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Eduard Krekovic

BYZANTINE AND SLAVIC POTTERY - IS THERE ANY INFLUENCE?

For approximately 100 years archaeologists have been
finding in the region of Moravia (now the eastern part of the
Czech Republic) strange pottery, which seems to be alien
there. It is dated to the 9" century AD. During that period
the area was the central part of the Moravian kingdom or
Magna Moravia (fig. 1). The pottery differs from the local
Slavic products in both technology and by shapes. It was
therefore considered to be Roman, Avar or Byzantine. How-
ever, some scholars considered the possibility of a local ori-
gin. A review and summary of the previous opinions on this
matter were offered 40 years ago by V. Hruby'. Because frag-
ments of this pottery had been found together with roof tiles
in a pottery kiln, he assumed that both articles were produced
by Byzantine craftsmen in Moravia. According to him, they
came there in AD 863 together with the Byzantine mission
of Cyril and Method?. However, he did not support his hypo-
thesis by any finds from the territory of the Byzantine Em-
pire, so I decided to reopen this problem.

Pottery of the type mentioned above is not numerous.?
The collection consists of several undamaged vessels and
dozens of fragments from eight sites including settlements
as well as cemeteries. The settlements belong to the centres

with stone-built churches, while some of the tombs are
situated near village sites. It seems that women and children
were buried in these tombs, but the evidence is not repre-
sentative enough to make more general conclusions. The
common characteristic of all vessels is the fineness of the
material, though the colour and elaboration of their surface
may differ. The surface is yellow to brown, sometimes with
ared slip. Some of them are well-fired, others less so.

The shapes of the jugs can be divided to four groups:

1. Amphora-like jugs with two handles
The handles begin at the base of the neck, sometimes in
the confines between the handle and the body of the
vessel. This shape is definitely the most numerous. There
are globular (Fig. 2,3.7) and more slender (Fig. 2,5)
types, the latter being generally taller (19,5-29,8 cm).
The height of the globular jugs is 10,5 to 14,5 cm.

' HrusY 1965.
2 HrusY 1965, 65.
3 Most pictures of pottery types were published without scales.
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Fig. 1: Moravian kingdom
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Fig. 2: Byzantine pottery types from Moravia
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Fig 3: 1 Reconstruction of roof tiles from Moravia. — 2-3 Slavic imitations of Byzantine pottery. —
4-5 Byzantine pottery types from Moravia.
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2. Jugs with one handle
These are slender vessels with a narrow neck. The handles
begin likewise at the base of the neck or in the confines
between the handle and the body of the vessel (Fig. 2,
6.8).

3. Bottle-like shapes
So far only two pieces of this kind have been found
(Fig. 3,5). Their shapes are similar to the previous group
of the jugs.

4. Bowls
There are only fragments of two types of bowls — with
slightly everted or inturned rim (Fig. 2,1.2)

There are also several individual finds, such as a round pil-
grim-flask (fig. 2,4), or twin-vessel (fig. 3,4); fragments of
a lid, as well as two ovoid rattles, may be mentioned here.
Several roof tiles made from the similar material also have
been found (fig. 3,1).

Because the quality of firing and surface elaboration of
the vessels differ, it is likely that they were made in different
workshops. So far only one kiln where such pottery was made —
according to V. Hruby — has been found. He assumed that
the fragments of the jugs were in the kiln*. However, the jugs
were not complete and it is therefore impossible to be certain
that they were made there, because the kiln could have served
as a refuse pit after it ceased to function. Notwithstanding
this, I suppose that this pottery was produced in Moravia
(not necessarily in this kiln) although under strong Byzantine
influence.

There are relatively few well-dated finds of a coarse pot-
tery similar to the Moravian finds from the territory of the
Byzantine Empire. The fact that Byzantine coarse ware from
the period 4001200 AD varies only in small details® also
constitutes a problem in the sense that dating the ware to the
9" century AD only is relatively difficult. The situation is
even more problematic due to the fact that there were many
local workshops which have not been examined sufficiently
so far. For these reasons there has been little success in
finding analogies to the Moravian finds. An amphora-like
jug from Chios® (fig. 4,4) or pilgrim-flask from Sardis’ (fig. 4,
6) can be mentioned as examples of such analogies. Closer
parallels to our vessels perhaps do not exist, because they
may be of local origin and not imported from Byzantium.
Later I will return to the question of Moravian pottery pro-
ducers.

We can find a similar situation in the Balkan region of
the Lower Danube. The peculiar mix of Slavic, old-Bulga-
rian, pre-Romanian and Byzantine cultural elements emerged
on the both banks of the river — that is, in northern Bulgaria
and southern Romania. The Romanian scholar M. Comsa
has named it Balkano-Danubian civilisation. It began to de-
velop at the end of the 8" century AD to the south of Danube
and had lasted approximately until the year AD 1000%. Along-
side the pottery imported from Byzantium (mainly amphorae)
we can find there its local imitations. The most popular were
amphora-like jugs with two handles, like those found in Mo-
ravia as well. Very similar finds appear in Bulgaria at Pliska’
(fig. 4,3), Devene'® (fig. 4,5), Devnja'! (fig. 4,9) and in Ro-
mania at Fintinele'? (fig. 4,7) or Sultana®® (fig. 4, 8). There
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was an important pottery workshop in Romania in the village
of Bucov, where even glazed pottery of Byzantine type was
produced'. One-handled jugs and bowls similar to Moravian
ones have been found in Bulgaria where the pottery of these
shapes belongs to the so-called table ware'. The most im-
portant centres of its production included Pliska and Preslav,
centres of the 1* Bulgarian Kingdom'¢, where even roof tiles —
like in Moravia — were produced'’.

Bottle-like jugs, exclusively with two handles, have been
found also in Slavic sites near the lake Balaton in Pannonia
(Hungary). Here they have been considered as imitations of
the late Roman jugs, which were made during the late Avar
period in the 8" century AD'®. This pottery tradition appeared
later in the local Slavic centres near Balaton-Zalavar and
Keszthely during the 9" century AD according to A. S6s".

Itis possible, however, that the situation there was similar
to that in Moravia, where Byzantine craftsmen came with
the mission of Cyril and Method to build churches. The pro-
duction of the roof tiles can support this idea®. The craftsmen
could also make vessels similar to Byzantine ones, here as
well as in the area of the Lower Danube. In the latter region
the production could develop more, because the Byzantine
influence there was more direct and had lasted longer. In
Moravia the production of the pottery may have lasted only
a few years and may have stopped after Method’s pupils
had left to Balkan in AD 885. The Slavs were not able to
make pottery of such a high quality, but sometimes they might
try to imitate it. The hand-made two-handled jugs, and
especially the bottle-like jugs may be mentioned as examples
(fig. 3,2.3)*'. So these vessels represent what we might call
Byzantine influence on Slavic pottery.
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Fig. 4: Pottery of Byzantine character from the Lower Danube region: 1.2 Preslav. — 3 Pliska. — 5 Devene. —
7 Fintinele. — 8 Sultana. — 9 Devnja. — Pottery from the Byzantine Empire: 4 Chios. — 6 Sardis.
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