Sail on, bold eagle:

An ancient Oriental intaglio in ninth-century Moravia (Czech Republic)


In the fifties of the 20th century, the archaeologists excavating the site of Mikulčice by Hodonin, once probably one of the capitals of the early state of Moravia, uncovered a monument that may the biggest ecclesiastical building of this 9th century Slavic principality. This was the Third church of the site, a three-aisled basilical structure, terminating in an apse at its eastern end. An atrium, an entrance hall serving for various practical tasks connected with the liturgical life of the church, makes up the church’s west end (cf. Poulík 1975, 74-88). 


The Third church of Mikulčice stood in the midst of a cemetery in which the foremost men and women of ninth-century Moravia came to be laid down to eternal rest. Grave 433 of this cemetery contained, among other equipment, two sumptuous ornaments protecting the ends of belts, or baldrics, which the deceased person wore, from use wear. The smaller of these strap-end mounts, or belt chapes, as some would call them, of silver, was set with a splendid piece of jasper of full red color, bearing an intaglio carving measuring 16 x 11.5 mm. This shows an amalgamation of a bearded human head, combined with a face of another bald man with prominent features (a “Silen” in the usual terminology), and with a beaked head of an impressive bird of prey, most probably and eagle. The Latin letters P H, incised on the stone’s rim, may refer to the original proprietor’s name (Maaskant-Kleibrink 1978, 346), insofar as they do not denote the bald head as that of Phidias, the famous sculptor of classical Greece (Poulík 1975, 82-83, Pl. 49: 4; Mrázek 2000, 38-39, Fig. 21 on p. 38, and p. 53). 

In treatises on Graeco-Roman glyptic art, such compositions are called grylloi (sg. gryllos, cf. on them in general Maaskant-Kleibrink 1978, 346, and Middleton 1991, 131-132).


Parallels, which I proceed to cite for the Mikulcice gryllos, point to a date sometime during the transition period from Hellenistic to Roman art, with all probability, from about the 1st century B.C. to the 3rd century A.D. I shall treat with some attention the question of the probable geographical origin of this charming specimen of Graeco-Roman minor arts.


In fact, the grylloi of the Mikulčice-find type have a long and interesting history (Boardman 2003a). The first items of this kind that we know turn up in the eastern part of the Mediterranean at various dates within the 5th century B.C. John Boardman believes that these compositions constitute one of the earliest instances of Greek art motifs borrowed into Eastern (more specifically Persian) art, in the sphere of which they enjoyed great interest and much popularity (Boardman 2003a, 130). In fact, a series of related icons came to light with a discovery of a sarcophagus, whose owner was buried with a numerous collection of impressions of such minor items of Greek and Hellenistic art as seals, coins, or pieces of fine tableware, at Ur. The deceased was probably laid to rest some time around the middle of the 5th pre-Christian century (Boardman 2003a, 128-129). The voyage of these themes from west to east – or vice versa, for that matter – is well marked by occurrences on Phoenician scarabs (Boardman 2003b, 112-113, Nos. 37/1-37/32 and 37/X1-37/X4; Zazoff 1975, text pp.15-16, Pl. 4).


In Roman imperial times, the most probable age of manufacture of our example, the gryllos compositions are supposed to crop up throughout the entire Mediterranean area. The fact is that though being represented with a high frequency, such compositions only rarely feature creations compatible with the Mikulčice example and including the eagle head (cf., for instance, Wagner-Boardman 2003, in which combinations of human heads predominate). Regional corpora tend to show that our Zeus-Phidias(?)-eagle case was not particularly popular in the West, where the stonecutters favored rather the hippalectryon, “cock-shaped” compositions on bird’s legs (Gaul: Guiraud 2003, 189-191, Nos. 895-920; Dalmatia: Middleton 1991, 131-132, Nos. 253 and 254, one single example is also known from Anatolia: Middleton 2001, 52, No. 29, with a list of find sites pointing westward). On the other hand, wherever we can point to a more precise provenance of any of these pieces, they would invariably belong to the art of the eastern littoral of the mare nostrum (Brandt 1968, 90 No. 507, Taf. 55, “from Afrodisias, bought at Smyrna”; another gryllos composition ibid. 90 No. 503, Taf. 54, “bought at Smyrna”). The presence of this motif at Caesarea Maritima is relevant in this aspect (Hamburger 1968, 34, No. 126, Pl. VII).

