216.
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deceased buried in unusual positions and lacking of a funerary inventory, depositions of only fragments of human skeletons and/or animal inhumations. All of these
inhumations appear within settlements (but not within cemeteries), inside disused
kilns (rare) or inside circular pits, similar to waste-pits.
In our study, we will only discuss the animal inhumations of these
settlements, beginning by the evaluation of the Timişoara-Arad motorway section
(Giarmata, Timiş County) feature no. 34, of site 102. Within this site there had been
unearthed two cemeteries of the Sarmatian period, dated to the end of the 2nd century
- the 3rd century AD, and the second half of the 4th century - the first half of the 5th
century AD 3 . Alongside with the two cemeteries, numerous features (waste or
storage pits, dwellings, hearths) which belong to contemporary settlements had been
discovered. Feature no. 34 occurs within the settlement (which in turn is dated to the
second half of the 4th century - first half of the 5th century AD), but in a rather
isolated area of it, given that the most closest other complexes may be found at
distances of 20 to 30 m.
The pit has only been studied up to the depth of 6.10 m. The diameter of the
superior part was of approximately 1.40 × 1.50 m, it was roughly straight, and it had
a circular profile, with an inferior diameter of 1.25 × 1.30 m (Fig. 1). In the interior
of the pit, there had been discovered skeletons of animals and birds, both in
complete and fragmentary conditions at various levels:
● At the depth of 1.25 m from the pit-observation level there had been found
two wading birds skeletons (white stork or grey heron) in anatomical body
position, oriented to NE - SW (Fig. 2, Fig. 5/1-2)
● At the depth of 2 m there had been discovered a dog skeleton, in anatomical
body position, orientated W - E (Fig. 3/1, 5/2-3)
● Under this dog skeleton, at the depth of 3.80 m a “bed” of ceramic
fragments, cattle (predominantly) and sheep bones were outlined (Fig. 5/4).
● Under this level, there had also appeared a dog skeleton in anatomical
position (at an unspecified depth), orientated to NW - SE (Fig. 6/1)
● From the depth of 4 m and until 5.80 m, a fill with very few archaeological
materials has been excavated, which consisted mostly out of grayish ceramic
fragments. From the depth of approx. 4 m, calcareous concretions appear in the
walls of the well.
● At the depth of 5.80 m a consistent layer of archaeological material appears,
which consists of ceramic fragments, two dog skulls, and a cattle mandible (Fig.
3/2, 6/2).
● 10-20 cm further (at the depths of 5.90-6 m), another skeleton, of a mature
dog, is revealed, the body being orientated to S - N (Fig. 6/2).
● On the bottom of the pit (depth 6.10 m), a few other animal bones have been
identified (one astragalus and one metatarsus bone from a cattle and, per-haps,
2

Excavation done in 2010, on the Timişoara-Arad motorway section, by the Banat Museum
from Timişoara (coord. Prof. Dr. Florin Draşovean). The material has not yet been published.
3
Grumeza, 2013, p. 39-42.
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parts from another dog skeleton), and ceramic fragments, especially pot bottoms
(Fig. 6/3, 4; Fig. 5).
The soil fill between the bone beds has been identical: clean, homogenous
soil of a dark grayish colour (Munsell code 7.5 YR 3/1). Ceramic fragments and
adobe appear extremely isolated in the soil, but that is rather a characteristic of the
levels in which the animals were found.

