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Early Byzantine Jewellery in the 
Cloisonné Style Allegedly from Olbia

Michel Kazanski

This chapter deals with the finds of artefacts with cloisonné-style decoration from 
the post-Hunnic period (from the mid-5th century to the end of the first half of the 
6th century) in the Hermitage Museum collections. According to dealers, they came 
from the region of Olbia, an important ancient city near the mouth of the Southern 
Bug River. It is assumed by some that these finds can be linked to the existence of an 
unrecognised steppe power centre of the period, but their apparent similarity to the 
“princely” finds of the period from the Middle Danube area may indicate the east-
ward movement of some Germanic groups, such as the Angisciri, whose migration 
is described by Jordanes1. However, there are other “princely” finds associated with 
Olbia, such as an ostentatious polychrome buckle with thickened, round loop and 
round belt-plate, or earrings with three-lobed pendants.

Therefore, it cannot be ruled out that in the Hunnic period there may have been 
a power centre of some kind – hypothetically it could have been the “kingdom of 
Gesimundus”, according to the Hunnic ally known from Jordanes’s notes on the 
Hun-Goth war. It is necessary to em-
phasise, however, that Jordanes took 
a significant part of his testimony from 
a Germanic epic, and therefore any his-
torical considerations formed on the ba-
sis of the mentioned episode from Jor-
danes’s chronicle are only hypothetical2. 
But even more significant is the fact that 
Olbia as a site for the discovery of arte-
facts must be considered undocumented 
and perhaps even fraudulent. It is com-
mon knowledge that antiquities dealers, 
in an attempt to achieve the highest pos-
sible price, actually claimed a fictitious 
origin for the goods on offer, from well-
known ancient sites such as Panticapae-
um (Kerč) or Olbia. So, the geographical 
location of the origin of the artefacts an-
alysed here is very conditional. We can 
only speak with greater certainty about 
their origin in the area of the northern 
Black Sea coast.

The Olbia Treasure

The most famous find of the post-Hun-
nic period is the so-called treasure from 
the collections of P. A. Mavrogordato, 
which later ended up in the U.S.3  Fig. 1 . 
The artefacts from this assemblage 
formed part of a prestigious female cos-
tume and were probably part of the 
funerary equipment. The most signif-
icant part of the jewellery set is a pec-
toral chain with an oval medallion with 
a cross motif  Fig. 1:1 . Judging by the na-
ture of the cloisonné-style decoration of 
the medallion, it was produced by Con-
stantinopolitan jewellers4. This is also 
confirmed by the reverse side of the 

stroke-ornamented medallion, typical of Mediterranean production, while the mas-
sive decorated disc clasp of the necklace also corresponds to the traditions of Gre-
co-Roman art workshops5.

The “treasure” also includes two gold open bar bracelets with club-shaped 
ends  Fig. 1:9, 10 . This type of bracelet appears in Europe in the 1st century AD as a re-
sult of an unknown impulse from Asia6. For the 5th to the first half of the 6th cen-
turies such “royal” bracelets, albeit more massive, are strongly represented in the 
burial sites and treasures of the barbarian aristocracy, among others in the tomb of 
King Childeric at Tournai in Wallonia, in the tomb of the Gepidic prince at Apahida 
in Transylvania and of the Herulian (?) chieftain at Blučina in southern Moravia7. 
Bracelets with club-shaped ends can also be found in aristocratic female graves, 
such as the grave from the Hunnic period at Regöly in the territory of former Roman 
Pannonia, as well as in the burial mound of a Frankish princess from the first half of 
the 6th century, in the Hunnic-Bulgarian (Onogurian) burial mound at the Morskoj 
Čulek burial site on the lower Don River, or at the 2nd half to late 5th century Gepid-
ic burial mound at Berehove in Transcarpathia8. In the Olbia assemblage and in the 
finds from Morskoj Čulek, the bracelets are paired, although from the same period, 
in the predominantly male “princely” graves, gold bracelets with club-shaped ends 
also occur singly. It should be pointed out that such finds are also known from the 
Byzantine territory9, but for example one of the bracelets from Morskoj Čulek bears 
a Latin weight marking10.

