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State of research – an introduction1

Ever since Vilmos Lipp fi rst published the 
brief reports presenting the results of his large-
scale excavations at Keszthely-Fenékpuszta and 
Keszthely-Dobogó2, sixth-seventh-century cir-
cular box brooches bearing apparently Chris-
tian scenes have played a prominent role in de-
bates on the fate and the extent of the survival 
of Christianity and of the Romanised provincial 
population itself in the former Roman province 
of Pannonia after the decline and fall of Roman 
rule around the fi rst third of the 5th century3. 
While much has been written on this subject, 
many fundamental aspects have remained un-
resolved. The present paper focuses on one of 
these uncertainties by analysing one sub-group 

1 This study is a by-product of my research on early 
Byzantine mortuary practices within the framework 
of “Wissenschafts Campus Mainz: Byzanz zwischen 
Orient und Okzident”. I am greatly indebted to the 
research scholarship grant provided by the RGZM, 
Mainz, for enabling my research. I am also deeply 
grateful to Etleva Nallbani (Paris/Tirana) for sharing 
with me her knowledge and insights on the Albanian 
brooches, and to Tivadar Vida (Budapest) for his ad-
vice and constant encouragement. The preparation of 
the present article was also supported by an OTKA 
grant (NK 72636), hosted by the Institute of Archae-
ology, Research Centre for the Humanities, Hungar-
ian Academy of Sciences (RCH HAS).

2 LIPP 1884a; IDEM 1884b; IDEM 1886.
3 For recent views and the status quaestionis, see the over-

views presented in BÁLINT 1993, 222–233; BIERBRAUER 
2004; VIDA 2009; O. HEINRICH-TAMÁSKA, Pannonis-
che Innenbefestigungen und die Kontinuitätsfrage: 
Forschungsstand und -perspektiven. In: M. Konrad/
Ch. Witschel (eds), Römische Legionslager in den 
Rhein- und Donauprovinzen – Nuclei frühmitte-
lalterlichen Lebens? Bayer. Akad. Wiss., Phil.-hist. 
Kl., München 2011 (2012) 571–588 esp. 583–586; 
T. VIDA, Die Zeit zwischen dem 4. und dem 6. Jah-
hundert im mittleren Donauraum aus archäologis-
cher Sicht. In: Ibid. 615–648 esp. 643–645.

of the Avar-period circular box brooches4, spe-
cifi cally the variants with a sunken central part 
and fi gural decoration, and in particular the 
pieces assigned to the so-called Keszthely-Pécs 
group (Figs. 1,1–2; 1-2, 4; 3,1; 4,1; 5,1, 6,A1–5)5.

In the 1880s, Vilmos Lipp’s excavations in 
and near to Keszthely brought to light three 
brooches of this type. One of these, bearing a 
‘Bellerophon and Chimera’ depiction (Fig. 1,1), 
was recovered from Grave 1885/V in one of 
the cemeteries (discovered by Lipp) lying by 
the southern wall of the late Roman inner for-
tifi cation of Keszthely-Fenékpuszta6. Two other 
brooches were brought to light in the nearby 
Keszthely-Dobogó cemetery (Figs. 2,2; 6,3)7. 
Lipp had immediately identifi ed correctly the 
unquestionably Christian nature of the iconog-
raphy on one of the brooches from Keszthely-
Dobogó – although he misinterpreted the dam-
aged plate as portraying the Annunciation (Fig. 
6,A3)8 – but regarded the depiction on another 
brooch from Dobogó, portraying the ‘apothe-
osis of an emperor’9 (Fig. 2,2) as a ‘pagan’ rep-
resentation10. He seems to have been uncertain 

4 For a list and a classifi cation of the Avar-period circu-
lar brooches, see GARAM 1993.

5 For the defi nition of the Keszthely-Pécs group, see 
GARAM 1993, 118.

6 LIPP 1886, 154, 158, Pl. III,2; for the location of this 
cemetery, the excavation and the reconstructed grave 
assemblage discussed here, see MÜLLER 2010, 13, 16, 
Abb. 1; IDEM 2012, 37–40, 48, Figs. 1–2.

7 LIPP 1884a, 40, Pl. XVI,333–34; LIPP 1884b, 18; for 
Lipp’s excavations and the reconstructable grave 
assemblages, see G. KISS, A Keszthely–dobogói avar 
kori temető (Das awarenzeitliche Gräberfeld von 
Keszthely–Dobogó). Zalai Múz. 8, 1997, 115–160 here 
115 f.

8 LIPP 1884a, 40, concerning this brooch (no. 333); IDEM 
1884b, 18; HAMPEL 1905, II.211, Taf. 170.1, accepted 
Lipp’s view, although with a question mark.

9 LIPP 1884a, Taf. XVI,334.
10 LIPP 1884a, 40; IDEM 1884b, 18.
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about the Keszthely-Fenékpuszta brooch (Fig. 
1,1), noting that he had initially believed that it 
bore a representation of Saint George, but even-
tually rejected this identifi cation and preferred 
instead the interpretation of the scene as a ‘tiger 
hunt’11. Not surprisingly, Lipp also hesitated as 
to where the brooches had been manufactured. 
Although not fully convinced, he fi nally opted 
for a Byzantine origin in the case of all three 
brooches (or for copies of Byzantine models), 
although he did note that they may equally well 
have been made in Pontic workshops12. Almost 
half a century later, András Alföldi addressed 
the problem of these brooches, basing his con-
clusions on the pieces from Keszthely and other 
similar articles such as an additional brooch 
from Fenékpuszta (Fig. 2,1), recovered from 
Grave 83 of the so-called Csák cemetery13, and 

11 LIPP 1886, 154.
12 LIPP 1886, 158.
13 KUZSINSZKY 1920, 71 f., Fig. 91,2. – For the location of 

this cemetery, Csák’s excavation and the grave as-

newly-found pieces from Pécs-Gyárváros (Figs. 
6,A4–5)14. Alföldi corrected Lipp’s erroneous in-
terpretation by arguing for a Christian reading 
of the image of the ‘apotheosis of an emperor’ 
appearing on one of Lipp’s Dobogó brooch-
es15 and on the piece from the Csák cemetery16 
(Figs. 2,1–2); he also provided a more accurate 
determination of the image type appearing on 
three brooches, one from Dobogó17 and two 
from Pécs18 (Figs. 6,3–5), as a peculiar variant 
of Crucifi xion imagery19. He was likewise con-

semblage discussed here, see MÜLLER 2010, 11, 20, 25, 
Abb. 1; IDEM 2012, 52, 56, Fig. 2. 

14 See ALFÖLDI 1934, 294, Abb. 3; Taf. I–II. – For the site 
and the cemetery itself, see the comments by FÜLEP 
1973, 308, 311, 315, 317, 320.

15 LIPP 1884a, Pl. XVI,334; HAMPEL 1905, Taf. 170,2; 
ALFÖLDI 1926, 47; IDEM 1934, 295.

16 KUZSINSZKY 1920, Fig. 91,2; ALFÖLDI 1926, 47, Taf. 6,4; 
IDEM 1934, Taf. 2,3.

17 LIPP 1884a, Pl. XVI,333; HAMPEL 1905, Taf. 170,1.
18 ALFÖLDI 1934, Abb. 3, Taf. I,1–2.
19 ALFÖLDI 1934, 294 f.; see also IDEM 1938, 169 f. – After 

Alföldi correctly identifi ed the Cross in the middle 

Ádám Bollók

Fig. 1   ‘Bellerophon and Chimera’ depiction on: 1 a seventh-century circular box brooch from Keszthely-
Fenékpuszta, Grave 1885/V, discovered by Lipp; 2 a seventh-century circular box brooch from 

Keszthely-Fenékpuszta, Horreum, Grave 12; 3 a fourth-century casket mount from Balatonlovas.
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vinced by the Christian reading of the ‘Bellero-
phon and Chimera’ scene appearing on Lipp’s 
Fenékpuszta brooch (Fig. 1,1)20, proposing that 
it should be seen as a depiction of the ‘Holy 
Rider’21. On the strength of the brooches’ icono-
graphic features and the suggested late Roman 
analogies of their box-like construction (Fig. 
7), as well as some of their ornamental traits 
such as the so-called ‘Zahnschnitt’ ornament 
(Figs. 2,1–2), Alföldi contended that all the then 
known pieces had been locally produced22. His 
students also accepted and followed his line of 
reasoning23. A few decades later, Nándor Fettich 
argued that a series of circular box brooches24, 
and in particular those then recently published 
from Nagyharsány25, Ellend (Romonya)26 and 
Görcsönydoboka (Cselegörcsöny)27, had been 
produced in Pécs (Fünfkirchen). Fettich’s argu-
ments were, amongst others, based on Bedřich 
Svoboda’s hypothesis that an Avar-period gold-
smiths’ workshop existed at Pécs28.