Naturally, there are other parallels without provenance (cf. Brandt et al. 1972, 98-99, No. 2748, Pl. 258; Hennig 1975, 41, No. 150; Zazoff 1975, 220. No. 1114, Taf. 150).

We thus come to the first conclusion concerning the Mikulčice gryllos: the stonecutter who turned out this work of art probably lived at a place situated somewhere from Tunisia (via Syria) to Greece, and some time between the first century B.C. to about the third century A.D.


But however did it come to pass that this tiny but elegant creation of a very distant past ended up in a belt ornament of an elite personage in 9th-century West Slavic Moravia? Could we find evidence tracing out the long an adventurous voyage of this mysterious ens trinum?


In this aspect, I must confess that I shall be leading my readers through a maze of hypotheses and suggestions. Far from vindicating an absolute validity of anything that will follow, I nevertheless wish to emphasize by the theoretical, and sometimes perhaps speculative, character of my proposals how difficult it is to achieve a better understanding of the West Slavic world in the early part of the Middle Ages. All we dispose of is a miserable amount of written sources, extraneous to the lands they describe, and archaeological evidence that is, on a number of occasions, neither well-provided with context data, nor unequivocal in the quality of the information it yields. This is the reason why historians of the early Middle Ages of the eastern part of Central Europe tend to hobble beyond their happier colleagues who have set their faces westward. But this is also the undying challenge of research of the unknown.


First and foremost, the Mikulčice gryllos could have traveled to the land on the banks of the Morava river as early as its period of origin, that is, in the centuries following the turn of the eras. Examples of such artifact voyages do exist. The Middle Assyrian, probably 13th-century (BC) cylinder seal, excavated in the filling of a fortification ditch belonging to a 2nd-3rd century (AD) legionary fortress at Mainz on Rhine, bears witness to such a possibility, especially in the light of evidence for military units of Eastern origin doing their service at Moguntiacum (Klumbach and Moortgat-Correns 1968, esp. p. 38 n. 7 for the Oriental military units including the cohors I Ituraeorum sagittariorum and cohors Surorum). Such Roman soldiers from the Eastern provinces were certainly sent to guard the imperial limes along the middle part of the Danube-river course, and they definitely enjoyed ample opportunities of bringing a token of home to a foreign land where denizens of the deserts, steppes and river plains of the Near East must have been freezing to death in the crushing Central European winters. A convenient review has been put at our disposal by Zsolt Visy (2003, 144-149), who has noted such warrior ethnicities like ala I Augusta Ituraeorum  sagittariorum (ibid. pp.145 and 149), Surorum sagittaria, cohors milliaria Maurorum equitata (both ibid. on p. 147), cohors I Aurelia Antonina milliaria Hemesenorum ([H]emessa = Syrian Homs, Hoffmann 1963, 50-51, sub No. 36) and cohors I Augusta Ituraeorum sagittariorum (both ibid. on p. 148). Other cases of similar character, involving “well-traveled” cylinder seals, have been brought to our notice by Dominique Collon (1987, 138). An alternative course of things is, of course, represented by the possibility that a Roman soldier of Central European origin brought home a souvenir of his campaigning in the East, for instance, with Lucius Verus against the Parthians in 180 A.D.