2. Dogs in Sarmatian settlements and funerary beliefs
For the territory of the Banat so far, we only knew the case of the Timişoara
-Freidorf settlement. There, in the proximity of a dwelling, a dog skeleton had been
discovered at the depths of 1.13-1.25 m, in a 0.90-1.00 m pit, oriented to the southnorth direction, and having its limbs positioned as if they would have been tied.
Under the skeleton, traces of charcoal, and a layer of slightly reddish ash were found
(the whole pit was “purified” by a prior burning), and fragments of animal bones
were found around the skeleton, lacking any specific order4. Above the grave, after a
layer of clay, there had been identified traces of a small fireplace, and in the exterior
of the pit, two pots of Dacian tradition, with traces of charcoal and small twigs burnt
in the interior5. The findings have been dated by D. Benea in the 3rd to 4th centuries AD.
Animal inhumations are found in the Sarmatic environment from the Great
Hungarian Plain in many settlements (Tiszaföldvár, Tiszavasvári-Városföldje,
Jegyzö-tag, Tiszadob-Sziget, Gyoma 133, Dunakeszi-Alagi major, Nagymágocs),
and, sometimes, they are accompanied by human fragments. The presence of several
animals within a single feature is, though, rarely attested archaeologically in sites of
the Sarmatian period, but it represents a characteristic of the Gyoma 133 site. Here,
the great majority of skeletons in anatomical position are of dogs of the size a
German shepherd (individual finds, in complexes 71, 102, 104, 175, 276 and
multiple ones in complexes 224, 240, 241, 252, 323, 3706). The dimensions of the
site (over 380 features) and the long period they were inhabited could be, in addition
to the possible considerations of religious nature, explanations for the considerable
number of these pits. It should be also noted that, within the same site, we encounter
numerous influences in ceramics (Dacians, Celts) or in the metallurgical technologies. A. Vaday considers that that the presence of these ceramics and the industrial
character of the settlement are indicative of the fact that the inhabitants should not
be looked upon as members of an ethnically homogeneous population 7 . For the
Gyoma 133 site, it is difficult to reliably specify whether these dog inhumations had
a ritually value. It is certain, though, that they occur buried in an organized manner,
having in mind a certain pattern, by comparison with the other attested animal species8.

4

Benea, 1995-1996, p. 337-338.
Benea, 1995-1996, p. 337.
6
Bartosiewicz, 1996, p. 369, 373-374; Fig. 8/1.
7
Vaday, 1996, p. 157.
8
Bartosiewicz, 1996, p. 378.
5
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In some cases, these dogs are buried within niches, or the pit containing the
animal was dug within of another (for example, Tiszadob-Sziget, complex 118)9.
The interpretations of the Hungarian archaeologists with respect to these burials are,
generally, either “prudent” or vague, given the character of these finds. G. Vörös
only notes that, in the Szentes-Berekhát area, graves have been unearthed, in which
dogs had been buried with great care and attention 10 . I. Nepper considers the
Nagyfarkas-Hügel (Biharkeresztes-Artánd) dog skeleton pits as being “dog graves”
(kuryasírok)11, and Zs. Hajdú, I. M. Nepper, M. Sz. Máthé, P. Raczky, B. Kriveczky,
M. Csányi, J. Tárnoku call the 3rd to 4th century AD dog pits of Polgár-Kengyel-köz
“sacrificial assemblages” 12. Similarly, P. Raczky, A. Anders and E. Istvánovits call
them “sacrificial pit from the Sarmatian period”, the traces of fire, the stones and the
presence of dogs and eggshells (in certain situations) being a clue in this direction13.
Hence, it is believed that a great part of the dogs found in settlements of the
Sarmatian period had reached the archaeological features as a “result of a sacral
activity”14, especially since that, in the Sarmatian environment, similar to the Dacian
environment15, dogs do not appear to have played a role in alimentation (they were
not eaten but used as guarding and herding animals)16. Even under these conditions,
dog skeletons occur in a considerably large number within the Sarmatian settlements
of the Carpathian Basin, sacrificed and buried, apparently for ritual purpose17. In
general, the Sarmatian faunal assemblage from settlements should be considered
typical food refuse from pastoral communities. Among the remains of large ungulates, the bones of cattle and horses dominate in the Sarmatian faunal assemblage18.
Pastoral groups that reached the Great Hungarian Plain faced the following
challenges: territorial limitation, higher precipitation and overpopulation. Topographic barriers, the climate, as well as the political borders, forced the Sarmatians
to develop new ways to survive. Predation or sedentism or both were evident alternatives for mobile pastoralists19. Animal remains from settlements, but also the new
beliefs or rituals show this tendency.
9