Alföldi’s studies, published in the 1920s and 
1930s, thus outlined the interpretative frame-
work that still largely determines our under-
standing of the Keszthely-Pécs type circular box 
brooches. One element of Alföldi’s model, how-
ever, was later considerably modifi ed. Quoting 
Joachim Werner’s conclusion – according to 
which in the Merovingian realm “the use of disc 
brooches and pendants with Biblical representa-

fi eld of one of the Dobogó brooches in one of his ear-
lier studies, he felt uncertain about the identifi cation 
of its iconography with the Annunciation proposed 
by Lipp (see note 7), but he was at a loss to propose 
a better interpretation owing to the object’s damaged 
condition, see ALFÖLDI 1926, 47, no. 2.

20 LIPP 1886, Pl. III,3; HAMPEL 1895, Taf. 177,2; ALFÖLDI 
1926, Taf. VI,3; IDEM 1934, Taf. II,1. 

21 ALFÖLDI 1934, 295; IDEM 1938, 170.
22 ALFÖLDI 1926, 46–51; IDEM 1934, 294–298; IDEM 1938, 

169 f.
23 See, e.g. GY. LÁSZLÓ, Adatok az avarkori műipar 

ó-keresztény kapcsolataihoz (Budapest 1935) 4; IDEM 
1940, 150; A. RADNÓTI, Néhány megjegyzés a mártélyi 
avar szíjvégen látható ábrázoláshoz. Arch. Ért. 84, 
1957, 79–81 here 81.

24 FETTICH 1965, 93–95.
25 PAPP 1963, Pls. I,4; XI,5; XX–XXI. 
26 FETTICH 1965, Abb. 158,2–4; KISS 1965, Figs. 7–9.
27 FETTICH 1965, Abb. 158,1; KISS 1965, Fig. 6.
28 B. SVOBODA, Poklad byzantského kovotepce v 

Zemianském Vrbovku (Der Verwahrfund eines 
byzantinischen Meisters in Zemianský Vrbovok 
[Südslowakei]). Památky Arch. 44, 1953, 33–108 here 
67–70, 104.

tions goes back […] to a Mediterranean custom 
of wearing amulets”29 – Károly Sági suggested 
an eastern Mediterranean/Byzantine place of 
manufacture for the Pannonian brooches deco-
rated with Biblical scenes or Christian symbols30, 
thereby partly reviving Lipp’s hypothesis. 
Sági’s arguments were subsequently accepted 
by both István Bóna31 and László Barkóczi32, 
although in a somewhat modifi ed form. Both 
scholars referred to the then recently discovered 
circular box brooch from Krujë (Fig. 8,1) in Al-
bania33; in a subsequent study, Barkóczi quoted 

29 „Auf mediterranen Brauch geht [...] die Verwendung 
von Scheibenfi beln und Anhängern mit biblischen 
Darstellungen als Amulette zurück” (J. WERNER, 
Das alemannische Fürstengrab von Wittislingen. 
Münchener Beitr. zur Vor-und Frühgesch. 2 [Mün-
chen 1950] 50). – For late antique Mediterranean/
early Byzantine brooches in general, see E. RIEMER, 
Byzantinische und romanisch-mediterrane Fibeln in 
der Forschung. In: DAIM/DRAUSCHKE 2010, 283–335. 
– For the problem of their appearance and similar 
pieces in the Merovingian material, see J. DRAUSCHKE, 
Zwischen Handel und Geschenk. Studien zur Dis-
tribution von Objekten aus dem Orient, aus Byzanz 
und aus Mitteleuropa im östlichen Merowingerreich. 
Freiburger Beitr. zur Arch. und Gesch. des ersten 
Jahrtausends 14 (Rahden/Westf. 2011) 81–83.

30 K. SÁGI, Die zweite altchristliche Basilika von Fenék-
puszta. Acta Arch. Acad. Scien. Hungaricae 9, 1961, 
397–459 here 424 f. The German translation of Sági’s 
text is misleading to some extent because it remains 
unclear whether the idea of the Byzantine origins of 
the Pannonian brooches was adopted from Werner, 
or whether this was Sági’s own conclusion. Thus, an 
overview of Sági’s views in BARKÓCZI 1968, 291, n. 47, 
is unfortunately also misleading (in all likelihood, 
Barkóczi did not consult Werner’s book while writ-
ing his study).

31 BÓNA 1961–1962, 63.
32 BARKÓCZI 1968, 291 f.; IDEM 1971, 182.
33 For the brooch’s original publication, see ANAMALI/

SPAHIU 1963, 41, Tab. IX,6. This article appears to have 
been unavailable in Hungarian libraries in the 1960s 
(and, as far as I am aware, this is the case today). 
Thus, it is hardly surprising that both BÓNA (1961–
1962, 63, n. 109: „laut einer freundlichen Mitteilung 
von Spahiu Hana” [“according to information kindly 
provided by Spahiu Hana”]) and BARKÓCZI (1968, 290, 
n. 29: “I know this specimen from a photograph.”) 
knew of its existence from personal communica-
tions. This personal communication probably came 
from Hëna Spahiu, one of the publishers of the Krujë 
brooch, who conducted part of her studies at the 
Loránd Eötvös University in Budapest and returned 
to Albania in 1959. Knowing that, after the old pre-
WWII investigations, systematic work at Krujë had 
begun with preliminary excavations in 1956 and 
1958, and planned exploration had been undertaken 
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another similar fi nd discovered somewhat later 
in Montenegro (Fig. 8,4)34, that seemed to con-
fi rm the Mediterranean origins of this class of 
brooch35. The discovery and publication of two 

in 1959–1960 (ANAMALI/SPAHIU 1963, 69), and with 
the Albanian article appearing in the same year as 
his (Bóna’s) study, Bóna most probably learnt about 
the Krujë brooch from Spahiu. Surprisingly, BARKÓ-
CZI (1971, 182) continued to cite the Krujë fi bula as 
„unpubliziert” (unpublished), even though another 
study describing this brooch must have been avail-
able to him (ANAMALI 1964, 161, Tab. VI,12).

34 BARKÓCZI 1971, 182: „Meines Wissens wurden auf dem 
nach Albanien zu liegenden Teil Jugoslawiens auch 
neuerlich solche Scheibenfi beln zutage gefördert” 
(“To my knowledge such disc brooches have also 
recently come to light in that part of Yogoslavia that 
lies close to Albania”). – For this brooch: VELIMIROVIĆ-
ŽIGIĆ 1971, 152, Pl. XII.

35 Albanian archaeologists interpreted the Krujë brooch 
along similar lines (ANAMALI 1964, 161).

brooches from the Nagyharsány cemetery (Figs. 
4,1; 5,1)36, one of which bore a Greek inscription 
(Fig. 4,1), seemed to provide further confi rma-
tion of the Byzantine theory37. However, the 
implications of the assumed eastern Mediter-
ranean/Byzantine origin were addressed only a 
decade later. Again, the discussion of this ques-
tion was initiated by Sági, who regarded Sirmi-
um/Sremska Mitrovica (SRB) on the Sava as the 

36 PAPP 1963, Pls. I,4; XI,5; XX–XXI.
37 See, e.g. KISS 1965, 113 (although he was apparently 

unable and unwilling to decide between the theories 
proposed by Sági and Alföldi, see ibid., 115). In con-
trast, FETTICH (1965, 93) regarded the incorrect spell-
ing of the Greek inscription as an obvious sign of 
the brooch’s Pannonian origin. The latter argument 
is not particularly convincing because misspellings 
and scribal errors abound on these amulets owing to 
the low level of literacy of the craftsmen producing 
them. 

Ádám Bollók

Fig. 2   ‘Apotheosis of an emperor’ scene on: 1 a circular box brooch from Keszthely-Fenékpuszta, 
Grave 83, discovered by Csák; 2 a circular box brooch from Keszthely-Dobogó; 3 a bronze mount of 

a wooden bowl (?) from Zamárdi-Réti földek, Grave 621 (H); 4 a circular box brooch from 
Kölked-Feketekapu A, Grave 283 (H); 5 a fi rst-century AD Roman lamp (unknown provenance).
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most likely place of manufacture because the 
town stood under Byzantine rule between 567 
and 582 AD, which in his view was congruent 
with the assumed Byzantine workmanship as 
well as with the southern Pannonian fi ndspots 
of the brooches38. This attractive theory was re-
ceived favourably, although with a few caveats. 
The well-known Roman archaeologist Ferenc 
Fülep, for example, favoured both Siscia/Sisak 
(HR) and Sirmium as the possible place of pro-
duction of the earliest box brooches39. He also 
attempted to separate these early, ‘Byzantine’ 
brooches from the later pieces that in his view 
had been locally produced in Pannonia40.

