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ABSTRACT

This paper details the preliminary results of an excavation undertaken in the outer settlement 
surrounding the tell in Toboliu – Dâmbu Zănăcanului. The excavation consisted of a single unit (labelled 
as Trench 4) measuring 5.80 × 12.30 m and aimed to establish the date, cultural context and construction 
details of a structure visible in the geomagnetic plan in this part of the site that was interpreted as 
a possible house (Fig. 1-2). This was the first trench opened on the outer settlement surrounding the 
tell site from Toboliu and it was located approximately 630 m north and 50 m west of the centre of 
the settlement mound (Fig. 1). Previous non-invasive investigations at the site consisting primarily of 
geomagnetic prospections and surface surveys (Lie et al. 2019, 356-357, fig. 4-5) indicated that the area 
under investigation was part of the outer settlement of the tell in Toboliu, with geophysical anomalies 
corresponding to the surface distribution of Middle Bronze Age (MBA) pottery sherds and burnt daub 
fragments. This area was chosen for excavation mostly due to accessibility reasons, since it was one of 
the few surfaces of the outer settlement that was left uncultivated during 2019. Furthermore, a large 
anomaly was visible in the geomagnetic plan of the outer settlement in this area, which was potentially 
interpreted to represent the remains of a house (Fig. 2).
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Site description and archaeological background
The Bronze Age site from Toboliu– Dâmbu Zănăcanului is a multi-component settlement 

consisting of a central mound, two enclosing ditches and a vast contemporary outer settlement 
encompassing ca. 84 ha and extending to the north, east and west of the mound (Lie et al. 2019). 
The complete stratigraphic sequence of the mound has been revealed through excavations 
conducted between 2014 and 2017. The archaeological deposits in the central part of the tell were 
4 m thick and consisted of seven overlapping house phases. The entire evolution of the mound 
can be approximately placed between the 19th and 16th centuries BC (Lie et al. 2019, 363), being 
thus largely parallel to the evolution of the MBA according to the Hungarian and Transylvanian 
chronology (Fischl et al. 2015; Gogâltan 2015). Besides excavations, non-invasive investigations 
undertaken here beginning with 2014 (systematic surface survey, geomagnetic surveys, and aerial 
photography) have revealed the existence of a large outer settlement surrounding the mound. A 
systematic fieldwalk was conducted in 2015 on a surface of 211.19 ha around the tell in order to 
establish the boundaries of the outer settlement; pottery sherds that could be securely assigned to 
the MBA were found on a surface of about 158 ha. However, the highest density of finds with clear 
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clusters of pottery sherds and frequent fragments of daub with twig impressions, which are giving 
a more accurate estimation of the actual size of the outer settlement, come from an area of c. 84 ha 
(Fazecaș, Lie 2018). 

Fig. 1. The Bronze Age site from Toboliu – Dâmbu Zănăcanului: geomagnetic plan and location of trench 4

Geomagnetic prospections carried out by the Department of Prehistoric Archaeology, 
University of Cologne over the course of four campaigns beginning with 2016 and covering a 
large part of the outer settlement (approximately 75 ha) offered more data on the size, structure 
and layout of this outer settlement. Moreover, there was a good match between the extension of 
settlement activity to the north, west and east of the mound as indicated by the surface finds and 
the results of the magnetometry. Since the systematic fieldwalk on the entire surface of the outer 
settlement has only revealed MBA material, it can be presumed that the anomalies we can detect 
in the magnetometer data (consisting of houses and pits) were indeed contemporary with the 
occupation on the central mound. Our trial excavation from 2019 targeted one of the anomalies 
located in the northern part of the site that was interpreted as a possible house (Fig. 1-2). The 
particular objectives of this excavation campaign were to establish the state of preservation of these 
potential houses ahead of a larger project, determine the depth of cultural deposits in this part of the 
site, and establish the date of the occupation.