Istvánovits, 1999, p. 178; Fig. 7/1.
Vörös, 1998, p. 64.
11
Nepper, 1984, p. 224.
12
Hajdú et alii, 1997, p. 109.
13
Raczky-Anders, 1997, p. 5; Istvánovits, 1999, p. 177.
14
Istvánovits, 1999, p. 177.
15
Sîrbu, 1993, p. 54.
16
Man ceased eating dog meat in Europe with the Bronze Age. Sarmatian dogs were of
medium to large size, fit for herding and guarding animals. The greyhounds were used for
hunting, first of all hare hunting, the other dogs probably served as watch and herd dogs, see
Bökönyi, 1976, p. 62 and Bartosiewicz, 2003, p. 115 with further bibliography.
17
See Bartosiewicz, 2003, p. 114 (for the mobile pastoral communities); BartosiewiczChoyke, 2011, p. 286 (for County Békés); Gall, 2012, p. 218 (for Hajdúnánás-Fürjhalomdűlő site).
18
See for example Bartosiewicz-Choyke, 2011, p. 295 (for County Békés).
19
Bartosiewicz, 2003, p. 105, 120.
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This change of lifestyle and beliefs is also illustrated by the isolated
presence of dogs in the Sarmatian environment east of the Carpathians. For example,
in the North-Pontic space, there are only two documented cases of dogs, and in those
cases, just in funerary contexts: within the circular ditch surrounding the Vasil'evska
tumulus T 1920 and the entrance pit of the Čauš catacomb grave21. In other Sarmatian
burials, east of the Carpathians (but within the actual territory of Romania), meatofferings, in the form of animal parts, had been identified22.
West of the Carpathians, dogs had played a much more important role in
rituals, being present in multiple complex funerary situations. Usually, complete
skeletons occur, in anatomical position and similar to the case of the horses found in
graves. They are believed to have played the role of “companions” of the defunct,
and not of ritual food.
Horses (attested especially by skull, teeth or mandible fragments) are
predominant amongst the attested animals in funerary contexts of the Panonnian
Plain Sarmatians23:
Number of cemeteries
13
3
3
3
3
1
10

Animal type (“ritual food” / “companion”)
Horses
Cattle
Swine
Birds
Dogs
Shells
Unknown

We observe from the upper table that animal offerings in the Hungarian
Plain are rather rare in graves, predominant being those of horses and, to a lesser
extent, those of swine, cattle, birds or dogs. On the territory of the Banat, fragments
of animals, as offerings, have been documented in five funerary features:
Place of the offering
Inside a bowl

Offering
An animal bone

Next to the skeleton

An animal mandible

Inside a vessel
─
On the deceased’s body
─

Vertebral column of a fish
Piece of harness
Horse skull
Horse tooth

20

Cemetery, grave
Deszk-Újmajor, grave 8
Pančevo-Vojlovica,
grave 55
Vršac-Crvenka, grave 4
Vizejdia, T 424
Vizejdia, T 625
Vizejdia, T 1026