Despite these attempts to pinpoint the pre-
cise location of the manufacturing centres of 
the brooches, some uncertainties remained. 
The eastern Mediterranean/Byzantine origin 
of some iconographic elements and the brooch 
type itself were not seriously challenged by most 
archaeologists41, and they also agreed that the 
greater part of the Pannonian pieces had been 
produced in Pannonian workshop(s). Interest-
ingly, the fi rst comprehensive classifi cation of 
the circular brooches of the Avar period by Éva 
Garam only appeared in the 1990s. Having thor-
oughly surveyed the available evidence, Garam 
too embraced the view that while the form and 
decoration of the circular box brooches were 
undoubtedly of Byzantine origin, most of the 
pieces known from Avar-period Pannonia had 
been made locally42. Endre Tóth, an outstanding 

38 K. SÁGI, Das Problem der pannonischen Romani-
sation im Spiegel der völkerwanderungszeitlichen 
Geschichte von Fenékpuszta. Acta Arch. Acad. 
Scien. Hungariae 18, 1970, 147–196 here 189 f. This 
interpretation was no doubt shaped by the fact that 
BARKÓCZI (1968) regarded the Horreum cemetery as 
the burial ground of the Byzantine troops stationed 
in the Fenékpuszta fort. Bóna demonstrated the un-
tenability of Barkóczi’s theory in the same year that 
Sági’s study appeared and, at the same time, pro-
posed a new and still debated theory on the origins 
of the Keszthely population: I. BÓNA, Avar lovassír 
Iváncsáról (Grave of an Avar Horseman at Iváncsa). 
Arch. Ért. 97, 1970, 243–263 here 257 f., n. 122; see also 
BÁLINT 1993, 222–233. 

39 FÜLEP 1973, 317.
40 Ibid., 314, 317; BARKÓCZI (1971, 182) divided the then 

known artefacts into ‘original Byzantine’ items and 
‘local copies’ along similar lines.

41 See, e.g. THOMAS 1982, 280; IBLER 1991, 33; STRAUB 1999, 
200 f.

42 GARAM 1993, 127–130.

scholar specialising in researching the surviving 
Romanised population in Pannonia, suggested 
a local origin for the box construction of these 
brooches (Fig. 7) and he was (and remained) 
similarly convinced that most of the icono-
graphic formulae appearing on these artefacts 
were rooted in late Roman art. In his view, the 
Albanian brooches were not only later than the 
earliest Pannonian pieces, but could actually 
also be derived from the latter, even if there re-
mained the vague question of how this artefact 
class had reached Albania from the Carpathian 
Basin43. 

The Byzantine theory also found supporters. 
On the strength of the extraordinary box con-
struction, as well as their fi lling materials (a spe-
cial sort of gypsum, wax, etc.44), Tivadar Vida 
and Falko Daim contended that one group of 
these brooches were not only of Byzantine man-
ufacture, but were actually pilgrim souvenirs 
containing secondary relics originating from the 
shrines of various saints45. In order to bolster the 
Byzantine theory, the traditional archaeological 
and archaeometric investigations were comple-
mented by Birgit Bühler’s technological studies, 
which succeeded in distinguishing two groups 
among the Pannonian brooches. The fi rst com-
prised the brooches from Graves 5 (Fig. 3,1) 
and 12 (Fig. 1,2) of the Horreum cemetery in 
Keszthely-Fenékpuszta, as well as the one from 
Keszthely-Dobogó (Fig. 2,2). All three are charac-
terised by the use of the `Pressblech` technique 
calling for the use of a two-part or negative die, 
an uncommon procedure in early Avar-period 
metalwork. The demonstrable use of the so-
called organium in the case of the brooch from 

43 For questions of iconography: TÓTH 1990, 29; IDEM 
1994, 258 f.; IDEM 1999, 171 f.; IDEM 2005, 184 f. – For 
the origins of the box construction: TÓTH 1990, 29; 
IDEM 1994, 258; IDEM 2005, 185 f.

44 DAIM 2002, 116–119. - For a discussion on the use of 
wax and related issues, cf. the literature cited in note 
88 below.

45 DAIM 2002, 115, 119; IDEM 2010, 251; T. VIDA, Heidni-
sche und christliche Elemente der awarenzeitlichen 
Glaubenswelt, Amulette in der Awarenzeit. Zalai 
Múz. 11, 2002, 179–209 here 184; IDEM 2009, 241. – 
E. THOMAS (1982, 280), too believed that these brooch-
es originated from the Holy Land and that they were 
pilgrim amulets, although for other reasons. See also 
F. CURTA, New remarks on Christianity beyond the 6th 
and early 7th century frontier of the Roman Empire. 
In: HEINRICH-TAMÁSKA 2011, 303–321 here 303, 313. 
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Grave 5 of the Horreum cemetery is similarly 
unusual among the sixth–seventh-century fi nds 
of the Carpathian Basin. In contrast, the brooch-
es assigned to the second group – the piece from 
Grave 14 of the Horreum cemetery (Fig. 6,A1) 
and, presumably, other specimens too – were 
manufactured by pressing pieces of sheet metal 
over positive models. On the strength of these 
observations, Bühler argued that the brooches 
in her fi rst group could plausibly be regarded 
as original Byzantine products, while the ones 
in her second group probably represented lo-
cal Pannonian copies46. Her conclusions seem 
to concur with the brooches’ relative chrono-
logical position since the piece from Grave 5 of 
the Keszthely-Fenékpuszta, Horreum cemetery 
is one of the earliest securely datable, perhaps 
even pre-Avar47, box brooches in the Carpathian 
Basin48.

46 B. BÜHLER, Technologische Untersuchungen an awa-
renzeitlichen Scheibenfi beln aus Keszthely (Ungarn). 
Zalai Múz. 11, 2002, 133–144; EADEM, Is it Byzantine 
Metalwork or not? Evidence for Byzantine Crafts-
manship outside the Byzantine Empire (6th to 9th cen-
turies AD). In: DAIM/DRAUSCHKE 2010, 213–234 here 
221–223; EADEM, Zur Identifi zierung „byzantinischer” 
Feinschmiedearbeiten mithilfe herstellungstechni-
scher Studien unter besonderer Berücksichtigung 
von Funden aus dem awarischen Siedlungsgebiet. In: 
B. Böhlendorf-Arslan/A. Ricci (eds), Byzantine Small 
Finds in Archaeological Contexts. Byzas 15 (İstanbul 
2012) 105–116 here 113–115.

47 VIDA 2011, 413.
48 GARAM 1993, 117–119; DAIM 2002, 114 f.

Iconographic types of the circular box 
brooches

No matter how attractive and instructive 
the results of the archaeological and techno-
logical studies, a persistent problem concerns 
the iconographic peculiarities of the brooches. 
From an iconographic perspective, the brooch-
es from the Carpathian Basin can be classifi ed 
into two well-separable and well-defi nable sub-
groups. The fi rst comprises the two brooches 
from Keszthely-Fenékpuszta bearing the ‘Bel-
lerophon and Chimera’ depiction (Lipp cem-
etery49 and Horreum, Grave 1250: Figs. 1,1–2); 
further, the specimen from the Csák cemetery at 
Keszthely-Fenékpuszta51 (Fig. 2,1), the exemplar 
from Dobogó52 (Fig. 2,2) and the brooch from 
Kölked-Feketekapu (Cemetery A, Grave 28353: 
Fig. 2,4) all bear a representation of the emper-
or’s apotheosis; and fi nally, the piece from the 
Horreum cemetery (Grave 5)54 has a depiction 
of ‘Heracles and Omphale’ (Fig. 3,1). The ele-

49 LIPP 1886, Pl. III,2; GARAM 1993, Abb. 1,1; EADEM 2001, 
Taf. 31,2; DAIM 2002, Abb. 5; TÓTH 2005, Abb. 1a; 
MÜLLER 2010, Abb. 3a; IDEM 2012, Fig. 4. 

50 BARKÓCZI 1968, Pl. LXI,2; IDEM 1971, Taf. 80,2; 87,8; 
GARAM 1993, Abb. 1,2; EADEM 2001, Taf. 31,1; XVIII,1; 
DAIM 2002, Abb. 6; TÓTH 2005, Abb. 1b.

51 KUZSINSZKY 1920, Fig. 91,2; MÜLLER 2010, Abb. 5,2; 
IDEM 2012, Fig. 10,2.

52 LIPP 1884a, Taf. XVI,334; GARAM 1993, Abb. 3,1; EADEM 
2001, Taf. 31,4; DAIM 2002, Abb. 4.

53 GARAM 1993, Abb. 3,2; EADEM 2001, Taf. 31,5; KISS 
1996, Taf. 62,A283.11; 144,2.

54 BARKÓCZI 1968, Pl. LV,1; IDEM 1971, Taf. 75,1; 87,7; 
GARAM 1993, Abb. 1,5; EADEM 2001, Taf. 32,1; DAIM 
2002, Abb. 1.