Although open outer settlements surrounding Bronze Age tells are known from a couple 
of sites such as, for example, Vráble - Fidvár (Rassmann et al. 2018) in Slovakia, the Borsod region 
(Kienlin et al. 2018), Jászdózsa – Kápolnahalom (Stanczik, Tárnoki 1992, 120) and Százhalombatta 
– Földvár (Artursson 2010, 107) in Hungary, Mošorin – Feudvar (Falkenstein 1998, 266–268) in 
Serbia, and several tells located in Western Romania (for the most recent overviews, see Kienlin et al. 
2017; Gogâltan et al. 2020), they were mostly documented only through non-invasive investigations 
such as magnetometric prospections, core drillings, and surface surveys. The lack of excavations or 
of available radiocarbon dates from these outer settlements means that their chronological relation 
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with the mound and its enclosure(s), as well as their dynamics relative to each other through time 
cannot be properly reconstructed. Only in Pecica – Şanţul Mare have excavations been undertaken 
on the outer settlement. These have consisted of four small test units measuring 2 × 2 m and 2 × 4 m 
that have revealed deposits belonging to the MBA, dated to approximately 1770-1720 BC and thus 
corresponding to phase four identified on the central mound (Nicodemus 2014, 140, fig. 6.6). In 
this context, it was the aim of our excavation to gather more information on the structure and extent 
of the occupation on an outer settlement of a Bronze Age tell.

Fig. 2. Toboliu – Dâmbu Zănăcanului: detail of the geomagnetic plan and location of trench 4

The 2019 campaign
Our investigation was carried out between 19.08.2019 and 4.09.2019. The excavation 

unit measured 5.80 × 12.30 m, and was positioned in order to encompass the entire surface of the 
anomaly visible in the geomagnetic plan (Fig. 2). The altitude at this point was 102.054 m above the 
sea level. The trench was aligned along the orientation of the supposed house walls, roughly North-
West – South-East. The topsoil (Cx. 001), consisting of light-brown soil with plant and root material 
heavily disturbed by agricultural works, was removed by spade. The first intact deposits were reached 
at a depth of approximately 0.30 m below the current ground level (Cx. 002). This cultural layer 
began immediately below the plough zone, possibly indicating that a substantial part of the cultural 
layer was ploughed away – a likely scenario considering the intense agricultural activities in the area. 
The deposit consisted of a dark brown compacted soil with small fragments of daub and occasional 
flecks of charcoal; in the North-Western corner of the trench, the ploughed soil reached deeper than 
in the rest of the unit. Within the cultural layer (Cx. 002), several small pottery sherds were found. 
However, despite repeated cleaning and scraping of the surface, no discrete features or postholes 
could be identified at this depth (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. Trench 4 – first planum.

After documenting the planum at this depth, we then proceeded to excavate further. The 
soil had the same colour and consistency, with slightly more pottery sherds being identified at 
this depth. Two samples were taken for radiocarbon dating, one bone sample and one charcoal 
sample. After reaching a depth of 0.60 m below the current ground level, it was decided to clean and 
scrape the excavation area in order to detect possible features (Fig. 4, 1). One feature with a round 
outline having a diameter of 0.35 m (Cx. 003), clearly delineated by its colour and consistency, was 
interpreted as a possible posthole. However, upon excavation, the feature, whose fill consisted of 
brown soil mixed with burnt daub fragments, turned up to be only 0.05 m deep. This feature was 
subsequently interpreted as representing an old fireplace.

Going deeper, it could be observed that the soil did not change its colour or consistency, 
however fewer sherds were uncovered. Another sample for radiocarbon dating (charcoal) was 
collected from the northern part of the trench at the depth of 0.80 m below the ground level. Another 
circular concentration of small burnt daub fragments located 4.7 m south of the northern profile and 
2.8 m west of the eastern profile was labelled as Cx. 005. The feature had a diameter of 0.36 m and 
a depth of 0.07 cm, and was also most probably an old fireplace. A further feature (Cx. 004) could 
be delineated in the North-Western corner of the trench at the depth of 0.90 m below the current 
ground level. This feature had an oval shape, measuring 0.78 × 1.18 m and could be distinguished 
based on its colour and looser consistency (dark brown soil with many small fragments of burnt 
daub and flecks of charcoal). Besides this feature, no other remains were distinguishable on the third 
planum (Fig. 4, 2). 

