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THE REPRESENTATION OF A SAINT ON HORSEBACK
AND THE ARCHANGEL FROM THE AVAR PERIOD

ANDREA VADAY

The interpretation of symbols and figures depicted on finds from the Migration Period is one of the
controversial issues of archaeological research. It is a particularly difficult question what the contemporary
representations with Christian subject actually showed, and how their origins and religious meaning can
be explained. That is why the two Avar box brooches from Nagyharsany (County Baranya), which are
connected in several ways both to Antiquity and Christianity, are of particularly great importance. The
figures of the saint on horseback and the Archangel depicted on the brooches have survived in religion, art,
popular belief, and legends until today.

The Avar Period box brooches with Christian symbols are known
in scholarship from the 1930s. The pieces discovered in Hungary
(near Keszthely and in County Baranya) were discussed together —
but by one researcher' — although the funerary equipments deposited
in the graves and the costume of the dead differed from each other.
Beside the similar elements of the brooches, there were conspicuous
differences in technique and decoration.

In Nagyharsany a silver brooch framed with beaded wire was
discovered when turning over the ground for vine, and during the
subsequent excavation a smaller item was found.? On these pieces the
gold repoussé central plate with figural ornament was surrounded by
a gilt indented border bearing a ring of curvilinear decoration.

The gold plate of the stray brooch depicts a winged, haloed Fig. 1: The stray brooch (photo:
archangel wearing Roman toga, holding a fiery sword with a cross-bar ~ 5tvén Fiizi, Janus Pannonius Museum)
in his right hand and a globe in his left hand. The figure is flanked by
the fragment of a supplication in Greek, ARXANI'E — AE BO[H®I]

(Archangel — help).? Between the beaded frame and the row of twelve
curves, a foliated scroll was engraved that followed the wavy line
(Fig. I).

The archangel can be considered as the pre-figuration of Victoria represented on the reverse of imperial
and Byzantine coins. The goddess of victory on the solidus of Justinian I and the archangel are equally
winged figures having a halo/nimbus, and both are holding a globe in their left hands. Victoria has a long,
straight object in her right hand that terminates in a cross at its top, which differs only partially from the
wavy fiery blade of the archangel. The angel can be associated with Saint Michael, the Archangel, who was
also represented with a globe as the protector of the Earth and Israel.

On the brooch from grave No. 60, the embossed border framing the figural plate is surrounded by ten
curves, which were complemented with engraved curved lines, and triangles where the curves met. On

! Garam, Eva: Die awarenzeitlichen Scheibenfibeln. Communicationes Archaeologicae Hungariae 1993 [1994], 118.

Papp, Laszl6: A nagyharsanyi avar temetd 1. (Das awarenzeitliche Gréaberfeld von Nagyharsany). Janus Pannonius Muzeum
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the gold plate, the horseman wearing a Roman tunic stabs a serpent
twisting below the feet of his horse with a lance — terminating in a
cross at the top — held in his right hand. Next to the haloed head of the
horseman, a star was shown similarly to the reverse of imperial and
Byzantine coins (Fig. 2).

The warrior has various interpretations in scholarly literature:
a mounted figure,* a saint,” Christ,’ Saint George (?).” Although
the representation is similar to the figures of ancient Bellerophon
mounted on the winged Pegasus stabbing Chimera, as well as Roman
emperors triumphing over barbarians — that also appear in Byzantine
art, — it cannot be identified with Bellerophon because of the serpent.
The identification with Christ can also be questioned, because he is .

. . . . Fig. 2: The brooch from grave No. 60
represen.te‘d mounted only du}"lﬂg his entry into Jeruse.ll‘em, and he is (photo: Istvan Fiizi, Janus Pannonius
shown riding upon a donkey instead of a horse. In addition, the figure Museum)
of the crucified Christ, Christus Triumphans, is joined only by the
Agnus Dei (Lamb of God).

There are several reasons to suggest that the figure on horseback represents the martyred military saint,
Georgius, which is also supported by the interpretation of the figures on the brooches.

Saint Michael fights against the Evil as the leader of the host of angels. Saint George does the same as
the embodiment of the Archangel on Earth. According to the text of the Vulgate,® the devil (diabolus, satan)
appears in the form of a dragon (draco) and a serpent (serpens). The pictorial representation of the haloed
horseman fighting with the serpent is also depicted on a casting mould.®

In medieval legends,' chivalric romances and folk tales, however, the figure of the seven-headed red
dragon of the Apocalypse setting upon a pregnant crowned woman standing on a crescent survived in
heroic tales where the princess is saved from the dragon. !

Endre Toth considers that the box brooches testify to the Christian belief of sixth-seventh century Avars,
and they were “locally made” pieces reflecting “Mediterranean relations.”'? The iconography untypical of
the Avars, the quality of construction, and the Greek lettered inscription make it apparent that the brooch
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with the Archangel plate is the product of a Byzantine workshop. The brooch depicting Saint George,
having a related content, cannot be regarded as a local product, either.

The central plates of the brooches were pressed on a beeswax layer. Due to the fact that beeswax from the
graves of saints was applied apotropaically against various threats, Falko Daim suggested that the brooches
might have been pilgrimage relics."* He also mentioned that because of its softness, beeswax could not have
been used for stiffening. From Hellenistic times on, however, there was a method employed in European
goldsmith’s art that thin objects made from precious metal were filled with different kinds of soft material
that hardened later, or the sheets were pressed on them. Due to the soft material, the repoussé motif on the
gold foil was not damaged during the pressing, and it adhered better to the base.

If the brooches had been pilgrimage relics, they would have at the same time testified to the Christian
belief of their owners. Nevertheless, the brooches from Nagyharsdny were worn by affluent Avar women,
who were certainly not Christians on the basis of their funerary rites, their gravegoods and other belongings.'
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