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It has been a little more than a hundred years since 
József Hampel’s book, the “Alterthümer” was pub-
lished (1905), that one welcomes a state-of-the-art 
publication concerning the Avar period (7th and 
8th centuries AD) in the Carpathian Basin, which 
discusses its subject in an entirely international 
context. The author strives for totality: based on a 
comprehensive survey of what has been available to 
him in the literature – regarding the types of objects, 
burial customs and other archaeological phenom-
ena –, he attempts to present a synthesis, focusing 
on the connections of the Avars to the Mediterra-
nean, and how these could be identified on the basis 
of archaeological data. 

The publication of this book certainly does not 
come as a surprise, when taking into account the 
past 30-40 years of the author’s career. Precisely 30 
years ago, Bálint had already published a seminal 
volume on the archaeology of the steppe region, and 
that book was his first attempt to synthesize knowl-
edge concerning the early medieval archaeology of 
Eastern Europe, highlighting connections between 
Eastern Europe and the Carpathian Basin in the Avar 
period (Bálint, 1989). Since the mid ‘80s, his atten-
tion turned increasingly toward the Mediterranean 
region – including Byzantium (Bálint, 1985, pp. 
209–223). An early sign of this turn was his 1992 
book about the grave in Üč Tepe (Bálint, 1992, pp. 309–496),1 and one has to note here his voluminous 
study about the migration of the Avars to the Carpathian Basin as well (Bálint, 1993, 195–273). In 2004, 
he published another book (in Hungarian), analysing the famous treasure of Nagyszentmiklós (Sânnicolau 
Mare, RO), the revised German edition of which was issued in 2010 (Bálint, 2004; 2010). In summary, 
the present volume is not only the result of his recent research (i.e. in the past years), but also relies on the 
knowledge and results of his whole career.

Among many other books and articles published during the past few years, Bálint’s book also makes 
note of the fact that the research on the Avar period has levelled up in the past thirty years. Without giving a 
detailed introduction to the history of this research field, Éva Garam’s study on Byzantine (or Byzantine-like) 
finds has to be mentioned (Garam, 2001), as well as Tivadar Vida’s published and forthcoming works (Vida, 
2000, pp. 367–377; Vida, 2016; Vida, 2017), which contributed to the deeper understanding of cultural 
exchange during the Avar period (Vida, 2018). It is a favourable coincidence that in 2018 two significant his-

1 Later in Hungarian with a special regard to the early Avar age (Bálint, 1994).
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torical monographs have been also published on this period: one by Georgios Kardaras (2018), and the other 
by Walter Pohl. The latter is a revised version of his earlier work from 1988 (Pohl, 2018). Thus, one may 
conclude that there have been significant works published in the past 10–15 years – including archaeological 
excavation reports on large cemeteries –, which keep catalysing the Hungarian research as well.2 

The present study is a valuable addition to the Hungarian and international research on distance trade 
and cultural connections in the early medieval period. Comparable studies have been produced about Italy 
(Keim, 2007), Sicily (metaxas, 2009), Southern Germany (drauschKe, 2011) and there is also a growing 
number of publications on Late Antique and Byzantine small finds (schulze&dörrlamm, 2002; 2009; 
Böhlendorf-arslan&ricci, 2012), and Byzantine archaeology in general (BollóK, 2015, pp. 265–314). 
This book is significant, because it provides a perspective on the Avar period archaeology in the Carpathian 
Basin, within the larger international context. At once, it offers a rich insight into the basic problems of 
archaeological research concerning the Avars. Nonetheless, one should not expect a light reading, when 
choosing this book as an introduction to the archaeology of the Avar period. Bálint systematically discusses 
complex issues, based on methods he prefers. Although the following list is not exhaustive, the major 
themes include the problem of the “first generation”, the “uniformity” of 8th century material culture, the 
technological changes and their spread, the question of regionality within the Carpathian Basin and the 
problem of “empty” (underpopulated?) areas, the archaeology of trade, workshops, and the movement of 
objects – consequently mobility –, as well as the geopolitical situation of the Carpathian Basin, its foreign 
connections, and cultural features characteristic specifically of the Avars.  

The book is divided into ten chapters and contains also an Appendix with list of illustrations and biblio-
graphical references of finds discussed in the text. The main goal of the author was “to offer a new perspec-
tive on the contacts with Byzantium and Italy” (p. 12). To approach this theme, Bálint applies a chorological 
method: four out of the ten chapters discusses the distribution of certain types of artefacts (Chapter 3, 4, 7 
and 8), while other chapters raise theoretical problems (Chapter 2, 5, 6, 9 and 10). Chapter 2 and 9 provide, 
basically, a framework, i.e. the history of research on the one hand, (specifically focusing on the Italian con-
nections), and a summary of archaeological observations and methodological problems on the other hand. 
Chapter 10 is essentially a case study, which discusses the problem of ethnic identity on the example of the 
Kölked A and B cemeteries (pp. 253–261).    

Chapter 3 is the longest one in the book (92 pages), outlining the methodological and geographical 
frameworks. Therein, the author is looking for regularities in the distribution patterns of certain objects 
– those, which are relevant to illustrate long-distance trade connections, or on the basis of which such 
connections could be hypothetically argued for. Thereby, similar emphasis is given to the density of object 
distribution, and to the lack of objects in specific geographical areas. Based on spatial correlations – when 
distribution patterns seemed to overlap –, Bálint could define those regions, which possibly played a focal 
role in maintaining long-distance contacts and had characteristic features both in regard to material finds 
as well as other cultural phenomena, e.g. burial customs (pp. 30–69). The second part of the chapter dis-
cusses the possible explanations. In addition to burial customs, Bálint analyses the distribution of Byzantine 
coins and folding-chairs (presented as separate case studies), and the possible ways they were brought to 
this region. When approaching the problem of workshop activity, he is focusing on technological groups, 
instead of formal similarities and parallels. On the other hand, he also explores the radius of workshop 
activity and how commodities were accessible (pp. 84–89). As part of this problem, he analyses the move-
ments of objects in connection to trade routes, including again case studies on the distribution of special belt 
mounts and ceramic types. Following the discussion of costumes, he also indulges in how archaeological 
finds can be interpreted as a reflection of identity (pp. 107–112).