Going deeper, from a depth of about 0.95 m below the current ground level, it could be 
observed that the number and frequency of pottery sherds and burnt daub fragments continually 
decreased. Moreover, small spots of yellow soil were observed throughout the excavation unit. At a 
depth of 1.12 m below the current ground level the yellow virgin soil was reached in all parts of the 
trench, except for the North-Western corner of the unit, where Cx. 004 penetrated a further 0.37 m 
into the virgin soil (Fig. 4, 3). The fill of the pit (that at this depth measured 1.73 × 1.24 m - Fig. 5) 
contained a few pottery sherds (Pl. 2,2; 5, 3, 7, 12), poorly preserved animal bones, and occasional 
flecks of charcoal.



L
 · 

2
0

2
0

Preliminary report on the 2019 excavation undertaken on the outer settlement of the tell from Toboliu (Bihor County)

63
Fig. 4. Trench 4 – second (1), third (2) and fourth (3) planum



C
R

I
S

I
A

Alexandra GĂVAN • Marian-Adrian ILE • Tobias KIENLIN 

64

Fig. 5. Cx. 004

Discussion
Although our excavation revealed an occupational build-up approximately 0.80 m thick 

(Fig. 6) at the northern margin of the outer settlement, no house remains were found within the 
limits of the trench. While features Cx. 003, Cx. 004 and Cx. 005 had the right shape and size to 
account for three of the circular anomalies visible in the geomagnetic plan (thus confirming the 
validity of the geomagnetic prospection), no features that could account for the linear anomalies 
interpreted as possible house walls were found within the excavation unit. The same situation 
was also encountered at Corneşti – Iarcuri, where a trench opened in 2015 inside Ring II in order 
to excavate a rectangular anomaly interpreted as a house revealed the existence of two cultural 
layers and several pits in this part of the site, but no house remains (Bălărie et al. 2016, 52). This 
situation was repeated in 2016, when another trench targeted at investigating another rectangular 
anomaly did not yield any house remains or postholes (Heeb et al. 2017, 224). There are several 
possible explanations for this situation (see, for example, Löcker et al. 2015), one of them being 
that geophysical instrumentation can detect even heavily eroded or weathered house remains, due 
to the fact that the soil might preserve a “signature” in the shape of a house (Kvamme et al. 2006, 
249). We do not know if this was also the case at Toboliu. Soil samples for geoarchaeological and 
micromorphological analyses taken from the unit excavated here will hopefully shed more light on 
this issue.

As for the assemblage, only extremely fragmented pottery sherds and very few animal bones 
have been uncovered. To our surprise, all the diagnostic sherds straddle the Middle Bronze Age – 
Late Bronze Age transition, although our systematic field survey revealed sherds that we assigned to 
the MBA (see above). Some diagnostic sherds uncovered within the excavated unit can be assigned 
to the so-called Cehăluţ-Hajdúbagos pottery style from the earliest stages of the Late Bronze Age 
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(LBA I - Gogâltan 2015, 73, fig. 10; see also Németi 2009) (Pl.1-5). In any case, the Cehăluţ-
Hajdúbagos assemblages continue MBA pottery traditions, especially those of the Otomani III 
pottery style (Németi 2009, 212), which at times makes it hard to differentiate from assemblages 
dating to end of the MBA and those that already belong to the beginning of the LBA (see also 
Duffy et al. 2019, 74-76). This period corresponds from a relative chronologic point of view to the 
uppermost occupation layer identified on the central mound, which also yielded ceramic sherds 
specific to the Cehăluţ-Hajdúbagos pottery style (Gogâltan et al. 2020, 87). This is an interesting 
situation and could lead to new perspectives in the interpretation of the site’s overall development. 
Two charcoal samples and one animal bone sample have been collected for radiocarbon dating. 
We are currently waiting for the results of these dates, hoping that they will shed more light and 
bring more certainty in the dating of this part of the site. A similar situation can be encountered at 
Otomani – Cetatea de pământ/Földvár, where the upper layer of the site apparently also contained 
Cehăluţ-Hajdúbagos pottery (Németi 2009, 212); this also seems to have been the case at Pir – 
Cetate/Várdomb and Curtea Cetăţii/Várudvar, where a LBA Cehăluţ-Hajdúbagos settlement seems 
to have covered both MBA find-spots (Kacsó 2013, 19). On the other hand, at Andrid – Dealul 
Taurilor, Cehăluţ-Hajdúbagos pottery sherds were only collected from the area outside of the 
fortified mound (Marta 2014, 28). 