Ádám Bollók

Fig. 3   ‘Heracles and Omphale’ scene on: 1 a sixth-century circular box brooch from Keszthely-Fenékpuszta, 
Horreum, Grave 5; 2 on a Roman terra sigillata bowl (now in the British Museum).
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ment shared between these three iconographic 
types is the polytheist (‘pagan’) origin of the im-
agery, even if the depictions were reinterpreted 
for expressing their own content by the Chris-
tians. The depictions on the brooches in the 
other group are undeniably Christian: the ‘Holy 
Rider’55 (Fig. 5,1) and the ‘Archangel’56 (Fig. 4,1) 
on the brooches from Nagyharsány, and the 
‘Veneration of the Cross’ (?) on the piece from 
the Horreum (Grave 14: Fig. 6,A1)57, the two 
specimens from Pécs-Gyárváros (Figs. 6,4–5)58, 

55 PAPP 1963, Pl. XXI; GARAM 1993, Abb. 1,3; EADEM 2001, 
Taf. 31,3; XVIII,4; VADAY 2013, Fig. 2.

56 PAPP 1963, Pl. XX; GARAM 1993, Abb. 1,4; EADEM 2001, 
Taf. 32,2; XVIII,3; VADAY 2013, Fig. 1.

57 BARKÓCZI 1968, Pl. LXII,8; IDEM 1971, Taf. 81,8; 87,5; 
GARAM 1993, Abb. 2,1; EADEM 2001, Taf. 32,4, XVIII,2; 
DAIM 2002, Abb. 2.

58 ALFÖLDI 1934, Taf. I,1–2; IDEM 1938, 155, 157; GARAM 
1993, Abb. 2,3–4; EADEM 2001, Taf. 32,6–7.

and the brooches from Dobogó (Fig. 6,A3)59 and 
Munich60 (Fig. 6,A2). The co-existence of images 
created for communicating ‘baptised polythe-
ist/imperial Roman’ and expressly Christian 
messages61 would not, in itself, be particularly 
surprising. Both imagery types are well attested 
since the birth of Christian visual arts62, even 

59 LIPP 1884a, Pl. XVI,333; ALFÖLDI 1926, Taf. VI,2; IDEM 
1938, 159; SÁGI 1984–1985, Fig. 2; GARAM 1993, Abb. 
2,2; EADEM 2001, Taf. 32,5.

60 VOLBACH 1922, Abb. 69; DAIM 2002, 116, Abb. 3.
61 A phenomenon astutely noted by ALFÖLDI 1938, 170, 

and wholly accepted by KÁDÁR 1942, 9.
62 For the origins and emergence of Christian visual 

culture, see GRABAR 1969; TH. F. MATHEWS, The Clash 
of Gods. A Reinterpretation of Early Christian Art 
(Princeton 1993); P. C. FINNEY, The Invisible God. The 
Earliest Christians on Art (Oxford, New York 1994); 
J. DRESKEN-WEILAND, Bilder im Grab und ihre Bedeu-
tung im Kontext der Christianisierung der frühchrist-
lichen Welt. Ant. Tardive 19, 2011, 63–78 esp. 63–65; 
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Fig. 4  ‘Archangel’ depiction on: 1 a seventh-century circular box brooch (stray fi nd) from the Nagyharsány 
cemetery (H); 2 a sixth–seventh-century Byzantine gold fi nger-ring of unknown provenance; 
3 a sixth–seventh-century Byzantine copper-based alloy fi nger-ring of unknown provenance; 

4 a sixth–seventh-century copper-based alloy fi nger-ring, allegedly from Rome (I).
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if the former was initially considerably more 
widespread and even allowing for the fact that 
cross depictions appeared and became common 
at a relatively late date among Christian com-
munities63. Thus, there is nothing remarkable in 
the fact that the craftsmen producing the Keszt-
hely-Pécs type circular box brooches conveyed 
the Ascension through the Roman image of the 
emperor’s apotheosis or that they used the fi g-

see also the essays in J. SPIER (ed), Picturing the Bible. 
The Earliest Christian Art (New Haven, London, Fort 
Worth 2007).

63 See recently F. HARLEY-MCGOWAN, The Constanza 
Carnelian and the Development of Crucifi xion Ico-
nography in Late Antiquity. In: Ch. Entwistle/
N. Adams (eds), ‘Gems of Heaven’. Recent Research 
on Engraved Gemstones in Late Antiquity, c. AD 
200–600. British Mus. Occasional Publ. 177 (London 
2011) 214–220.

ure of Bellerophon vanquishing the Chimera for 
portraying an equestrian saint. However, what 
might rightly attract our attention is the sixth–
seventh century date of the disc brooches and 
their assumed eastern Mediterranean origin. 
While the Christian use of imperial Roman and 
polytheistic visual language was quite natural 
in the 3 th and 4th centuries64, the late 4th and 5th 
centuries saw the birth of iconographic types 
specifi cally created for conveying Christian 
visual messages in the wake of the link forged 
between Christianity and the Roman state. This 
is particularly true for the Eastern Roman Em-
pire (early Byzantium), where primary cultural 
centres such as Constantinople, Antioch, Alex-
andria and Jerusalem (as well as the whole of 

64 GRABAR 1969, 31–54.

Ádám Bollók

Fig. 5  ‘Holy Rider’ depiction on: 1 a seventh-century circular box brooch from Nagyharsány, Grave 60 (H); 
2–3 a sixth–seventh-century Byzantine copper-based alloy fi nger-ring from Gush Halav (IL); 

4 a sixth-century copper-based alloy amuletic pendant from Gush Halav (IL); 5 a sixth-century amuletic 
armband, allegedly from eastern Anatolia (now in the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, CA).
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Palestine) played a crucial role in the emergence 
and development of Christian visual culture. 
The ‘Holy Rider’, ‘Archangel’ and ‘Veneration 
of the Cross’ depictions appearing on sixth–
seventh-century brooches were part of a coher-
ent Christian visual language in the Byzantine 
world (even if the image of the ‘Holy Rider’ 
had pre-Christian roots65, as did late antique 
angel depictions). By contrast, the imagery of 
obviously polytheistic origin on the pieces as-
signed to the fi rst group had become extremely 

65 See WALTER 1989–1990; IDEM 2003, 34–38.

archaic or downright obsolete among the Chris-
tian communities of the Eastern Roman world 
by the sixth and seventh centuries. Obviously, 
we cannot claim that representations of various 
myths of antiquity completely disappeared, as 
attested by the Bellerophon and Chimera scene 
on the seventh-century fl oor mosaic of the Great 
Palace in Constantinople66, the Heracles scenes 

66 G. BRETT, The Mosaics. In: IDEM, The Great Palace of 
the Byzantine Emperors. Being the fi rst report on the 
excavations carried out in Istanbul on behalf of the 
Walker Trust (The University of St. Andrews) 1935–
1938 (London 1947) Pl. 28; TÓTH 2005, 184 f.
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Fig. 6  A ‘Veneration of the Cross’ scenes on sixth–seventh-century circular box brooches: 1 from Keszthely-
Fenékpuszta, Horreum, Grave 14; 2 probably from Pannonia (today in the “Archäologische 

Staatssammlung” in Munich); 3 from Keszthely-Dobogó (H); 4–5 from Pécs-Gyárváros (H). – 
B ´Veneration of the Cross’ scenes on: 1–2 sixth–seventh-century cameos from Constantinople; 

3 a sixth–seventh-century Byzantine gold fi nger-ring; 4 a sixth–seventh-century Byzantine 
amuletic pendant (unknown provenance).
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on Coptic textiles67, and the mythological de-
pictions on the domestic silver vessels of the 
late Roman and early Byzantine secular elite68. 
While the latter two were quite clearly designed 
to articulate the self-identity of the ‘polytheist’ 
members of a secular elite whose ranks declined 
with the demise of polytheist culture, the cos-
tume accessories expressing lay piety, usually 
with an apotropaic/amuletic function (various 
fi nger-rings, pendants, bracelets, armbands, 
brooches and, to some extent, eulogia tokens) 
were almost exclusively decorated with im-
agery expressing the new Christian content by 
the sixth and seventh century. It must also be 
noted that, in most cases, the representations of 
mythological scenes on Eastern Roman artefacts 
are not Christian re-interpretations, but convey 
the original myth.

67 C. NAUERTH, Herakles. Ikonographische Vorarbeiten 
zu mythologischen Themen der koptischen Kunst. 
Dielheimer Bl. zum Alten Testament und seiner 
Rezeption in der Alten Kirche. Beih. 8 (Heidelberg 
1987).

68 See R. E. LEADER-NEWBY, Silver and Society in Late 
Antiquity. Function and Meaning of Silver Plate in 
the Fourth to Seventh Centuries (Aldershot 2003) 
especially 123–171; IDEM, Classicism and Paideia 
in Early Byzantine Silver from the Hermitage. In: 
F. Althaus/M. Sutcliffe (eds), The Road to Byzan-
tium. Luxury Arts of Antiquity (London 2006) 67–73.