Bârcă-Symonenko, 2009, p. 216.
Bârcă-Symonenko, 2009, p. 218.
22
Sîrbu, 1993, p. 51 with bibliography.
23
Table after Kulcsár, 1998, p. 115.
24
Counting of Vaday, 1986.
25
Counting of Gy. Kisléghi Nagy (Gáll-Tănase-Ciobotaru, 2010).
26
Counting of Gy. Kisléghi Nagy (Gáll-Tănase-Ciobotaru, 2010).
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These cemeteries, though, do not represent the real situation of the grave
offerings, because the ceramic vessels, discovered in a certain grave, had certainly
contained aliments or a drink. Themselves, they can only rarely be taken into account
as being actual offerings (for example, the “personal complete sets”, from precious
metals, found in princely graves)27.
The deposition of animal offerings in recipients only occurs in the Banat and
in the Southern Tisza Basin, the offering being placed next to the recipient (a
recipient originally holding liquids or perishable food) 28. Unfortunately, the animal
type present as an offering has not been specified in all funerary features. It is
documented the presence of a fish vertebral column at Vršac-Crvenka (M 4)29, and
that of a horse skull and teeth at Vizejdia30. The absence of literary sources leads to
the impossibility of determining the meaning of these ritual depositions (food for the
deceased's afterlife or offerings to the gods?).
If fish, for example, occurs extremely rarely, and only in Sarmatian graves
east of the Carpathians, not the same thing can be said about the equine sacrifices,
skulls and fragments of their limbs being present in the Sarmatian tumuli31. In the
Carpathian Basin, they appear rarely, and only in graves of wealthy males, marked
by ditches or tumuli, such as those of: Dunaharaszti, G 2, G 3, Gesztéred, G 2,
Lajosmizse, M 1, Szentes-Sárgapart, G 30 (horse skulls), Dunaharaszti, G 7,
Kiszács, G 4 (horse teeth and lower limbs), Hortobágy-Poroshát - III, 30, VII, 1
(horse teeth), Isaszeg, G 5 (various horse bones), Jászalsószentgyörgy and
Kiskunfélegyháza-Külsőgalambos, G 7 (mandible and horse teeth)32.
A horse skull and a horse tooth have been found in the barrow cemetery of
Vizejdia, within the inventory of tumuli T 6 and T 10. Even if all of the horse bone
fragments present in the territory of Hungary are nowadays considered to be part of
“the food of the deceased ” and/or had been consumed within a funerary banquet33, it
is possible that the presence of the horse, within the grave, may have also had other
meanings. For example, pieces of harness had been documented at the Vizejdia
tumulus T 434, and, for tumulus T 6, Gy. Kisléghi Nagy mentions in his personal
diary the discovery of a horse skull (pars pro toto?), “with the bit between the teeth”,
deposited over the deceased 35 . This information may also indicate the fact that
animals were also equipped for “accompanying” the Sarmatian warriors buried at
Vizejdia.

27

Sîrbu, 2003, p. 21.
See also Kulcsár, 1998, p. 71.
29
Simovlević, 1957, p. 57.
30
Gáll et alii, 2010, p. 20, 59.
31
Bârcă, 2006, p. 56.
32
Kulcsár, 1998, p. 73; see Vaday, 1986, 208 with further bibliography.
33
Kulcsár, 1998, p. 72-74.
34
Vaday, 1986, p. 204-206.
35
Gáll et alii, 2010, p. 20.
28

418

Horse cults are put in relation with “cults of the fire”36. In Greek mythology,
Zeus, Poseidon, Ares and Athena, and, in Roman mythology, the Sun, had horse
driven carriages, horses being animals created by Neptune by hitting the sun with his
trident37. For the Sarmatian world, the sources are scarce, and indirect: Heroduts
states that Iranian messagetas (related to Sauromatians – Sarmatians) were worshiping
the sun38, and Ammianus Marcellinus mentions horse and sheep sacrifices in Alanic
Sarmatian communities39.
Literary sources state but nothing with regard to the presence of dogs in
Sarmatian rituals or beliefs. Dog skeletons (more or less complete) had been
revealed as buried above the grave pit, in most cases, in the tumulus mantle40. These
barrow graves are located at the frontier of the Sarmatian Barbaricum, hence
defuncts being buried, here, after the eastern nomadic traditions: together with
weapons, pieces of harness, horse skulls and dog bones (skeletons)41. These warrior
graves date to the end of the 2nd century – the first half of the 3rd century (after the
Marcomannic Wars)42, and may highlight the following general characteristics:
Weapons

Coffin / Funerary
chamber

X

X

?

─

?
X

X
?

X

X

X

X
─

Presence of the
horse
Pieces of
harness
Horse skull;
pieces of
harness
─
─
Pieces of
harness
─
─

Orientation

Grave

?

Vizejdia T 543 =
(T4 Vaday?)

