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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to bring together all the available data on the roof models unearthed
in north-western Romania and attributed to the Nir culture. The following archaeological data we
are about to present is a summary of all the information known at the present stage of research
on this subject. The archaeological significance of this artefact type lies in the fact that it is a
miniature representation of a building element (the roof), which is almost impossible to detect
during archaeological investigations. Over the years, roof models have been mentioned several
times in the literature, but in most cases little attention has been paid to their detailed
presentation. Therefore, we considered it important to carry out a study that would include all the
existing archaeological data on these finds' characteristic of the Nir culture.
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Introduction

Miniature roofs are lesser-known elements of Early Bronze Age pottery, as very few studies
have dealt with this subject. Roof models from this chronological period can be characterized by
an elongated conical shape, with flattened triangular sides at the ends. It is noteworthy that of all
the known Early Bronze roof models, only those of the Nir community have ornaments. In the
Sanislau culture, decorated miniatures are quite rare. Of course, the greatest challenge related to
roof models is the interpretation of their functionality and meaning in everyday life.
Unfortunately, there are no archaeological contexts that could provide information on how these
objects were used. For this reason, we are not able to offer more than a few theories currently.

So far, only a few studies have dealt in passing with the roof models, in the context of
ceramic fragments specific to the Nir culture. Along with the three artefacts discovered in north-
western Romania, which will be presented below, we will also mention the roof models
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discovered in Hungary and Slovakia. Our miniatures are the most representative of these types
of finds, as most of their original shape has been preserved.

It should be noted that without the institutional cooperation of the neighbouring museums
and the archaeologists who are responsible for the target collections, it would not have been
possible to gather all the materials that are the subject of this article. We hope that our initiative
will also inspire other specialists to form working teams to publish a small part of the countless
archaeological materials held in museum collections.

Archaeological discoveries

The mapping of archaeological sites from the Early Bronze Age, focusing on the Nir culture
in north-western Romania, is associated with the archaeologist Tiberiu Bader'. As a first step, he
studied the ceramic materials in the collections of several museums in the region (Carei, Satu
Mare and Baia Mare) and carried out new excavations in the area of the villages of Berea and
Ciumesti*. The Early Bronze Age grave finds from the two mentioned sites have recently been re-
examined by Carol Kacsé®. The chronology of the Early Bronze Age could not be interpreted
without the archaeological observations of Németi Janos*, Ivan Ordentlich’, and Petre Roman®.
The archaeological data related to the Nir culture were analysed in a larger context by Kalicz
Nandor” and Dani Janos®.
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Fig. 1. Distribution map of Nir culture roof models.
1: Berea; 2: Vasad; 3: Andrid; 4: Gaborjan; 5: Pocspetri; 6: Cicarovce
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It is noteworthy that the first pottery fragments of the Nir culture discovered in
Romania and correctly dated to the Early Bronze Age were uncovered at Berea’. They were
identified during surface surveys by Gyula Kovacs in the 1950s. The remarkable
archaeological work of the reformed priest Gyula Kovacs'® resulted in the identification of
several archaeological sites around Berea and Ciumesti, which led other researchers of the
time to carry out new archaeological excavations in this area'’. In the 70s and 80s,
archaeological excavations began in this microregion in order to better understand the
material culture of the Nir culture.

In the present study we do not intend to discuss in detail the habitat and geographical
distribution of the Nir culture in the western part of the Tisza Plain. Our aim is to highlight a
single category of artefacts from the material culture of the above-mentioned community and to
make a brief comparative analysis of these artefacts. The bibliographical data on roof models is
very limited, as they are rarely found in excavations and often without any archaeological context,
which makes their analysis and interpretation difficult. At the present stage of research, we know
a total of six fragments of miniature roofs specific to the Nir culture (Fig. 1), three of which come
from Romania (Berea, Vasad and Andrid), two from Hungary (Géaborjan and Pocspetri) and one
from Slovakia (Ci¢arovce). Therefore, we thought it would be useful to gather all the information
on these Early Bronze Age objects and present our archaeological observations on them in a
single study.