Obviously, the above do not exclude the 
possibility that some of the Keszthely-Pécs type 
circular box brooches originated in the Eastern 
Roman world. However, we should take note 
of a curious tendency. While both iconographic 
types are represented among the earliest, later 
sixth-century pieces, the brooch with the ‘Hera-
cles and Omphale’ depiction from Grave 5 of 
the Horreum cemetery (Figs. 3,1; 7,1) would, 
in view of its technical execution, be more in 
line with the products of an eastern Mediterra-
nean workshop than the similarly early brooch 
portraying the ‘Veneration of the Cross’ from 
Grave 14 of the Horreum cemetery (Fig. 6,A1) 
and the Munich brooch (Fig. 6,A2)69. From an 
iconographic perspective, however, there can 
be no doubt that the ‘Veneration of the Cross’ 
(Fig. 6A) can be regarded as an image rooted in 
contemporary eastern Mediterranean culture70 

69 See note 46.
70 The origins of this iconographical formula are dis-

puted. In Hungarian archaeology, ALFÖLDI (1934, 
295), traced this iconography to ‘Syrian models’ (or, 
more precisely, to Syro-Palestinian models), referring 
to early research by Charles Diehl, Josef Strzygowski 
and Oskar Wulff. Later, LÁSZLÓ (1940, 150), followed 
this view, while SÁGI (1984–1985, 23–25), and TÓTH 
(1999, 172), cited the western European forerunners 
of this image class. KÁDÁR (1942, 8 f.), was more cau-
tious when emphasising the Eastern Roman origin of 

Ádám Bollók

Fig. 7  Box construction of the disc brooch from the Keszthely-Fenékpuszta, Horreum cemetery: 
1 Grave 5; 2 Grave 12.

1 2



(Fig. 6B). This duality can also be noted among 
the typologically later, seventh-century pieces 
from the Carpathian Basin. It is striking that the 
same tendency cannot be attested among the 
comparable brooches from the Mediterranean: 
none of the iconographic schemes appearing 
on the brooches of the Carpathian Basin71 are 
encountered on the circular box brooches from 
Albania (Figs. 8,1–3: Krujë72, Lëzha73), Monte-
negro (Fig. 8,4: Vir Pazar74) and southern Italy 
(Figs. 8,5–6: Cannarò, Caracones75), which are 
the typological counterparts of the later, sev-
enth-century pieces from the Carpathian Basin; 
and the ‘baptised’ polytheist imagery assigned 
to the fi rst group is also generally lacking76. 

the image type, and the fact that it could not be con-
clusively established whether the Pannonian pieces 
had been modelled on contemporary eastern or 
western prototypes. Finally, he settled for an Eastern 
Roman ancestry. The Palestinian theory was also re-
jected by CHRISTE (1973, 17–22). In contrast, WARLAND 
(1986, 119 f.), in my view correctly, favoured an East-
ern Roman (Byzantine) ancestry.

71 The single exception may be the eighth-century 
brooch from Grave 37 of Cemetery II uncovered at 
Romonya/Ellend (KISS 1965, Fig. 7; GARAM 1993, 
Abb. 5,2), whose schematic depiction is generally 
identifi ed with the ‘two peacocks fl anking a kantha-
ros’ motif appearing on the brooches of the Adriatic 
group. This identifi cation does not seem particularly 
convincing to me; the bird fi gures on seventh-cen-
tury belt mounts seem to be better candidates when 
searching for parallels; see GARAM 2001, Taf. 111.

72 ANAMALI/SPAHIU 1963, Tab. IX,6; ANAMALI 1964, Tab. 
VI,12; IDEM 1988, 452, Cat. no. 365; IDEM, Orefi ceri, 
gioielli bizantini in Albania: Komani. In: Corso di 
cultura sull’arte Ravennata e Bizantina (Ravenna) 
XL, 1993, 435–446 here Fig. 1 (I am particularly grate-
ful to Etleva Nallbani for her helpful comments re-
garding the exact location of the brooch’s fi nd spot 
depicted in the upper right corner of Fig. 1).

73 MESJETA 2012, 12, 17. 
74 VELIMIROVIĆ-ŽIGIĆ 1971, 152, Pl. XII.
75 SPADEA 1991, Figs. 5–6; 8; CORRADO 2003, 110, 

Tav. I,1–2; PANNUTI 2012, 166–168, Figs. 7–8; 
F. A. CUTERI, La Calabria nell’Alto Medioevo (VI–X 
sec.). In: R. Frankovich/Gh. Noyé (eds), La Storia 
dell’Alto Medioevo italiano (VI–X secolo) alla luce 
dell’archeologia (Firenze 1994) 339–359 here 346, 
Fig. 6; E. RIEMER, Romanische Grabfunde des 5.–8. 
Jahrhunderts in Italien. Internat. Arch. 57 (Rahden/
Westf. 2000) 127 f., Abb. 15a; I. BALDINI LIPPOLIS, Half-
Crescent Earrings in Sicily and Southern Italy. In: 
DAIM/DRAUSCHKE 2010, 235–255 here 251, Fig. 26.

76 KISS 1996, 200: his reference to the Krujë brooch as the 
counterpart of the emperor’s apotheosis depiction on 
the pieces from Keszthely and Kölked is erroneous: 
although the brooch published in the catalogue cited 
by Kiss is shown upside down (ANAMALI 1988, 452, 

The same holds true for the pieces of uncertain 
provenance, which most probably originated in 
the Mediterranean (Figs. 9,1–2; 10,1), whose ico-
nography only partly overlaps with the imagery 
on the Balkanic and southern Italian brooches. 
With the exception of an unpublished southern 
Italian fi bula reportedly depicting the ‘Adora-
tion of the Magi’77, the Balkanic and southern 
Italian examples are generally ornamented with 
motifs of the ‘two peacocks fl anking a kantha-
ros’ (Fig. 8) type78 or vegetal and geometric or-
naments79, while the unprovenanced brooches 
from the Mediterranean bear scenes from the 
life of Jesus. The brooch in the Römisch Germa-
nisches Zentralmuseum in Mainz (in henceforth 
follow: RGZM) shows the Annunciation (Fig. 
10,1)80, while a brooch in the collection of the 
British Museum (Fig. 9,1)81 and a recently pub-
lished southern Italian piece allegedly from the 
region of Reggio di Calabria, but acquired in 
Beirut and now in the Musée d’art et d’histoire 
in Geneva (Fig. 9,2)82 has a scene depicting 
the ‘Adoration of the Magi’. Aside from the 
iconographic differences, other details too dis-
tinguish the brooches of the Carpathian Basin 
from the Mediterranean ones. The most striking 
among these is the presence of W-shaped mo-
tifs along the raised rim of the brooches from 
the Balkans and southern Italy, the specimen in 
the British Museum and the southern Italian (?) 
piece purchased in Beirut (Figs. 8; 9,1–2), which 
are attested on all the currently known brooches 
found beyond the Carpathian Basin, with the 
exception of the piece in the RGZM (Fig. 10,1). 
Another notable trait is that among the pieces 
not originating from the Carpathian Basin, the 
slight depression of the central fi eld on the earli-

Cat. no. 365.), its depiction is defi nitely of the two 
peacocks fl anking a kantharos type.

77 CORRADO 2003, 110.
78 For the Albanian pieces, see the literature cited in 

note 72, and MESJETA 2012, 12; for the Italian ones, see 
SPADEA 1991, Figs. 5–6; 8; CORRADO 2003, Tav. I,1–2; 
PANNUTI 2012, Figs. 7–8.

79 MESJETA 2012, 12, 17.
80 VOLBACH 1922, Abb. 70; D. ELLMERS, Eine byzantini-

sche Mariendarstellung als Vorbild für Goldbrakte-
aten. Jahrb. RGZM 18, 1971, 233–237 here Taf. 97.

81 DAIM 2010, Cat. no. 243.
82 G. OSTUNI, Fibule discoide. In: M. Martiniani-Reber 

(ed.), Antiquités paléochrétiennes et byzantines, IIIe–
XIVe siècles. Collections du Musée d’Art et d’Histoire 
– Genève (Milan, Genève 2011) 170 f., Cat. no. 77.
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est brooches from the Carpathian Basin, as well 
as the lack of arcading around the rim, can only 
be noted on the RGZM brooch (Fig. 10,1), whose 
rim form diverges from the brooches known 
from the Carpathian Basin. The RGZM brooch 
is to some extent unlike the genuine box brooch-
es because its body incorporating the pressed 
plate with the Annunciation scene is not part of 
a relatively high, box-like structure as the pieces 

of the Carpathian Basin are. This formal struc-
ture is not unusual among the disc brooches of 
the period, which include several pieces incor-
porating pressed plaques resembling the cir-
cular box brooches (Fig. 10,2)83. From a purely 

83 See R. FORRER, Die frühchristliche Alterthümer aus 
dem Gräberfelde von Achmim-Panapolis (Strass-
burg 1893) Taf. XIII,3–4 (both are said to originate 
from Rome).

Ádám Bollók

Fig. 8  ‘Two peacocks fl anking a cantharos’ motif on sixth (?)-seventh-century circular box brooches from: 
1-2 Krujë (AL); 3 Lëzha (AL); 4 Vir Pazar (MNE); 5 Grave 4 of the Cannarò cemetery (I); 

6 Grave 3 of the Caracones cemetery (I).
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typological perspective, these pieces forge a link 
between the framed medallions of late Antiqui-
ty (Figs. 10,3–4), which Éva Garam regarded as 
one possible model for the box brooches84, and 
the brooches with a genuine box structure of the 
later 6th century.