N–S

Vizejdia T 6

NW – SE
NE – SW

Vizejdia T 8
Dudeştii Vechi T 1

N–S

Hévízgyörk

N–S
?

Isaszeg
Galgahévíz G 2

Dogs are not found only in barrow graves. They do also occur in flat graves,
but, then, in special or atypical funerary situations. Inside a circular pit, a child’s
skeleton was found with a dog’s skeleton thrown on it at the Dunakeszi-Alagi major,
feature 138. Another dog was buried beside the child (probably “companion” of the
child/ psychopomp animal?)44. At Tiszaföldvar-téglagyár, on the other hand, five
36

Kulcsár, 1998, 73; Vaday, 2002, p. 220.
DarSagl, s.v. Equus, p. 798-804.
38
Herodot, I, 216; Vaday, 2002, p. 220.
39
Ammianus Marcellinus, XXXI, 2.
40
Kulcsár, 1998, p. 116.
41
The majority of these graves had been heavily disturbed; Kulcsár, 1998, p. 117.
42
Istvánovits-Kulcsár, 2003, p. 236.
43
Counting of Gy. Kisléghi Nagy.
44
Istvánovits, 1999, p. 176.
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circular pits with human skeletons in incomplete or in atypical positions were found.
One of these pits (26/1982) was containing the skeleton of a 10-year old child,
buried along with two dogs and eggshell fragments45. All of these finds emphasize
the significance of the dog in various, hard to interpret, funerary rituals.
These types of inhumation are not foreign to the Geto-Dacian environment.
Amongst the most frequent species found are the dogs and horses46. Dogs occur in
various contexts: under dwelling structures, as part of burial rituals or as sacrificed
animals47. Usually, in the Dacian environment, animals are only found in one specimen. Four examples appear at Căsciorele - Coinea II, and seven at Budureasca48.
Dogs are, in the majority of cases, deposited as a whole (93% of the cases), similar
to the birds, which have been attested by only two samples49.
Such pits, containing animal skeletons, sometimes even human ones, fireplace fragments, charcoal, ceramic objects etc. appear in the Carpathian-Danubian
space starting with the 2nd century BC, in numbers increasing significantly by the 1st
century BC - the 1st century AD 50 . Pits with similar inventories have also been
documented in the Thracian environment from south of the Danube, in earlier
periods of time (the 5th - 3rd centuries AD), aspects that had made V. Sîrbu presume
a Thracian origin of these rituals51.
A recent discovery, in the territory of Poland, comes in confirmation of the
La Tène origin of these rituals. In Poland, a cultic place dated to the 1st century BC
has been found at Sławsko Wielkie. This complex is centered around a small temple
(a rectangular building measuring 5-6 m) with a round altar. Distributed around the
temple were sacrificial animals burials (of dogs, goats, sheep and pig), stones,
pottery and even an isolated human skeleton. Four temples of this kind were found
at the settlement site.52
J. Bednarczyk believes that the origins of these temples are rooted in the
Hellenistic world. They appeared in the Kuiavia region during the 2nd century B.C.,
via Celtic cultural realm. Having reached these territories the temples were adapted
to include a variety of elements53.
45