Berea - Togul Sf. Gheorghe [Bere — Szentgyérgy-tag]
One of the first roof models belonging to the Nir culture'? to appear in the literature is

linked to the archaeological work of Gyula Kovacs, who carried out a ten-year surface survey
programme in the area of Berea and Ciumesti’. As a result of this surface survey, the above-
mentioned object was discovered at the site of St. George’s Hill [Togul Sf. Gheorghe]'*. However,
more than half of the model is missing, but its real archaeological value lies in its unusual
decoration (Fig. 2). The shorter has the shape of an equilateral triangle with rounded corners.
Here several vertical ornamental bands are visible, above which are three parallel lines of
successive stitches, together with punched triangles motifs. On one of the long sides, on its upper
part, close to the main (vertical) perforations of the roof, there are unusual decorative elements
consisting of incised lines and punched triangles. We cannot reconstruct this decorative motif
due to the fragmentary state of the object. It is notable that even the lower edge is decorated,
which is unique among roof models.

The object is made in a careless way, from a coarse paste with incomplete firing, with
thicker walls than other miniature roofs. Interestingly, the lower part of the walls is not
perforated.

° Kacs6 1972, 32-33.

1 Kacs6 1972, 32-33; Németi 1997, 63-65; Németi 1999, 14-15.

A short research background was published a few years ago (Katocz 2022, 11-13).

"> The artifact is in the archaeological collection of the Maramures History and Archaeology County Museum from
Baia Mare, identified with inventory no.: 837.

" Németi 1997, 63-64; Németi 1999, 14-15.

" Kacs6 1972, 33, Fig.3/1; Bader 1982, 27, Abb. 4/4.
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Fig. 2. Roof model discovered in Berea St. George's Hill [Togul Sf. Gheorghe]

Vasad - Cartierul Tiganilor / Lutdria / Groapa cu lut galben [Ervasad - Cigdnytelep /

Vdlyogveté / Sdargafildes godor]

There is another roof model of the Nir culture that is less known in the literature.
According to the inventory of the Cris County Museum from Oradea®, the artefact was
discovered in Vasad, at an unspecified location. The only researcher who was particularly
interested in the archaeological discoveries from the northern part of Bihor County, and who
identified many archaeological sites in this region, was doctor Erné [Ernest] Andrassy from
Valea lui Mihai. At the same time, on the short wall of the roof model, there is an old
inventory number (3300) next to the current one (6223), which encouraged us to examine
more carefully the personal diaries of the doctor, especially the pages related to the
discoveries made at Visad.

We find out from Andréssy’s “My Antiquities Record” [Evidenta antichititilor mele /
Régiség gyljteményeim] that in 1938.05.02 he received from the local teacher Emil Pop
several ceramic fragments coming from Vasad - Gypsy Quarter / Adobe-fild / Yellow clay pit
site, which is located on the north-western side of the village, near the Ganas stream'®. During
that period Andrassy inventoried several archaeological materials (nos. 846-866; 1513-1563;
1843-1851)," but in none of these cases was the roof model mentioned. On the other hand,
in the “Inventory” [Inventarul / Kimutatas], also a manuscript by Andrassy, we find that on
October 5, 1957, under no. 3300 (a number which also appears on this roof model), he
registered a “fragment of a strainer, with white inlays”, coming from Viasad - Adobe-fild
[Valyogvet6]'. According to the above, it is clear that the object mentioned by Andrassy is
the roof model under discussion here.

The miniature roof was modeled from a semi-coarse paste of reddish-grey colour,
carefully ornamented with motifs composed of parallel bands of incised lines and triangular
motifs, with traces of white inlays". The short wall is in the shape of a sharp-edged triangle
with a conical top. The top of the model has vertical perforations, with smaller perforations

Tt is in the collection of the Crig County Museum, from Oradea, under inv. no.: 6223.
' Andrassy inv.1932/b, 64.

7 Ottomdnyi, Andrassy 2023, 124.

'® Andréssy inv.1932/a, 227.