Function and cultural connections of 
circular box brooches

Although this brief study can hardly ad-
dress, let alone resolve, the problems surround-
ing the emergence of circular box brooches, a 
few points can be made. It is quite obvious that 
the box brooches from the Carpathian Basin and 
the Mediterranean (the Adriatic pieces and the 
specimens in the British Museum and the Mu-
sée d’art et d’histoire in Geneva) could hardly 
have been produced in the same workshops or 
by the same craftsmen – in other words, the cur-
rently known corpus of these fi nds belies the 
possibility that the Pannonian brooches had 
reached the Carpathian Basin through trade or 
immigrants85 from Balkanic regions (principally 
Albania and Montenegro) where comparable 
brooches have been found86, and neither were 
the Balkanic and Italian pieces made in the Car-
pathian Basin. It is known that a sort of box con-
struction87, its fi lling with gypsum and wax88, as 
well as the deepening of the brooches’ central 

84 GARAM 1993, 129; see also VIDA 2011, 407; for these 
medallions, see M. C. ROSS, A Byzantine Gold Medal-
lion at Dumbarton Oaks. Dumbarton Oaks Papers 11, 
1957, 247–261.

85 This possibility was raised, among others, by STRAUB 
1999, 200 f.; G. KISS, Adatok a Keszthely-kultúra kuta-
tástörténetéhez (Beiträge zur Forschungsgeschichte 
der Keszthely-Kultur). Jósa András Múz. Évk. 30–32, 
1987–1989 (1992) 245–252 here 246 f.; IDEM, Egy bi-
zánci övcsat Keszthely-Dobogóról (A Byzantine belt 
buckle from Keszthely-Dobogó). Zalai Múz. 14, 2005, 
203–213 here 209 f.

86 As clearly noted by BIERBRAUER 2004, 66 f.
87 See IBLER 1991, 32 f.; ZD. VINSKI, Die völkerwande-

rungszeitliche Nekropole in Kranj und der Reihen-
gräberfelder-Horizont des 6. Jahrhunderts im west-
lichen Jugoslawien. In: M. Garašanin/A. Benac/
N. Tasić (eds), Actes du VIIIe Congrès International 
des Sciences Préhistoriques et Protohistoriques I: 
rapports généraux (Beograd 1971) 253–265 here 265.

88 See TÓTH 2005, 190 n. 5; O. HEINRICH-TAMÁSKA, Die 
Stein- und Glasinkrustationskunst des 6. und 7. Jahr-
hunderts im Karpatenbecken. Mon. Arch. Avarorum 
8 (Budapest 2006) 58 f.; EADEM 2006, 583 n. 466.

part89, were all technical elements employed in 
the eastern Adriatic and beyond. Endre Tóth 
correctly pointed out that the arcaded rim of 
the typologically later brooches can be derived 
from late Roman/early Byzantine metalwork90. 
Neither are the pressed plaques constituting the 
ornamental fi eld of the brooches unique: sever-
al comparable pieces appear among the Italian 
disc brooches (Fig. 10,2)91, and pressed plaques 
ornamented in a similar spirit, but without a 
brooch, are also known from the late antique 
and early medieval material of southern Italy 
(Figs. 9,3–4)92. Wolfgang F. Volbach contended 
that some of these had perhaps once adorned 
disc brooches resembling the currently known 
pieces93. Curiously, these pressed metal sheets 
are decorated with images that do not appear 
on the securely provenanced, published circular 
box brooches.

Returning to the iconography of the disc 
brooches from the Carpathian Basin, it can be 
confi dently asserted that, while the iconograph-
ic forms assigned to the second group – namely 
the types such as the ‘Holy Rider’ (Fig. 5,1), the 
‘Archangel’ (Fig. 4,1) and the ‘Veneration of the 
Cross’ (Fig. 6A) – representing the fashionable 
mainstream in the sixth and seventh-century 
eastern Mediterranean were virtually unknown 
among the Balkanic and southern Italian disc 
brooches and pressed plaques, they do occur 
on various other eastern Mediterranean articles. 
The anonymous ‘Holy Rider’ on the brooch 
from Grave 60 of the Nagyharsány cemetery 
(Fig. 5,1)94 recurs on early Byzantine amuletic 

89 VIDA 2011, 407 f.
90 TÓTH 2005, 186 f.
91 See note 82 above.
92 CH. DIEHL, Notes sur quelques monuments byzantins 

de Calabre. Mélanges d’ Arch. et d’ Hist. 10, 1890, 
284–302 here 301 f.; J. STRZYGOWSKI, Das Etschmiad-
zin-Evangeliar. Beiträge zur armenischen, ravenna-
tischen und syro-ägyptischen Kunst. Byzantinische 
Denkmäler I (Wien 1891) 103 f.; VOLBACH 1922, Abb. 
71–72; R. FARIOLI CAMPANATI, La cultura artistica nel-
le regioni bizantine d’Italia dal VI all’XI secolo. In: 
G. Cavallo et al. (eds), I Bizantini in Italia (Milano 
1982) 139–426 here 412 f., Cat. no. 212–215. 

93 VOLBACH 1922, 82; CORRADO 2003, 112 f. – It must 
also be noted that A. EFFENBERGE/H.-G. SEVERIN, Das 
Museum für spätantike und byzantinische Kunst. 
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (Mainz 1992) 144 Cat. no. 
56), were less certain on this point.

94 Although the identifi cation of the ‘Holy Rider’ on the 
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pendants (Fig. 5,4), fi nger-rings (Figs. 5,2–3) 
and armbands (Fig. 5,5). According to the ac-
companying inscriptions, the rider spearing the 

Nagyharsány brooch (FÜLEP 1973, 312; THOMAS 1982, 
280; IBLER 1991, 33; VADAY 2013) and of the ‘Bellero-
phon and Chimera’ scene on the pieces from Keszt-
hely-Fenékpuszta and the Horreum (BARKÓCZI 1968, 
289; IDEM 1971, 182; FÜLEP 1973, 312 f.; BÓNA 1971, 296 
f.) with Saint George or Saint Theodor (BÓNA 1971, 
296 f.) seems generally accepted in Hungarian schol-
arship, these identifi cations are not suffi ciently well 
grounded. The interpretation of the depiction on the 
Nagyharsány brooch as the ‘victorious Christ’ (TÓTH 
1994, 258) or as ‘Christ killing a serpent’ (IDEM 1999, 
172) is also problematic (VIKAN 1984, 79 f.; WALTER 
1989–1990; IDEM 2003, 37; IDEM, Saint Theodore and 
the Dragon. In: Ch. Entwistle [ed.], Through a Glass 
Brightly. Studies in Byzantine and Medieval Art and 
Archaeology presented to David Buckton [Oxford 
2003] 95–106 esp. 96–99; TÓTH 2005, 184). A handful 
of studies have maintained an appropriate, neutral 
stance (e.g. GLASER 2002, 147 f.; DAIM 2002, 117; TÓTH 
2005, 184; MÜLLER 2010, 206 f.).

demon was initially identifi ed with Solomon 
or Saint Sisinnios (Fig. 5,4); on the late pieces, 
however, where the anthropomorphic demon 
was often replaced with a serpent – as on the 
Nagyharsány brooch (Figs. 5,2–3) – the ‘Holy 
Rider’ remained anonymous95. The inscription 
on a stray fi nd of a brooch decorated with the 

95 WALTER 1989–1990, 40; for the iconography, see also 
VIKAN 1984, 79 f.; G. SCHLUMBERGER, Amulettes byzan-
tines anciennes destinées à combattre les maléfi ces 
et maladies. Rev. des études grecques 5, 1892, 73–93; 
H. SEYRIG, Invidiae Medici. Berytus 1, 1934, 1–11; 
C. BONNER, Studies in Magical Amulets, Chiefl y Grae-
co-Egyptian. Univ. of Michigan Stud. 49 (Ann Arbor 
1950) 208–228; H. MENZEL, Ein christliches Amulett 
mit Reiterdarstellung. Jahrb. RGZM 2, 1955, 253–261; 
B. BAGATTI, Altre medaglie di Salomone cavaliere e 
loro origine. Rivista Arch. Cristiana 47, 1971, 331–342. 
– For the identity of the rider: W. FAUTH, Der christli-
che Reiterheilige des Sisinnios-Typs im Kampf gegen 
eine vielnamige Dämonin. Vigiliae Christianae 53, 
1999, 401–425.