Vaday, 1997, p. 82; Fig. 3/7.
31 dog specimens have been found in settlements and 5 in refuse pits, see Sîrbu, 1993 a, p.
46-57; Pupeză, 2013, p. 268 with bibliography.
47
For additional sites, see Sîrbu et alii, 1992, p. 28. The notion of sacrifice, as ritual consecrating the given offering is comprehensive, designating the killing of an animal, designating
to be offered to the Gods, heroes or deceased. If the animal is buried entirely, it can be considered either a defunct companion, a meat offering, depending on the presence or absence of
that peculiar species in the current alimentation and its documented religious and mythological attributions, Sîrbu, 1993a, p. 46; Sîrbu, 1993b, p. 87.
48
Sîrbu, 1993a, p. 48.
49
We are only speaking of cases of non-incinerated animals, Sîrbu, 1993, p. 48.
50
Pupeză, 2013, p. 268.
51
Sîrbu, 2006, p. 52-53.
52
Bednarczyk, 1998, p. 78-79.
53
Bednarczyk, 1998, p. 78.
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3. Attempts to interpret the animal inhumations within settlements
As a consequence of the analysis of the cases described above, one notices
the fact that dogs represent the most common type of animal of these features,
having an important role in both the ordinary and the spiritual life of the barbarian
populations. Dogs are not eaten, and, at the moment of their death, there are buried
with care and caution, as a result of the human affection towards these animals.
Being not perceived as food, but as help, they were placed in pits as a whole (there
was no reason to cut them). Rituals, when existent, are hard to interpret. In
numerous situations, though, care, a pattern or even complex rituals exist, which
imply animal sacrifices. Literary sources, more or less direct, recall that animal
sacrifices (even human ones!) had not represented a custom foreign to the Sarmatian
communities.
For the Geto-Dacian space, V. Sîrbu ascribes the much earlier discoveries to
the importance of dogs in certain beliefs: a faithful friend of man, guardian of the
settlements and a psychopomp animal (in cemeteries finds)54. M. Udrescu considers
that by the ritual depositions of dogs, the obliteration of the dangers that could have
threatened the dwellings of people (pestilence, fire, predators, drought etc.) was
aimed55. D. Benea maintains a similar opinion: the inhumation of dogs in dwellings,
or in their precincts reflects a ritual protecting the whole dwelling space 56 . For
example in the Sarmatian village of Dunavecse-Ugordáció-dűlő, populated in
several phases from 2nd to the 5th centuries, in a pit excavated at the corner of a
house (feature 100) a dog’s skeleton came to light. He was buried under stones and
pieces of burned plaster, with a hand-made mug at his jaw. This ritual must had been
a building sacrifice57.
The avian record for the Iron Age, Roman Age or Migration Period is rather
poor. Most of the finds come from the meat offerings and eggs deposited in Avar
burials58. The most remarkable Iron Age avian find comes from the Balatonkeresztúr-Réti-dűlő site (feature B-1180), where an almost complete crane skeleton was
recovered from a Celtic pit, dating from La Tène D period, together with other animals59. E. Gál noticed that “in view of the closed context the high number of skeletal
remains from a single bird and the good preservation of the bones are clues for the
fact that this bird appears to have been buried after its death and its body parts were
not utilized ”60 (similar with feature 34).