Fig. 6. Trench 4 – Northern Profile

	 The overall state of preservation of the ceramic assemblage uncovered in Trench 4 of 
the outer settlement from Toboliu is very fragmentary and degraded. In many cases it could be 
observed that the outer surface of the sherds was worn out, thus the impossibility of recognizing 
any decoration or other typical features on them. However in several cases some shape and plastic 
designs could be observed. 

	 From the partially preserved profiles of some ceramic vessels the following shapes could be 
identified: 

1.	 Urns/Pots (Pl. 2/3; Pl. 4/5): the preserved fragments represent the rim and neck of 
the pots. Both of them have an everted rim. The lack of decoration and the small 
representation of the vessel make it difficult to make more comparisons with other 
similar shaped pots from the Cehăluţ-Hajdúbagos repertoire. 

2.	 Barrel shaped vessels (Pl. 2/4; 3/5): The first specimen (Pl. 2/4) displays a raised band 
decorated with round digital marks. Similar imprints are present on the straight rim of 
the vessel. The second fragment (Pl. 3/5) displays a large oval-shaped knob. (Nemeti 
2009, Pl. I/1-4 flower-pot shaped and barrel-shaped vessels; Chidioșan, Emödi 1982, 
Fig. 4/7; Chidioșan, Emödi 1983, Fig. 7/3-6; Ignat 1984, Pl. II/2,3; Bulzan et al. 2000, 
Pl. IV/6; Pl. V/2,4; Kacsó 1997, Pl. I/2; Pl. V/5)

3.	 Jug? (Pl. 2/2): The rim is decorated with a knob. 
4.	 Bowls (Pl. 3/4, Pl. 4/2-4): The first bowl (Pl. 3/4) has a knob pulled from the rim. Pl.2/3 

has the outer surface completely exfoliated, so no further interpretations can be made 
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regarding its decorative style. Pl. 4/4 has a small lobe rising from the rim surrounded by 
semicircular thin grooves. (Nemeti 2009, Pl. I/ bowls 3, Pl. II/ Palm bowl 2; Chidioșan, 
Emödi 1982, Fig. 4/3; Chidioșan, Emödi 1983, Fig. 5/6; Kacsó 1997, Pl. 2/1-3).

5.	 Cups (Pl. 2/1; 3/2, 3): The specimens from Pl. 2/1 and Pl. 3/3 have knobs on the 
maximum diameter of their bodies. Pl. 2/1 is also decorated on the same part of the cup 
with vertical thin grooves. A thin rim which probably presents a broken small lobe (Pl. 
2/2) could also be tentatively assigned to this group. (only for shape Nemeti 2009, Pl. 
II/ cups 2,4) (Ignat 1984, Pl. III/1, Kacsó 1997, Pl. VIII/2)

6.	 Pyraunos (Pl. 1/6): A small fragment belonging to a portable heart. It presents a broken 
circular aperture. 

Plastic decorative techniques are represented by the following:
1.	 Incisions (Pl. 1/2,3,5; Pl. 5/2,4,8-10,12): Fragments that present a typical disposition are 

the following: Pl. 1/3 with three vertical parallel incisions that start at the limit between 
the neck and body of the vessel.  Pl.1/5 displays a triangle-like motif on the upper part 
of the vessels body that probably continues symmetrically on a horizontal band. Pl.5/2 
presents two horizontal incisions under which an oblique band of parallel incisions fill 
the visible upper part of the body. It is uncertain whether they form a continuous band 
of oblique parallel incisions or if they fill in a triangle-shaped band. 

2.	 Thin grooves (Pl. 1/4; Pl. 2/1; Pl. 4/4; 5/3,7,11): Unlike the grooves that are made by 
digital imprints, thin grooves are probably obtained with the help of a blunt/rounded 
pointed tool. The examples from Pl.1/4 and Pl.5/7 both represent the decorated bottom 
of the vessel. However Pl. 5/7 has a more complete representation where the grooves are 
represented by four arches bent inwards facing a circular impression made by the same 
tool. The rest of the thin grooved examples are discussed within the next paragraph of 
combinations of decorative techniques. 