' Fazecas, Marta 2005, 33, PLIIL/2.
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at the bottom of the short side and perhaps another small perforation on one of the longer
sides. It is noteworthy that the way in which the object has been decorated indicates a high
level of attention to detail, particularly to the manner in which the decorative bands have
been made and positioned in relation to each other (Fig.3). About half of the model is
preserved.
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Fig. 3. The roof model discovered in Vasad — Adobe-fild / Yellow clay pit[Lutdria / Groapa cu lut galben]

Andrid - Corlat [Erendréd - Korldt]
The archaeological site is located on the high terrace of the Ier Valley [Valea Ierului /

Er-volgy], which was initially known in the literature as a settlement of the 2nd phase of the
Gava Culture®. Following non-invasive research (aerial photography, geomagnetism, surface
survey, etc.), the actual archaeological excavations began in the summer of 2011 with the
investigation of the highest point of the settlement. After removing the topsoil (with a
thickness of + 30-40 cm) in the section called S.II, a 30 cm thick cultural layer was outlined,
in which the archaeological material attributed to the Nir culture was identified. This ceramic
material, of which several decorated fragments have been identified, has recently been
presented in a paper®.

Among the ceramic products of the Nir culture discovered at the Corlat site, a roof
model should be highlighted, which is the only known complete example in the entire
distribution area of the culture (Fig. 4). The model was published in 2011 as part of a guide of
Andrid County?, later analysed by Dani Janos and Cséki Andrea®, and recently reviewed in an
article*. It has a concave appearance with the two ends elevated, but the ridge is rounded in the
shape of the letter “U”. The object has an incised decoration of straight lines and bands of excised
zigzag lines, with triangular motifs, but white inlays are also visible. It has perforations in several
places, on the two long sides and on the line of the ridge.

2 Németi 1981-1982, 47; Németi 1999, 27; Marta 2011, 14; Kienlin, Marta 2014, 392.
2 Katdcz, Marta 2024, 73-78, PL. I-1V.

*2 Marta 2011, 5, Fig. 2.

» Dani, Cséki 2017, 205, 14.kép/1.

2 Katdcz, Marta 2024, 76-77, PL. IV.
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Fig. 4. Roof model discovered at Andrid — Corlat

Discussion and conclusions

It can be confirmed that the most impressive ceramic object among the Early Bronze Age
finds is certainly the roof model. The Nir culture (EBA II) produced the first miniature clay
objects that imitate the shape of a gabled roof, hollow inside, with a triangular cross-section, and
perforations in several places in the vertical direction on the ridge. Their importance is also
shown by the fact that they are decorated with many ornaments, mostly geometrical elements
consisting of incised-excised motifs and white inlays, typical of the Nir culture.

A very simple question must be asked about these objects: are they house models or roof
models? If there were a way of answering the proposed question, it might be possible to determine
the shape and type of the life-size dwellings used in the prehistory. Based on the existing
archaeological data, we consider that the Nir culture communities in this region lived in seasonal
or short-lived settlements, which would explain the low number of finds and the lack of
settlements. In general, no archaeological complex of the Nir culture have been identified so far
in north-western Romania. Most likely, their dwellings consisted of a shallow pit, over which a
simple gabled roof of light construction was built, resting on the ground, with no side elevations
between the underside of the roof and the ground. This theory is based on archaeological field
notes, since the excavations at Andrid — Corlat did not yield any daub in the same cultural layer
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where the Nir pottery was found. The central part of the roof (most likely) was supported by at

least one pillar. These half-sunken houses are quickly destroyed by the plough, which makes it

impossible to identify the structural elements of the dwellings during archaeological excavations.

Therefore, we assume that these miniature pieces represent the roof of the dwelling itself, as this

was the only building element (in the absence of elevations) that was visible from the entire
structure.

