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BOOK REVIEW: FOCUS ON THE MOTORWAY PATH

GABOR ILON!
Hungarian Archaeology Vol. 14 (2025) Issue 2, pp. 45-47.

Just in time! I am pleased to see at last the new sci-
entific version of the “preliminary report” called
Archaeological Research in a Million and a Half
Square Meters, which was produced in Szentendre
and edited by Edit Tari in 2006 as the seventh num-
ber of the New Series of the Pest County Museum
Notes. It is noteworthy that we had to wait nearly
two decades for the more detailed first volume,
whose 2024 publication was supported by the Hun-
garian National Research Fund.

Entitled “The Natural Environment and Copper Age
Sites”, the first volume of the 2024 publication intro-
duces the research carried out between the summer of
2001 and the spring of 2006 (on a stretch of 36 kilo-
metres with 47 sites) in the southern and south-east-
ern section of the MO motorway and along the section
of the No. 4 main road bypassing Vecsés and Ul18. In
the course of processing the finds, some 400 thou-
sand archaeological and over 50 thousand archae-
ozoological items were added to the Szentendre
Ferenczy Museum’s collection. Following the pro-
cessing project, 13 studies by 13 authors went into a
Sleeping Beauty state for about a decade. This period
saw major changes in Hungarian museology and
archaeology, which naturally affected the Szentendre
museum as well. Unfortunately, the developments
did not help scientific processing and its publication.
However, thanks to a lucky constellation and a sup-
portive atmosphere, editors could take out the studies
“gathering dust” on servers for long years.
Following the editors’ Foreword, which gives
a summary of the archaeological challenges of the
excavation period and the results, the first block
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comprises seven scientific studies covering the full period from the Neolithic to the Arpad Period.

In the first paper (pp. 10-16), Pal Stimegi, Robert Patay and Tiinde Tordcsik offer a brief overview of
the main goals of the environmental historical (geological, sedimentological, pedological, archaeobotan-
ical, archaeomalacological and vertebrate archaeozoologial) investigations they conducted. Through a
comparative assessment, the authors try to reconstruct the chronological horizons and environmental back-
grounds of archaeological cultures, and the closer and wider surroundings of settlers in the area, and the

changes they may have undergone.
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The research results concerning soils, which constitute the basis of human life, are described by Pél Stimegi and
David Gergely Pall (pp. 18-29). They conclude that as the climatic conditions are nearly identical throughout the
region, due to the the wedge-shaped relief of the G6d61l6 and Monor hills, the northwestern-southeastern directed
valley system and the tertiary sediments separating the valleys and the heights covered in loess and due to the fluctua-
tions on the slopes, soils developed in bands in the given region. One of the main paleo-ecological background sites is
the alluvium situated between the Ecser 6 and Ecser 7 sites at the mouth of the place referred to as “Kutya kaparas”
on historical maps, while simply as Magléd Valley today. The authors offer clear answers to questions about soil types
(e.g., brown woodland soil, chernozem), the beginning of (in 11th-10th millennium BC) and the end of the the lime
mud layer (in the Late Bronze Age, 1st millennium BC). They also discuss issues that may have affected the life of
human communities and give a detailed analysis of the sediments in the late Sarmata site of Ecser 7.

Most (147) of the 215 items of the four shell and two mollusc fauna (Mollusca) can be classified as
belonging to the thick-shelled river mussel (Unio crassus) species from the Late Copper Age Baden Culture.
They must have been collected for human consumption, for making jewellery (one item is drilled through)
and for fodder, as we learn from the authors of the chapter on malacology, Pal Siimegi, Sandor Gulyas, and
Julia Hupuczi. It is significant that two cowry shells from the Miocene Age were found in two pits at Ecser 2
and Ecser 6, which are of local origin and must have been used for making jewellery (pp. 30-37).