The “hoard” also contains two gold rings with rectangular bezels with spiral 
ends and cloisonné decoration  Fig. 1:7, 8 . Rings of this type are well known and doc-
umented for the European setting of the post-Hunnic period. Let us recall the finds 
from the “princely” mound of Bakodpuzsta in the area between the Danube and the 
Tisza, as well as from a set of female artefacts from Cluj-Someşeni in Transylvania, 
in the already mentioned grave at Berehove, the Alemannic burial site of Lörrach 
in southern Germany, the Ficarola burial site in northern Italy, and finally the finds 
from the northern Black Sea coast at Džurga-Oba near Kerč, Taman and Kuban11. 
These analogies dating from the middle to the end of the 5th century allow a more 
precise dating of the Olbia assemblage, while the geographical extent of their distri-
bution, in my opinion, clearly indicates their origin in the Mediterranean region.

The Olbia set also includes a pair of circular twisted earrings strung with poly-
hedral beads, probably of Danubian origin12  Figs. 1:5, 6 . It also includes two earrings 
with moon-shaped pendants, below which leaf-shaped pendants are suspended, all 
again decorated in the cloisonné style  Fig. 1:2, 3 . Ornaments from the Italian hoard of 
Reggio Emilia and the earrings from Varna13 are analogous to these jewels dating 
from the second half of the 5th century to the first half of the 6th century14. Anoth-
er pair of similar earrings also came from a burial chamber among forty graves near 
Džurga-Oba in eastern Crimea15. The reverse side of the Olbia earrings is stroke-or-
namented, as in the central medallion of the Olbia necklace mentioned above. It is 

likely that we are dealing with a set of ornaments made at the 
same time as part of a single order in an unknown art work-
shop in the Mediterranean. The Olbia assemblage also in-
cludes a pointed pin with a hemispherical garnet head  Fig. 1:4 , 
the analogy for which is unknown to me. The Olbia “treasure” 
chronologically falls into the post-Hunnic period of the second 
half of the 5th century, i. e. like the famous Germanic “prince-
ly” finds of Bakodpuzsta (graves 1–2)16, Cluj-Someşeni17 and 
Apahida18. The ostentatious female jewellery set from Olbia 
points to a Mediterranean, probably early Byzantine origin19.

Buckle

The buckle, supposed to be from Olbia  Fig. 2:1 , was purchased 
from the antiquities dealer Nadelius in 1903 by the Imperi-
al Archaeological Commission, along with other artefacts 
from the Hunnic period represented by a polyhedral ear-
ring in polychrome style and a buckle with a thickened cir-
cular loop and circular buckle-plate. It is currently housed 
in the Hermitage20. The buckle has an oval loop fitted with 

Fig. 1:  Hoard from Olbia
After Ross 1965, рl. 79–82

Fig. 2:  Artefacts from the post-Hunnic 
period from Olbia
1: Photo С. von Carnap-Bornheim 
2: After Romans and Barbarians 1976, no. 15
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Buckles analogous to the Olbia one formed part of the 
prestigious male “warrior” clothing of the second half of the 
5th century, although they can sometimes also be found in 
women’s clothing. These examples are representative of the 
Mediterranean arts and crafts tradition and are often consid-
ered to be imports from Byzantium or, more generally, from 
the Mediterranean33. It cannot be ruled out that the buck-
le in question represents a part of the “central” art workshop 
at Constantinople, as suggested by the production technology 
used34.

Necklace of Polyhedral beads

According to the dealers, the necklace made of polyhedral 
metal beads decorated with inlaid semi-precious stones is 
also of Olbian origin  Fig. 2:2 35, analogues of which can be 
found in the central Danube region in Zmajevo, Apahida, Cluj-
Someşeni36, and in Crimea in the aforementioned Kerč burial 
chambers destroyed on 24th June 190437.

Conclusion

In conclusion, it is necessary to emphasize once again that the 
Olbian origin of all the above mentioned artefacts is based 

on the claims of antiquities dealers only, whose interest was to increase the price of 
their goods by linking it to the attractiveness of the site. However, as the finds from 
Morskoj Čulek near Tanais38 show, there is a link between the “princely” post-Hun-
nic finds in the steppe and older ancient centres. On the basis of the finds of these 
prestigious artefacts it can then be stated with certainty that the early Byzantine 
elite’s predilection for luxury objects with cloisonné decoration, widespread in Eu-
rope, was reflected in the regions of the northern Black Sea.