Looking at the three roof models, shown above, it's obvious that we're talking about the
same type of object, but at the same time, each of them is unique in its own way. If we put the
three artefacts side by side, we can see some major differences, particularly in the size and design
of the objects. The model from Andrid is generally smaller in size (Fig. 5/1), with thinner walls,
and the short side has a semicircular shape. In the case of the model from Viasad, we can see that
its short side is narrower, and its top edge is higher (Fig. 5/2). The roof model found at Berea is
more robust, the short wall has a much wider opening than the others (Fig. 5/3).
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Fig. 5. The three roof models on the same scale.
1: Andrid; 2: Vdsad; 3: Berea

The roof models from Andrid and Berea have similar basic shapes. The main difference is
that the walls of the Andrid miniature are smaller and thinner, while the Berea miniature is
thicker, and its triangular character is much more pronounced. In both cases, the side corners of
the tips are only slightly higher. We don't know whether the shorter sides of the models were
perforated or not. A common feature is the frequency of the triangular motif.
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The model from Vasad has a triangular shape with a pointed apex and a narrow base on
the short side. In this case it is clear that the lower part of the short side has also been perforated.
The tip of the lateral edge is raised and even perforated at this point, which was not present in
the other cases. In all cases, these roof models of the Nir culture were provided with vertical
perforations arranged sequentially along the ridge. In the case of the Andrid and Vasad models,
the perforations are almost equally spaced, while in the case of the Berea model, two holes are
visible towards the edge and one further away (towards the centre of the object), which we assume
to be the central hole of the roof.

The vertical ornamental bands (incised-excised with white inlays) on the long side of the roof
model most probably refer to the way the full-size roofs were constructed, beyond purely aesthetic
reasons. We have two theoretical approaches regarding the decorative bands, which can represent:
a). the position of the strings hung with weights to keep the straw or hay on the roof structure; b).
the wooden structure of the roof was covered only with animal hide stretched tightly, and the poles
on the ridge of the roof were anchored to both sides with strings, as in the case of classical tents. It
is also possible that life-size roofs in prehistoric times did not follow a standardised plan.

Fragments of roof models with decorations specific to the Nir culture have also been found
at the sites of Gaborjan — Csapszékpart® and Pocspetri — Bikarét-szivirgé®® (Hungary). From the
site of Cicarovce - Velka Molva [Csicser] in south-eastern Slovakia, in the Kogice region, comes
an extremely rich ceramic assemblage of the Nir Culture, including also a decorated roof model?’.

In the Sanislau culture (EBA III) there are also roof models, among which the most
frequently mentioned in the literature is the one discovered at Ciumesti — Bostdndrie [Csomakoz
— Tokds]® during the surface surveys carried out by the priest Gyula Kovacs in 1961%. It has no
decoration, but is perforated on the two long sides, on one of the short sides and on the ridge of
the roof. We know a similar undecorated example from Gaborjan - Csapszékpart®, while another
eight roof models and fragments thereof were discovered at Ofehérté — Almezdi-diilé®. At the
current stage of research, only one decorated roof model is known from the Sanisldu culture
(ornamented with successive lines on the edges), discovered in Tuzsér — Kdlonga tanya*.

In conclusion, the brief presentation of the sites and roof models discovered in the northern
Bihor and southern of Satu Mare counties was the first step towards a better understanding of
this topic, about which many questions remain unanswered. The simple purpose of this article is
to present the three miniature roofs known in the literature and to provide good quality graphic
illustrations of them. Another aim was to clarify some uncertainties regarding the place of
discovery of the Viasad model. It may be difficult to determine how the models were used, mainly
because two of the three objects come from surface surveys. Only the model from Andrid was
recovered during an archaeological excavation, and it was found in the cultural layer.
Unfortunately, the small number of such objects published, and the lack of archaeological
contexts do not allow us to clearly determine their functionality and the way they have been used.
At this stage of research, we can only assume their ritual aspect.

2 Mathé 1988, 39, P1.44/1; Makkay 2001, 82, 5.kép/2-3.

% Dani, Cséki 2017, 205, 14.kép/3

¥ Kaminska 2007, 226-227, Tab. XIII/1.

% Bader 1978, 27, PL.VII/16; Bader 1982, 27, Abb. 4/3.

¥ Katdcz, Marta 2024, 77, PL.V.

30 Mathé 1988, 39, 45.tdb/.1; Makkay 2001, 82, 5.kép/1.

*! Dani, Cséki 2017, 207, 21.kép/1-2.

32 Kalicz 1984, 119, Taf. XXV1/4; Makkay 2001, 81-82, 4.kép/1-2; Dani, Cséki 2017, 207, 22.kép.
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