54

Sîrbu, 1993a, p. 54.
Udrescu, 1992, p. 267-270.
56
Benea, 1995-1996, p. 337.
57
Lukacs, 2011, p. 120.
58
Gál, 2007b, p. 84.
59
Gál, 2007b, p. 81-82.
60
Gál, 2007b, p. 87.
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These types of large wading birds (grey heron or white stork) were most
likely hunted not for meat. Wading birds are usually fish-eaters, which gives their
meat a rather characteristic flavor, considered inedible by modern taste61.
The animal inhumation traditions (especially those of dogs, rather rarely
those of birds) in ritually contexts appear to have come in the Sarmatian environment,
specifically from the eastern La Tène. This could be the explanation for the
numerous cases of dogs buried at the Gyoma 133 and Tiszaföldvar-téglagyár sites,
sites with an ethnically inhomogeneous population. 4th century A.D. Roman literary
sources place the Sarmatians in the area of the Western Plain, but the Carpathian
Basin of this period is dominated by new arrivals, of Iranian and Germanic populations (and of course, by the perpetuation of the anterior groups). The attribution of
artifacts to well-defined ethnic groups is impeded by the new reality of the
“barbarised” and also “orientalised” archaeological contexts62 . It is on this background that we register a major increase of sacrifices and rituals: depositions of
beheaded deceased, in unusual positions and lacking of a funerary inventory, depositions of just fragments of human skeletons and/or animal inhumations.
We consider that, in the case of feature 34 of the Timişoara-Arad motorway
section, a ritual inhumation, possibly a votive pit (bothros for the Greeks or the
Roman mundus)63, could be taken into account. The state of the skeletons (most of
the animals had been found complete, in anatomical position), their order, the
considerable number (five) and the ordered presence of the ceramic fragments
(ceramic fragments only appear on animal layers) are hints of this. We cannot
ignore, though, the considerable depth of the pit (-6.10 m) or the fact that each level
with animals was covered with uniform, “clean” layers of clayey soil, of yellowishbrown colour (the soil removed at the moment of the pit excavation?), which appear
to have the role of covers.
At the depth of 5.8 m, there had also been identified two dog skulls, which
could be interpreted from the ritual point of view64. The presence of the ceramic
recipients indicates depositions of food offerings, liquids or even the performance of
a funerary banquet (also attested by the numerous cattle and sheep bones). V. Sîrbu
also considers cracked vessels in situ or fragments of them (usually bottoms), depo-
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DarSagl, s.v. Mundus, 2021-202. A special arrangement (an isolation of the walls with
stones, bricks, wood etc.) that would suggest a possible well, in an early stage, has not been
identified. Also, the filling of feature 34 is distinct of that of a well. For supplementary
bibliography, see Vaday, 2003 for the Sarmatian Period, Mustaţă-Găzdac, 2009, p. 230 in the
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V. Sîrbu, based on the analyze of animal sacrifices and inhumations in the Geto-Dacian
environment, also considers that certain depositions of animal heads might be appreciated as
being ritual inhumations, Sîrbu, 1993a, p. 47.
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sited in pits above corpses of animals, as being a type of offering65, a case similar to
feature 34.
Referring to the orientation of these skeletons, we observe a predilection to
the western orientation, and, to a lesser extent, a northern one 66 . Unfortunately,
given the current stage of research, it is impossible to assert whether these positions
represent certain rules, and their meaning.
The sacrifice, followed by the inhumation, incineration or ritual
consumption of the animal, is a phenomenon largely encountered in antiquity, both
in the Barbaricum (in the case of Thracians, Scythians, Celts, Germanics etc.) or the
Greco-Roman world. The dog will also have an important role in the following
centuries, in ceremonies involving ritual sacrifices (for Mongols or Hungarians) or
oaths (in the case of Bulgars and Cumans)67. Archaeological traces, literary sources
and ethnographical ones attest that numerous peoples (such as the Hungarians, for
example, in the 12th and 13th centuries), either in public or in secret, had not
abandoned the rituals that involved the dog, still considered a protector or helper in
the battle against evil and diseases in the middle ages68.