3.	 Grooves (Pl. 5/1,5): Pl. 5/1 horizontal parallel grooves disposed on the neck of the pot. 
Here a raised band can also be observed, which is triangular in section. Pl. 5/5 displays 
parallel grooves disposed in a bent/semi-circular pattern. 

4.	 Large circular impression (Pl. 1/2): Only a small part of it is preserved. Usually it has a 
small knob within its centre.

5.	 Circular impression (Pl. 3/1): usually displayed in a continuous horizontal line at the 
limit between the body and the bottom of what appears to be a small cup. 

6.	 Oval shaped impressions (Pl. 5/10): At the lower part of the incision a slightly more 
sunken part can be observed. 

7.	 Knobs: Regarding the position they occupy within the overall part of the pot two 
categories can be differentiated: a). Knobs displayed on the body of the pot (Pl. 1/7,8; 
Pl. 2/1; Pl. 3/1,5; Pl. 5/3,11) and b). Buttons placed on the rim (Pl. 2/2; Pl. 3/4). 

8.	 Lobes (Pl. 3/2; Pl. 4/4; Pl. 5/6): Unlike the other two examples the lobe from Pl. 5/6 
is of a larger size. The main difference between lobes and knobs found on the rim is the 
fact that the knob is placed and the lobe is pinched directly from the fabric of the vessel. 

9.	 Raised band (Pl. 2/4): It is decorated with circular digital impressions, which match the 
same shape and size of the ones placed on the top part of the rim.

Combinations of decorative motifs: 
1.	 Large circular impression combined with parallel incisions (Pl. 1/2). Due to the small size 

of the preserved sherd no further interpretations can be made regarding its decorative style.
2.	 Thin grooves and knobs placed on the maximum diameter of the vessel’s body (Pl.  2/1; 

Pl. 5/3, 11). All of the aforementioned examples seem to represent fragments of cups. 
On Pl. 2/1 and Pl. 5/3 the knobs are placed on the maximum diameter (middle of the 
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body) and the thin grooves are vertical and form a band continuing on the rest of the 
middle of the pot. Example Pl. 5/11 displays a knob pushed from the inner part of the 
fabric and the parallel thin grooves surround it in a semi-circular manner (it is uncertain 
in this case whether they cover the upper or the lower part of the body). 

3.	 Lobe raised from the rim and parallel semicircular grooves surrounding the lower part 
(Pl. 4/4): This example is represented by a partially preserved bowl.

4.	 Two parallel horizontal incisions combined with oval shaped impressions (Pl. 5/10).
The closest parallels for this ceramic assemblage can be found in the recently discovered 

site from Toboliu Râtul Alceului (Lie 2019, 29-48), which is located at a distance of about 1.7 km 
South-West from the present investigated area and 1.5 km South-West from the settlement mound. 
Since the site was only investigated through field surveys, the collected assemblage is scarce and 
fragmentary. However, some common elements can be seen, as is the case of the vessels decorated 
on the bottom with grooves presented at Pl. 1/4 and Pl. 5/7 (see Lie 2019, Pl. 7/15), and those with 
lobes raised from the vessel’s rim Pl. 3/2; Pl. 4/4; Pl. 5/6 (see Lie 2019, Pl. 7/2-4). 

Conclusions
Summing up, while no house remains were uncovered, our excavation proved that even at 

a distance of about 630 m north of the tell there were fairly thick Bronze Age deposits (of about 
0.80 m) pointing towards an intense settlement activity. The stratigraphy at this part of the site 
basically consisted of one cultural layer. It is really interesting that all uncovered pottery can be 
assigned to the very beginning of the LBA in the region and thus corresponds to the uppermost 
layer identified on the tell. While the fragmentary state of the pottery sherds uncovered do not 
allow for a more precise chronological assignment, we hope that the radiocarbon samples that are 
currently being processed will offer a more secure basis for dating the settlement activity in this 
part of the site.
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Pl. 1. Toboliu – Trench 4, Cx. 002.
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Pl. 2. Toboliu – Trench 4, Cx. 002: 1, 3-4; Cx. 004: 2.
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Pl. 3. Toboliu – Trench 4, Cx. 002.
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Pl. 4. Toboliu – Trench 4, Cx. 002.
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Pl. 5. Toboliu – Trench 4, Cx. 002: 1-2, 4-6, 8-11; Cx. 004: 3, 7, 12.