In her archaeobotanical study, Katalin Herbich (pp. 39-52) provides a wide range of data from the
Lengyeli Culture to the Arpad Age. There were plant remains found in 68 of the 121 soil samples in 13 sites.
They were filtered out from the sludge of Ecser 6, Ull6 1, 2, 5 and 9, and from Vecsés 83. Details can be
scrutinized in the tables provided in the CD supplement. I consider particularly valuable the study of mud
plastering in the case of the Ecser 6 Baden settlement, as it was hardly used as a research method in the early
2000s and is still a rarely used source material.

A large amount of charred wood was found in the material, whose study is owed to Katalin Nafradi (pp.
54-61). In most cases, we have species of oak; in addition, remains of elm, ash, maple, and fruit trees have
been identified in the largest numbers. This enabled her not only to reconstruct the local flora, but also to
show the effect of humans on the vegetation cover.

The findings of pollen-analytical investigations are given by Elvira Bodor, Tiinde Térdcsik, and Pal
Stimegi (pp. 62—75). Of this, the most outstanding findings are about the Copper Age, in the second half of
which, simultaneously with the emergence of permanent settlements and agricultural activity, the human
influence on the areas examined appears to be more decisive.

Gerg0 Persaits gives an account of the analysis of microscopic phytoliths (pp. 76—87), still a unique field
of research. The vegetation thus supposed seems to be primarily connected to human activity rather than to
climatic factors.

Robert Patay, Pal Stimegi, and Tiinde Tordcsik give an overview of studies in environmental history (pp.
88-96). Following the first sporadic human impacts at the end of the Neolithic Age (Lengyeli Culture), con-
siderably more serious environmental modifications appeared with the communities of the Baden Culture.
The Late Copper Age landscape characterised by a mosaic of clustered settlements, agricultural territories, and
natural patches of woods survived up to the Roman Age. At this time, utilizing the crossings over the Danube
and the economic impact of the related trade routes, the Sarmatians decreased the former 50% proportion of
lands with a natural vegetation cover to a mere 20%. This cultural landscape was stabilized in the Middle Ages.

In the first paper about the archaeological artefacts unearthed, Robert Patay introduces the relatively
small number of ceramics showing features typical of the Early and Middle Copper Age (Supplement 1)
and animal bones (Supplement 2) unearthed in three pits of the Ecser 6 Copper Age settlement section.
Based on radiocarbon tests of the organic remains excavated from pit No 2183, he dates them to the late
stage of the Lengyeli Culture, namely to the beginning of its period III.