Fig. 5:  Belt buckle. Inv. no. 1983-2,  
The State Hermitage Museum, St. 
Petersburg
Photo A. Lavrentyev

an oval plate, and is decorated all over the surface in the cloisonné style – the Za-
seckaia V group21. An important characteristic is the decoration of the loop made 
up of small garnets in separate cells. This type of ornamentation is not common. 
However, one can recall the typologically related buckles, the scabbard fitting 
and the decorative appliqué from the aforementioned grave of Childeric in Tour-
nai  Figs. 3:8, 9, 12, 14–18 22, buckles from Apahida – burial I  Fig. 3:10 23, and artefacts 
from burial II  Figs. 3:3–6, 11 ,13 24 and burial III from the same locality25, as well as 
the buckle from the Alamannic “princely” burial at Rüdern  Fig. 3:2 26, and a buckle 
from a similar recently discovered grave at Kranj-Lajh in northern Illyricum, Slove-
nia  Fig. 3:1 27. The last-mentioned can be referred to a period no older than the turn 
of the 5th and 6th centuries, according to the analogous shape of the tongue with 
a basal shield28. Analogous decoration of the edges is represented by the head-plate 
and the foot of the brooch in the “Moda danubica” from the Desana hoard  Fig. 3:7 29, 
and the rim decoration of a paten from Gourdon in Burgundy  Fig. 3:19 30. All these 
finds are dated to the second half to the end of the 5th century or the first half of the 
6th century. In the older Hunnic period (second half to late 4th – first half of the 5th 
century), similar decoration of small garnets in separate cells was used on sword 
handles from burials looted on 24th June 1904 at Kerč  Fig. 4:1 31, and also in the case 
of the central medallion of the phalera from the treasure from Szilágysomlyó/Şim-
leul-Silvaniei in Transylvania  Fig. 4:2 32.

Fig. 4: Artefacts from the Hunnic period 
with decoration of the frame made up 
of small garnets:
1)	 Kerč, burial chamber 24. 6. 1904
After Zaseckaja 1993, tab. 29, 135

2)	Şimleul – Silvaniei, hoard II
After Nagy 2007, tab. 20

Fig. 3:  Artefacts from the post-Hunnic 
period with decoration of the frame 
made up of small garnets
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6	 Dickinson – Fern – Webster 2019, 359–360.
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20	 Svoboda 1965, 272.
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century comes from the excavations of the ploughed location 
Na Okrouhlici (Kolešovice area). A hoard of two silver bracelets 
with thickened and engraved ends from the late 6th century was 
discovered in a forest windfall near Lužná near Rakovník. However, 
the finds from the recent surveys of the ploughed area and forested 
area in the vicinity of the Dřevíč settlement (Kozojedy area) are 
crucial. Two brass bow-brooches with a rhomboid foot from the 
turn of the 6th and 7th centuries, a massive bronze decorated belt 
buckle tongue with an engraved animal from the 5th century, as 
well as a luxury silver-gilt horse harness ornament with silver 
damascening from the turn of the 6th and 7th centuries have been 
discovered here so far. These objects are proof of elites present in 
the hillfort during a period that left little evidence in the region.

22	 In Kněžívka (today part of the municipality of Tuchoměřice), 
a Migration Period burial site was partly explored and partly 
destroyed during the construction of the I/7 road Prague–Slaný in 
1961–1962. This site is also connected with discussion about the 
possible location of an Arian church (Droberjar 2005, 39–44; 
Motyková 2007, esp. 469).

23	 A 5th-century settlement was identified in the Ruzyně cadaster, but 
its cemetery is unknown (Kuchařík – Bureš – Pleinerová – Jiřík 2008).

24	 Droberjar 2020, 25, fig. 8:11.

25	 Daněček – Smíšek – Korený 2014.

26	 Kuchařík – Bureš – Pleinerová – Jiřík 2008.

27	 Svoboda 1965, 268–269; Korený 2012.

28	 Svoboda 1965, 261–269.

29	 Svoboda 1695, 258–259.

30	 Korený – Havelková 2016.

31	 E. g. Jiřík – Vávra – Kuchařík – Šmolíková (eds.) 2015; Vávra et al. 2012.

32	 pers. comm. Milan Kuchařík.

33	 This is the find of the fittings of a spatha sheath, like those found on 
the example from the grave of the Grand Duke in Blučina, Brno-
venkov district, of the same period as the find from Mšec 
(Profantová 2018).

34	 E. g. Svoboda 1965; Droberjar 1999, Droberjar 2020, Jiřík 2010, Jiřík et al. 
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Chapter 3: Natural Science and Technical Analysis
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