The second time, when the travel of the Mikulčice gryllos north-westward is conceivable, falls into the fifth post-Christian century, a time of Roman generals of non-Roman origin. Officers of high rank, who served both in the Western and in the Eastern armies of the Roman empire, boasted a distinctive attire displaying weapons, armaments and all sorts of articles of personal use sparkling with gold and precious stone and executed in the distinctive “colored style” (for which cf. now Wieczorek-Périn 2001). This fashion, visible by then on showy personal ornaments from the Caucasus to the Atlantic coast, made much use of red-color stones imported mostly from India, bearing thus witness to a period of general prosperity and efficient organization of foreign trade. The whole group of vestiges of the “colored style” is now perceived as a distinctive “status kit” of management- and command elites, frequently of non-Roman origin, who maintained in function the imperial administrative structures, now under siege on all fronts. 

The territories of Moravia, Bohemia and the Near East were now directly linked by presence of elite articles of the “colored style”. On the Moravian side, these appeared on the sites of Cezavy by Blučina (Wieczorek-Périn 2001, 57, 69, and No. 4.12 on pp. 166-168), and of Smolín (ibid., 59, and No. 4.1 on pp. 134-136), with an “off-shoot” in the Bohemian find from Bříza by Litoměřice (ibid. No. 2.3, pp. 106-108). Related finds have, however, turned up not only north of the Caucasus; they belonged to elite cultures of Late-Antiquity Syria (Dura Europos, Hama and an unknown site: Fortin 1999, Nos. 339, 340 and 345 on pp. 300-301 and 303), as well as of Mesopotamia (Seleucia and Hatra: Ogliengo 1985, Nos. 243, 245 and 246 on pp. 347 and 430-431). Let us also not forget that one of the bearers of such sumptuous attire, buried in Wolfsheim (Rheinland-Pfalz, Germany), displayed on his neck ring the name of the first sovereign of the Sasanian dynasty, Ardashir I (226-241 AD: Wieczorek-Périn 2001, No. 2.10, pp. 118-122, esp. p. 118). Dominique Collon tells us that at least one cylinder seal came to light in a “late Roman” level at Dover (Collon 1987, 138 n. 2). 

It is thus well conceivable that this impact of the “big world” on lands north of the Alps and east of the Labe river could have brought the tiny relic of the now defunct pagan past into the “far north”. 

Articles of Mediterranean origin have been found in 5th-6th-century Moravia: a good example constituted by an ivory pyx of possibly Syrian origin found at the funerary barrow of Žuráň by Brno, in what appears to be a monument to one of the Longobard kings (Poulík 1995; for the general context and references cf. Charvát 1998b, good photos may be found in Benda 1967). A similar story may hide behind another applied-art monument, a small disc of bone, horn or antler, carved with what may be a scene with astrological connotations featuring a bowman (Sagittarius) and a scene related possibly to the conflict between Good and Evil (a good depiction in Poulík 1975, Pls. 89-90). This find, perhaps one of a set of gaming dice, of Egyptian origin and 5th-6th-century date, has turned up in another grave by the Third church of Mikulcice, so that it too must have been “re-cycled” by the Slavic princely elite of the 9th century (Charvát 1995). I see no reason why our gryllos could not undertake the same “voyage to the end of the world”.


Finally, we must ponder upon the possibility that the ens trinum image could have been brought to Moravia as late as the 8th-9th century. In this aspect we may open a wide enough field of interpretation to include contacts materializing in trade, official gift exchange, or even scholarly contacts such as bringing of books in precious bindings in which our intaglio might have been concealed. Contacts between ninth-century Moravia and the Byzantine empire have left behind a rich legacy of historical records and a less generous harvest of archaeological evidence, some of which I have treated in a series of publications (Charvát 1996; Charvát 1998a; Charvát 1998b; Charvát 2000). Nonetheless, we will do well not to lose the simple variant of a chance find in an ancient Roman site from sight: in France, a Roman gryllos intaglio was found in a “tombe mérovingienne” (Guiraud 2003, 189 No. 901).