Ádám Bollók

Fig. 9  ‘Adoration of the Magi’ scene on: 1 a seventh-century circular box brooch of unknown provenance 
(now in the British Museum, London); 2 a seventh-century circular box brooch, allegedly from Reggio di 

Calabria(I?); 3 a sixth-seventh-century gold disc from a grave at Siderno in Reggio di Calabria (I); 
4 a ninth-century gold disc from Tiriolo in Catanzaro (I).
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fi gure of an ‘Archangel’ from the same cemetery 
(Fig. 4,1) is a clear indication that the similar-
ity between the ‘Holy Rider’ on the brooch from 
Grave 60 and the ‘Holy Rider’ appearing on 
eastern Mediterranean apotropaic devices96 is 
not mere chance. Similarly to the brooch’s ico-
nography itself97, the +ΑΡΧΑΝΓΕΛΕ ΒΟ[HΘΙ] 
(‘Archangel help!’) inscription fi ts into the invo-
cations appearing on the apotropaic devices of 
the late antique eastern Mediterranean world. 
The image of two angels fl anking a cross sur-
mounted by the bust of Christ which appears 
on fi ve brooches found in the Carpathian Ba-
sin, usually identifi ed as the ‘Veneration of the 
Cross’ (Fig. 6A)98, is consistent with this inter-
pretation. This is borne out not only by the us-
age of the cross, defi ned by the Church Fathers 
as the single symbol acceptable as an apotropaic 
device to Christians, but also by the well-known 
fact that a wide range of images evoking various 
events from the life of Christ and loosely associ-
ated depictions – the ‘Veneration of the Cross’99 
among them – assumed an apotropaic function 
in the late antique Eastern Roman world100. Let 

96 As VIKAN (1984, 79, noted): “The rider was one of Late 
Antiquity’s most popular amuletic motifs [...]”. 

97 See E. DAUTERMAN MAGUIRE/H. MAGUIRE/M. J. DUN-
CAN-FLOWERS, Art and Holy Power in the Early Chris-
tian House. Illinois Byzantine Stud. 2 (Urbana, Chi-
cago 1989) 87, 164 Cat. no. 88.

98 The earlier interpretation of the scene as the ‘Cru-
cifi xion’ (ALFÖLDI 1934, 294 f.; IDEM 1938, 169 f.; SÁGI 
1984–1985, 23–25) is contradicted by the presence of 
the angels fl anking the cross; however, the reading 
of the depiction as ‘cherubs on both sides of a Cross’ 
(BÓNA 1971, 297) is equally erroneous. While the 
description of the scene as ‘two angels fl anking the 
Cross’ (TÓTH 1994, 259; IDEM 1999, 172; VIDA 2011, 408) 
is accurate, it does not aid the interpretation of the 
iconography. The ‘Veneration of the Cross’ interpre-
tation proposed by ALFÖLDI (1934, 294), accepted by 
LÁSZLÓ (1940, 150), FÜLEP (1973, 312) and TÓTH (1987, 
255; IDEM 2005, 183), is essentially identical with the 
view expressed by WARLAND (1986, 117–119), who de-
voted a lengthy study to this issue (he speaks about a 
Kreuzwache). This imagery is, at the same time, loose-
ly related to the iconographic formula on a few am-
pullae from Palestine, on which the image of the As-
cension is complemented by the monumental cross 
erected on the Mount of Olives during the Byzantine 
period (NOGA-BANAI, Das Kreuz auf dem Ölberg: 
mögliche frühe Bildbezeugungen. Röm. Quartalschr. 
Christl. Altkde. 102, 2007, 141–154).

99 For the apotropaic nature of this particular image 
type: WARLAND 1986, 118 f.; CHRISTE 1973, 22.

100 VIKAN 1984; E. KITZINGER, Refl ections on the Feast Cy-

us recall the (now lost) sixth–seventh-century 
cameo (Fig. 6,B1) from Moscow whose iconog-
raphy, accompanied by the inscription CΚΕΠΗ 
ΛΕΟΝΤΙΟΥ (‘the protection of Leontios’101), is 
the exact counterpart of the brooches discussed 
here. A fi nger-ring bearing an image of the ‘Ven-
eration of the Cross’ – although without the bust 
of Christ above the cross as on the brooches – 
and the inscription ΑΡΧΑΝΓΕΛΕ ΒΟHΘΙ TON 
ΦΟΡΟΥΝΤΑ (‘Archangel help him who bears 
[this ring]’102: Fig. 6,B3) from the same period 
clearly indicate the function of these artefacts. 
In the light of the above, the brooches with the 
depictions assigned to the second group can, in 
terms of their iconography, be assigned to the 
category of personal adornments bearing apo-
tropaic values such as fi nger-rings (Figs. 4,2–4; 
5,2–3), armbands (Fig. 5,5), pendants (Figs. 5,4; 
6,B4), gems (Figs. 6,B1–2) and brooches so wide-
spread in the late antique Mediterranean world. 

It would be tempting to interpret the brooch-
es assigned to the fi rst group on iconographic 
grounds along the same line. However, asso-
ciating the imagery of the brooches portraying 
the combat between the Holy Rider and the de-
mon with the battle between Bellerophon and 
Chimera (Figs. 1,1–2), the ‘Ascension’103 with 
the Roman image of the emperor’s apotheosis 
(Figs. 2,1–2, 4), and the Christian image whose 
message is not entirely decipherable104 with the 
antique narrative of ‘Heracles and Omphale’105 

cle in Byzantine Art. Cahiers Arch. 36, 1988, 51–73 
here 61 f.

101 WARLAND 1986, 118, Abb. 130; SPIER 2007, 142, Cat. no. 
779.

102 CH. SCHMIDT, Fingerringe (Ktnr. 639). In: L. Wamser 
(ed.), Byzanz. Europas östliches Erbe. Glanz, Krisen 
und Fortleben einer tausendjährigen Kultur (Mün-
chen 2004) 328; SPIER 2007, 142, Pl. 141,20.

103 ALFÖLDI 1934, 295, was the fi rst to propose this inter-
pretation.

104 The initial publication (BARKÓCZI 1968, 289) suggested 
an interpretation as the ‘Anastasis’; subsequent re-
search either accepted this reading (FÜLEP 1973, 312) 
or proposed another one such as ‘Daring Thomas’ 
(BÓNA 1971, 297), the ‘Raising of Lazarus’ (TÓTH 1987, 
255; IDEM 1994, 258; IDEM 1999, 171 f.; IDEM 2005, 183; 
VIDA 2011, 408, n. 87), the ‘Adoration of the Magi’ 
(TÓTH 1994, 258; THOMAS 1982, 280; IBLER 1991, 33) or 
the ‘Sacrifi ce of Isaac’ (PANNUTI 2012, 163 f.). GARAM 
(1993, 101–103), was more cautious when speaking 
about a “vierfi gurige” decoration and ‘varied inter-
pretations’.

105 Identifi ed by GLASER 2002, 145 f.
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(Fig. 3,1) did not conform to the sixth–seventh-
century trends of the eastern Mediterranean 
world.106 The latter imagery would be more 
typical of a community partly cut off from the 
sixth–seventh-century Christian Mediterranean 
mainstream, which had preserved the tradi-
tions of the early centuries of Christian visual 
arts; these include the remnants of the Roman-

106 Although the idea behind the combination of the im-
age of Christ with an eagle and a lamb on the sixth-
century Antioch chalice (see K. WEITZMANN [ed.], Age 
of Spirituality. Late Antique and Early Christian Art, 
Third to Seventh Century [New York 1979] 606–608, 
Cat. no. 542) is semantically closely allied to the 
‘apotheosis of an emperor’ image appearing on the 
Pannonian brooches (as earlier emphasised by KÁDÁR 
1942, 9), the former is not only atypical in the period’s 
Eastern Roman context, but has much less in com-
mon with the imagery of the Pannonian pieces than 
the local Roman precursors. 

ised population of Pannonia and, in a broader 
sense, of the north-western Balkans after the 
collapse of the Roman rule, and of Germanic 
groups who had come into contact with Christi-
anity under their infl uence. It is therefore hardly 
surprising that the so-called dental ornament 
(’Zahnschnitt’), a decorative element known 
exclusively from the Carpathian Basin107, ap-
pears on the brooches bearing the ‘apotheosis 
of an emperor’ (Figs. 2,1–2, 4), an image whose 
counterparts are known from Roman art of the 
1st century AD (Fig. 2,5)108, and which also ap-
pears on early medieval artefacts other than 

107 ALFÖLDI 1926, 48; DAIM 2002, 117; MÜLLER 2010, 207, 
for the origins, development and appearance of the 
‘Zahnschnitt’ ornament, see HEINRICH-TAMÁSKA 2006 
and esp. 583 f. for the ‘Zahnschnitt’ decoration of the 
brooches.

108 GLASER 2002, 147. A point also made by KÁDÁR 1942, 9.
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Fig. 9  1 A sixth-century disc brooch of unknown provenance with a depiction of the ‘Annunciation’ 
(now in “Römisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum, Mainz”); 2 a sixth–seventh-century (?) disc brooch 

with a depiction of the ‘Adoration of the Magi’, allegedly from Italy. – Sixth-century framed Byzantine 
gold medallions with depictions: 3 of the ‘Adoration of the Magi’; 4 the ‘Baptism in the Jordan’.