4. Annex (ceramic fragments from feature 34, Girarmata-Site 10)
1. Rim fragment of a vessel (cup), wheel-thrown, grey interior and exterior
(cM 7.5 YR 6/1)69, fine fabric (tempering sand, mica), reductant firing, Dr = 14 cm
(Fig. 4/1)
2. Base fragment of vessels (bowl), wheel-thrown, grey interior and exterior
(cM 7.5 YR 6/1), semi fine fabric (tempering sand, bone, small ceramic fragments),
visible pores in the fabric, reductant firing, Db = 9 cm (Fig. 4/6).
3. Base fragment of vessels (probably a cup), wheel-thrown, grey interior
and exterior (cM 7.5 YR 6/1), semi fine fabric (tempering sand, small ceramic fragments), visible pores in the fabric, reductant firing, Db = 10 cm.
4. Base fragments of vessels (probably a cup), wheel-thrown, grey interior
and exterior (cM 7.5 YR 6/1, 7.5 YR 5/1), fine fabric (tempering sand, small
ceramic fragments), reductant firing, Db = 12 cm (Fig. 4/4).
5. Five base fragments of vessels, wheel-thrown, grey interior and exterior
(cM 7.5 YR 5/1), fine fabric (tempering sand, small ceramic fragments), reductant
firing.
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Sîrbu, 1993b, p. 106.
For example (to point out distinct situations), the dog from a 4th century AD feature of
Nicolae Bălcescu (Călăraşi county), whose skeleton has been recovered almost entirely, had
its head oriented to the west, Munteanu-Udrescu, 1987, 105. The dog discovered at Căscioarele-Şuviţa Hotarului was also oriented to the north-west; see Sîrbu et alii, 1992, p. 27.
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Bálint, 1971, p. 314-315.
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Bálint, 1971, p. 314-315.
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The following abbreviation was used: Db = base diameter of the vessel; Dr = rim diameter
of the vessel; cM = Munsell Soil Charts codes.
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6. Base fragment of vessels (probably a cup), wheel-thrown, grey interior
and exterior (cM 10 YR 5/1), semi-fine fabric (tempering sand, small ceramic fragments), reductant firing, Db = 14 cm (Fig. 4/5).
7. Rim fragment of a vessel (probably a small pot), non-wheel-thrown,
greyish-red interior and exterior (cM 10 YR 5/3, 10 YR 3/2), coarse fabric (tempering
sand, ceramic fragments), oxidant-reductant firing, Dr = 22 cm (Fig. 4/2).
8. Base fragment of vessels, wheel-thrown, red interior and exterior (cM 7.5
YR 7/8, 10 YR 6/2), coarse fabric (tempering sand, pebbles, small ceramic fragments), oxidant firing, Db = 16 cm (Fig. 4/3).
9. Base fragment of vessels, non-wheel-thrown, red interior and exterior
(cM 10 YR 6/2), coarse fabric (tempering sand, small ceramic fragments), visible
pores in the fabric, oxidant firing and areas with secondary firing, Db = 10 cm.
10. 22 body fragments of vessels, non-wheel-thrown, greyish-red interior
and exterior (cM 7.5 YR 6/4), coarse fabric (tempering sand, small ceramic fragments), visible pores in the fabric, oxidant-reductant firing .
11. 19 body fragments of vessels, wheel-thrown, grey interior and exterior
(cM 10 YR 5/1, 7/1), fine fabric (tempering sand, small ceramic fragments), visible
pores in the fabric, reductant firing .
12. Rim fragment of a vessel, wheel-thrown, grey interior and exterior (cM
10 YR 6/2), fine fabric (tempering sand, small ceramic fragments), reductant firing.
13. Body fragment of a vessel, non-wheel-thrown, red interior and exterior
(cM 10 YR 6/3, 7.5 YR 5/6), semi fine fabric (tempering sand, small ceramic
fragments), visible pores in the fabric, oxidant firing.
(Translated by Iain Adrian Apreotesei)
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Fig. 1. Section through the feature 34 (Giarmata-Site 10).
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Fig. 2. Wading birds from feature 34 (Giarmata-Site 10).
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Fig. 3. Dogs from feature 34 (Giarmata-Site 10).
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Fig. 4. Pottery fragments from feature 34 (Giarmata-Site 10).
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Fig. 5. 1. Wading birds (at the depth of 1.25 m); 2. Wading birds and dog (at the
depth of 1.25-2 m); 3. Dog skeleton (at the depth of 2 m); 4. Layer of ceramic
fragments, cattle and sheep bones (at the depth of 3.80 m).

Fig. 6. 1. Dog skeleton; 2. Layer with ceramic fragments, two dog skeletons, and a cattle
mandible (at the depth of 5. 80 m); 3. Mature dog skeleton (at the depth of 5.90-6 m);
4. The bottom of the pit (-6.10 m).
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Fig. 7. 1. Dog buried inside a pit, Tiszadob-Sziget, feature 118 (Istvánovits, 1992);
2. Dog buried inside a pit, Nagymágocs-Pap Tanya, 23 (Vörös, 1998);
3. Child buried with two dogs, Tiszaföldvár, 82/26 (Vaday, 1997).
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Fig. 8. 1. Three dogs buried inside a pit, Gyoma 133 (Bartosiewicz, 1996);
2. Four dogs and a lynx buried inside a pit, from a Germanic settlement,
Zamárdi-Kútvölgyi dűlő, feature 370 (Gál, 2007 a).
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