A Settlement of the Baden Complex on the Outskirts of Ecser and Maglod is also presented by Robert Patay
(pp. 128-195). Patay’s two studies constitute the backbone of the second unit of the volume. The paper is based on
the analysis of the Ecser 6, Maglod 1 and Ecser 2 Late Copper Age settlement. In addition to bones of 15 humans
unearthed in 14 sites, primarily remnants of cattle have been identified in large numbers. In the system developed
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by Neémejcova-Paviikova, the ceramics of the settlement represent the early classical phase (Baden IIIb), with
most pieces representing the classical and late phases (Baden I1I-IVa), where the features of the earlier phase are
only sporadic. A finer categorisation of horizons of classical and younger phases was not possible because they
are mostly mixed in the objects found in one site. Based on radiocarbon dates, life on the settlement started around
3400-3300 cal BC (4565+40 BP). The decorated wall fragments found in pit 283 testify to finely decorated over-
ground buildings, many of them bearing the remains of lime coating. The inhabitants of the settlement seem to
have been heavily engaged in modifying their environment, as shown by scientific examinations. Besides animal
farming (mostly cattle and small ruminants), agriculture too must have played an important role in their lives.
Krisztian Oross interprets and models the data of the radiocarbon examination of nine cattle bones of this
large Late Copper Age settlement (pp. 196-205). In addition to the time period given above, he states that
based on two chronological models, the settlement must have been inhabited in the classical period of the
Baden complex. It cannot be excluded that in the middle of the settlement the activity had started one or two
generations before the earliest activity evidenced in the outer parts. Some data from the centre of the set-
tlement also suggest that the earliest activity may have slightly preceded the generally accepted beginning
of the classical period of the Baden complex (around 3350 cal BC). Oross notes that only through carefully
planned radiocarbon dating could his assumptions be confirmed or refuted.
Anna Priskin’s article deals with The Early and Middle Copper Age Chipped Stone Assemblages of Ecser Site
6 and Maglod Site 1 (pp. 206-215). The implements found here, namely sickle blades, knives, and scrapers, were
certainly widely used in the period. Concerning raw materials, Priskin shows that in the Late Copper Age hydro
quartz and limestone continued to be popular and easily accessible materials. Similarly to the New Stone Age and
the Copper Age, various types of flint were in extensive use, while the use of obsidian and hornstone had declined.
The animal bones of the same Copper Age settlement are defined and interpreted by Beata Tugya (pp.
216-221). As identified by the author, the two dominant animal species are cattle (98) and small ruminants,
primarily sheep (81), in addition to 26 pigs, twelve dogs, and four horses. The proportion of hunted and
fished species is less than one per cent. The importance of these supplementary activities was basically
dependent on the environment of the given area. Naturally, Tugya also discusses issues of animal sacrifices.
The book applies reader-friendly typography; the supplements (maps, photos, drawings) are clear and easy
to study. The 545 highly sophisticated tables presented on a CD and complementing Robert Patay’s paper on
Baden Culture are also impressive. Unfortunately, neither the captions in the the book nor the captions in the CD
supplements are given in English, although they would add meaningful information to the brief English abstracts.
I consider this book an outstanding achievement that may serve as a model for further work. Why? The
main reason is that over the past approximately forty years Hungarian archaeology has produced no similar
publication on excavations preceding major road construction projects. Complementing this statement, my
earlier survey of the 1997-2012 period was published in the Summer issue of Hungarian Archaeology.
There are still no such volumes for the M1, M3, M5, and M7 motorway tracks. In the best case, we have
shorter or longer popular summaries and “selections”.> We should therefore appreciate this highly conscien-
tious book, the continuation of which (2nd volume) is to come out in October 2025.

The volume is available online on the webpage of the Ferenczy Museum: https://femuz.hu/wp-content/
uploads/2025/02/Nyomvonalat online.pdf

> Anincomplete list of examples: Utak a muiltba. Az M3-as autopdlya régészeti leletmentései [Paths into the past. Rescue excavations
on the M3 motorway]. Budapest, 1997; one stretch of the M7 motorway: Gordiilé ido [Rolling time]. Budapest—Kaposvar, 2007;
Régészeti feltarasok az M7-M70 autopalya Zala megyei nyomvonalan, 1999-2008 [ Archaeological excavations along the Zala
County track of the M7-M70 motorway, 1999-2008]. Zalaegerszeg, 2008; ,,Valogatasok™: Régészeti kutatasok az MO autopdlya
nyomvonaldn I. (Oskor) [“Selections”: Archaeological investigations along the track of the MO motorway I. Prehistory].
Budapest, 1992; M3: Ante viam stratam. Budapest, 2013; M35 and M4: Sztradaorékség [Strada heritage]. Debrecen, 2021.
Examples of monographs of given sites: A. Vaday et al. Kompolt-Kistér. Leletment6 asatas az M3-as autopalya nyomvonaldn
[Kompolt-Kistér. Rescue excavations along the M3 motorway]. Eger, 1999, and M86: G. Ilon et al. Szombathely—Zanat késé
urnamezos koru temetdje és a lelohely mas 6s- és kozépkori emlékei [The Late Urnfield period cemetery from Szombathely-Zanat
supplemented by an assessment of prehistoric and medieval settlement features]. Budapest, 2011.
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