I will add just a note of caution: in taking into account the possibility of trade, our carved gem would fall into the category of goods “introduced” or rather “induced”, not “carried” by trade. In a recent paper (Charvát 2003) I have proposed to identify items of imported culture in terms of two categories of commodities. The first of these were “carried” in by trade as its main staples – such as grain, oil, garum or wine in the Late Antique world. The second category includes goods that did not belong to the bulk of the profit-yielding commodities, but went along with the cargo, either as personal articles, or in any other way that might have been related to the transport of the chief commodity. For this second-category of goods, trade was not “carrier”, but “conductor”.

That the above sketched variant solution might tend towards reality may be indicated by another find from Mikulčice, for which a Byzantine-inspired parallel has just been published. This is a sheet-bronze medallion depicting a face of a long-haired male with a prominent moustache, and with what appears to be either a neck ring or a decorative lining of the robe he is wearing (Poulík 1975, Pl. 73: 1). It came forth from another, peripheral Mikulčice cemetery, that of the “Těšický les” NE of the site’s central enclosure (Poulík 1975, 127-128, esp. p. 128). A similar item, most probably a Christian reliquary, came to light in the filling of tomb T6 of the church of Meinarti in Nubia, deposited there in the 12th century (Adams 2003, vol. IV, No. 709 on Pl. 16e, on the tomb cf. ibid. pp. 54, 61, 69, and, in general, 74 and vol. V pp. 7-8 ). This parallel provides an additional argument for the observation that art creations of Eastern inspiration helped to shape the eclectic culture of ninth-century Moravian elites.


Is any of the three possibilities to be preferred to the other two? In my view, the balance is very slightly tipping in favor of the third possibility. Another ancient heirloom, a Roman 1st-century (AD) carnelian intaglio with the likeness of the god Mercury, has been set face inwards into a belt chape found in grave 390 at the very same Third church of Mikulčice (Poulík 1975, 82, Pl. 49: 4; Mrázek 2000, 38, 50, 53, Fig. 24 on p. 54). This fact attests to the jeweler’s knowledge of the motif, and to his decision to “disarm” the old pagan symbol by hiding it within the mass of the belt chape. Either the jeweler, or the person who commissioned the attire article, are thus likely to have been of Christian orientation. 

This was also the case of our ens trinum intaglio, appreciated probably rather for the fullness of the color of the stone than as an interesting but, in a way, “unclean” work of art. 

All this, of course, says nothing about how the tiny stones fell into early medieval jewelers’ hands. Were they prized possessions inherited from the ancestors? Did they travel as precious articles brought over with trade? Or did they arrive thither as loot from precious articles that had once embellished some monastery beyond the Moravian frontier?

Unfortunately, there are very few traces of hoarded family possessions, or of trousseaux of rich brides, among the material culture of ninth-century Moravia. The riches of the elite men and women of the local elite do not seem to have been gained over prolonged periods of time. The bearers of ninth-century Moravian elite culture seemed to have deliberately avoided any links with the 8th-century past, dominated by nomadic material culture of southeastern inspiration. Also, I believe that if the Moravian treasures did represent family wealth gathered for generations, they would have included many more objects of Graeco-Roman origin than is actually the case, as may be seen in other collections of precious objects from early medieval Europe.

All this induces me to assume a more recent arrival of our gryllos with other articles brought over considerable distances. But I really see no way to gain absolute certainty.


Thus we see that the eagle of our ens trinum, who spread his wings to soar up to the sky in the initial centuries of the Christian era over the blue Mediterranean waves, has landed after some six centuries in a land-locked harbor hundreds of miles away from his port of departure. A respectable performance, indeed.


Research on which his article is based would not have been possible without a grant conferred on me by the J. W. Fulbright Commission of the Czech Republic (No. 2003-28-02). It is my pleasure and honor to acknowledge my debt of gratitude here.
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