1 2

3 4



circular box brooches in the Carpathian Basin 
(Fig. 2,3)109. Given the popularity of this image 
in Pannonia during the Roman period (Fig. 1,3), 
the appearance of ‘Bellerophon and Chimera’ 
scenes on brooches is hardly surprising110. The 
secure identifi cation of the scene on the brooch 
from Grave 5 of the Horreum with a Christian 
narrative remains elusive111, precisely because it 
was conceived in a cultural milieu whose icono-
graphic traditions were not incorporated into 
the generally accepted and followed Christian 
visual language112. The visual vocabulary of the 
brooches assigned to the fi rst group thus pro-
vides additional proof for the survival of one 
part of the Romanised population as Christians 
up to the Avar period and offers new elements 
for the assessment of their culture; it also acts 
as an important caveat, illustrating the dangers 
of drawing far-reaching conclusions regarding 

109 E. BÁRDOS/É. GARAM, Das awarenzeitliche Gräberfeld 
in Zamárdi-Rétiföldek. Mon. Arch. Avarorum 9 (Bu-
dapest 2009) Taf. 236,3.

110 TÓTH 2005, 184 f.
111 See note 105.
112 For a discussion of the problem: P. J. NORDHAGEN, Was 

there a Carolingian “renovatio” style in painting? 
Journey through a bleak historiographical landscape. 
Acta ad Arch. et Artium Historiam Pertinentia 20, 
2006, 193–210.

the place of manufacture of a class of artefacts 
based on geographic distribution alone. The 
presence of the brooches assigned to the second 
group which bear an imagery of obviously east-
ern Mediterranean origin in the sixth–seventh-
century Carpathian Basin again confi rms the 
contention based on the investigation of Basilica 
II at Keszthely-Fenékpuszta113, namely that the 
Christians of Pannonia maintained direct con-
tact with Byzantium during this period and that 
they were probably joined by new Christian 
communities from the empire as a result of the 
Avars’ intervention. 

113 For this church building erected in the later sixth or at 
the beginning of the seveth century, see O. HEINRICH-
TAMÁSKA, Sakral- oder Profanbauten? Zur Funktion 
und Datierung der „Kirchen” von Keszthely-Fenék-
puszta (Komitat Zala, Ungarn). In: N. Krohn (ed.), 
Kirchenarchäologie heute. Fragestellungen – Metho-
den – Ergebnisse (Darmstadt 2010) 91–112 (with the 
previous literature). Although neither the identity of 
its builders, nor the exact historical circumstances of 
its erection are known, the fact that it represents the 
single church edifi ce built in the Avar Khaganate as 
well as the church’s ground plan seem to suggest a 
Christian community that had recently arrived to 
Pannonia.
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Ádám Bollók

Summary

The present paper investigates the iconographic peculiarities of one sub-group of the Avar-period 
circular box brooches, specifi cally the variants with a sunken central part and fi gural decoration, and 
in particular the pieces assigned to the so-called Keszthely–Pécs group. The origins of this artefact 
class have been fi ercely debated from the very time of the publication of the fi rst pieces, i.e. from the 
last third of the 19th century. Most Hungarian archaeologists argued for a local, Pannonian place of 
manufacture of these brooches, while others interpreted some of the earliest and technically more 
sophisticated ones as Byzantine imports, or even pilgrim souvenirs, reaching the Carpathian Basin 
through trade, immigrants or pilgrimage. Technological studies as well as the geographic distribution 
of the artefact class (i.e. in the Carpathian Basin and the eastern Adriatic region including present-day 
Albania, Montenegro and Calabria) likewise appeared to strengthen the Byzantine thesis. From an 
iconographic perspective, however, the brooches from the Carpathian Basin can be classifi ed into two 
well-separable and well-defi nable sub-groups. The fi rst comprises the brooches depicting Christian-
ized polytheist image types such as ‘Bellerophon and Chimera’ depictions, portrayals of the emper-
or’s apotheosis, and a depiction of ‘Heracles and Omphale’. The images on the brooches in the other 
group are undeniably Christian as the ‘Holy Rider’, the ‘Archangel’, and the ‘Veneration of the Cross’ 
(?). This co-existence of images created for communicating ‘baptised polytheist/imperial Roman’ and 
expressly Christian messages is surprising in a sixth–seventh-century context since the ‘Holy Rider’, 
‘Archangel’ and ‘Veneration of the Cross’ depictions were part of a coherent Christian visual language 
in the Byzantine world in those times. The imagery of obviously polytheist origin on the pieces as-
signed to the fi rst group, in contrast, had become extremely archaic or downright obsolete among the 
Christian communities of the eastern Roman world by the 6th and 7th centuries. This latter imagery is 
more typical of a community partly cut off from the sixth-seventh-century Christian Mediterranean 
mainstream, which had preserved the traditions of the early centuries of Christian visual arts, such 
as the remnants of the Romanised population of Pannonia. The visual vocabulary of the brooches as-



signed to the fi rst group thus furnishes additional proof for the survival of one part of the Romanised 
population as Christians up to the Avar period and offers new aspects for the assessment of their 
culture. The presence of the brooches assigned to the second group bearing an imagery of obviously 
eastern Mediterranean origin in the sixth–seventh-century Carpathian Basin, on the other hand, con-
fi rms that the Christians of Pannonia maintained direct contact with Byzantium during this period 
and that they were probably joined by new Christian communities from the empire as a result of the 
Avars’ intervention.
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Zusammenfassung

Bellerophon und Kreuzigung? 
Bemerkungen zu den spätantiken runden Kastenfibeln in Pannonien

Die vorliegende Studie konzentriert sich auf die ikonographischen Besonderheiten einer Gruppe 
awarenzeitlicher Kastenfi beln mit eingetieftem Mittelfeld und fi guraler Verzierung, die als Keszthely-
Pécs genannt wird. Über die Herkunft dieses Fibeltyps wird seit der Vorlage des ersten Exemplars, 
d.h. seit dem letzten Drittel des 19. Jahrhunderts debattiert. Einige ungarische Archäologen haben eine 
lokale Herstellung der pannonischen Kastenfi beln angenommen, andere hingegen interpretierten die 
frühesten und technologisch hochwertigen Fibeln als byzantinische Importware und gar als Pilgera-
mulette, die als Handelsware oder durch Einwanderer oder Pilger ins Karpatenbecken mitgenommen 
worden sind. Sowohl die geographische Verbreitung (im Karpatenbecken und entlang beider Seiten 
der adriatischen Küste im heutigen Albanien, Montenegro und Kalabrien) als auch die Ergebnisse 
technologischer Untersuchungen schienen die byzantinische Herkunft einiger Kastenfi beln zu unter-
stützen. 

Aus ikonographischer Sicht können die Kastenfi beln des Karpatenbeckens in zwei deutlich sich 
abgrenzende Gruppen eingeordnet werden. Zu der ersten Gruppe gehören Fibeln, die mit christlich-
polytheistischen Bildern verziert sind, wie „Bellerophon und Chimäre“, Kaiserapotheose und „Her-
akles und Omphalos“. Die zweite Gruppe ist durch eindeutig christliche Darstellungen vertreten, wie 
Reiterheilige, Erzengel und Kreuzwachen. Die parallele Existenz der christlichen Bilder polytheistisch-
er bzw. christlicher Herkunft ist ganz überraschend im Kontext des 6. und 7. Jahrhunderts, da zwar 
Reiterheilige-, Erzengel- und Kreuzwachedarstellungen ganz normale Bestandteile der zeitgenös-
sischen christlichen Bildsprache bildeten, doch die Motive der ersten Gruppe mit polytheistischer 
Herkunft als archaisch und unmodisch unter den Christen der oströmischen Welt des 6.–7. Jahrhun-
derts galten. Die letzteren Bildtypen waren eher charakteristisch für Gemeinden, die von den Haupt-
strömungen des christlichen Mittelmeerraums des 6.–7. Jahrhunderts getrennt lebten, wie die Reste 
der romanisierten Bevölkerung Pannoniens. In dieser Lage konnten die verschiedenen künstlerischen 
Traditionen der ersten christlichen Jahrhunderte bewahrt und tradiert werden. Die Bildsprache der 
Kastenfi beln der ersten Gruppe verweist also auf das partielle Weiterleben einer provinzialrömisch-
christlichen Bevölkerung in Pannonien tief in die Awarenzeit hinein und liefert auch neue Angaben 
zur Bewertung ihrer geistlichen und materiellen Kultur. Andererseits bestätigt die Verbreitung und 
Beliebtheit der offensichtlich zeitgleichen mediterranen Bilder der zweiten Gruppe der Kastenfi beln, 
dass die pannonischen Christen während des 6.–7. Jahrhunderts unmittelbare Kontakte mit Byzanz 
unterhielten und, als Folge der awarischen Machtpolitik, ihre Gemeinschaft mit Neuankömmlingen 
bereichert wurde.