Chapter 4 is dedicated to the theoretical and methodological problems of research on Byzantine connec-
tions. Bálint discusses first the territorial changes of the Byzantine Empire, its neighbours under Byzantine 

2 Zsófia Rácz published a book about the Avar age goldsmith graves (rácz, 2014), Péter Somogyi wrote about the coin finds 
(somoGyi, 2014), Gergely Csiky about the polearms and edged weapons (csiKy, 2015) etc.



Levente Samu • The Avars, Byzantium And Italy. A Study in Chorology and Cultural History, by Csanád Bálint
46HUNGARIAN ARCHAEOLOGY E-JOURNAL • 2019 Autumn

influence, then, moves on to compare the archaeological materials from the Carpathian Basin and the Eastern 
European territories (pp. 115–116). He touches on the question of “Byzantine” objects and dress accessories, 
whose spread can be observed also in Eastern Europe (pp. 118–128). A subchapter discusses belt assem-
blages and belt buckles, focusing particularly on their distribution patterns (dense and scarce occurrence) 
(pp. 129–155). One of the most important conclusions of the chapter is that the Avar society in the Carpathian 
Basin was an important consumer of Byzantine culture, thus, acting as intermediary “agent”, influencing 
dress habits in East-Central and Eastern Europe, where Byzantine elements were also introduced (p. 155).  

In Chapter 5, which – in our opinion – is the most important one, Bálint discusses the Italian connections, 
the political-geopolitical relationship between the Carpathian Basin and Italy (as a neighbouring region) 
(pp. 157–162). He builds a model, based on the work of Attila Kiss (Kiss, 1996, pp. 300–302), integrating 
also the results produced in the past 20 years. A very important part of this chapter is the review and analysis 
of Byzantine coins, presumably originating from Italy (pp. 162–164), followed by a thorough analysis of 
archaeological finds from Italy. As in the works of Stephanie Keim on Italy and Southern Germany (Keim, 
2007), the provenience of these finds could not be clarified with reassuring certainty (pp. 165–173), and 
probably a series of case studies – complemented by scientific analyses – would be needed to provide con-
cluding answers to these questions (Bühler, 2019, 203–213).    

Chapter 6 deals with the problem of how Mediterranean artefacts could have arrived in the Carpathian 
Basin. Having surveyed the various possibilities, the author devotes many pages to the problem of trade in 
the Avar period, combining archaeological theories and data with the study of written sources. The analysis 
of archaeological data forms, apparently, the most extensive part of the chapter, where he compares the 
Carpathian Basin with different regions of Central Europe from the perspective of what objects occurred in 
the respective regions during this period and in what quantities (pp. 189–194). Chapter 7 returns the focus 
to the Carpathian Basin, analysing the distribution and quantity of “Byzantine” and “Byzantine-like” arte-
facts (pp. 196–213), including ceramics, metal and glass finds, as well as coins, jewellery and belt buckles. 
As T. Vida, Bálint also differentiates between “Byzantine” and “Late Antique Byzantine” types (after Vida, 
2009) (pp. 204–206).

Chapter 8 discusses the cultural importance of Mediterranean artefacts. The so called “Transdanubia 
phenomenon” – the remarkable differences between Transdanubia and the Great Hungarian Plane – are 
explained and interpreted in the light of quantitative analyses. Concerning the Transylvanian region, the 
discussion is significantly shorter, due to the current state of research. In case of Transdanubia (i.e. the 
Roman Pannonia), the chapter raises fundamental questions, such as the continuity of workshop traditions 
(pp. 223–224) and the problem of resettlement from the Balkan, whereby the limitations of archaeological 
interpretations are clearly demonstrated (pp. 226–232). Each subchapter deals with possible Western and 
Eastern European impacts (pp. 232–237). On the one hand, it is explained that the different geographical 
locations of Pannonia, the Danube-Tisza Interfluve and the Great Hungarian Plane fundamentally influ-
enced connections to distant trade networks and on the other hand, Bálint also emphasizes the cultural back-
ground, i.e. the presence of formerly settled population groups, whose old traditions mixed with cultural 
influenced brought by the Avars constituted together a colourful archaeological mosaic.     

In Chapter 9, the author forges a historical model to explain the Avars’ disappearance in the 9th century. 
He emphasizes that inner cultural tensions of the Avar society in the 8th century. Although there is a sign of 
a shift towards agriculture, the fundamental socio-economic model of the Avar power structure remained 
unchanged, which inevitably led to disintegration (pp. 243–251). This narrative thread – based on cultural 
differences – is present throughout the whole book, as Bálint unfolds its different manifestations. 

With more than 200 maps, presenting 127 types of objects, technological issues and other archaeologi-
cal phenomena, this fresh volume gives a thorough insight into the cultural contacts of the Avars with the 
Mediterranean, focusing in particular on Italy. The comprehensive analysis offers a colourful picture about 
the period, and – as the author notes in his introduction –, far more questions can be raised than solutions 
offered. With this in mind, one should rest assured that Csanád Bálint’s book will give a fresh boost to the 
research on the Avar period.           
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