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EARLY BYZANTINE PEACOCK BROOCHES IN THE SOUTHERN CAUCASUS
IN THE EARLY MEDIEVAL PERIOD

ANNA VLADIMIROVNA MASTYKOVA

Archaeological Heritage Protection Department of the Institute of Archaeology
of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Moscow, Russia
amastykova@mail.ru

Abstract: This paper discusses Early Byzantine clasps in the form of peacock, which occurred in modern Abkhazia and
Kartli. These brooches date from the sixth and seventh centuries and meet with parallels among synchronous mediaeval antiquities.
Peacock brooches discovered in the Southern Caucasus were imported directly from Byzantium. These finds indicate connections of
the population of the Southern Caucasus and the Byzantine Empire.
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This paper discusses Early Byzantine clasps in the form of peacock, which occurred in the Southern Cau-
casus (Fig. 1-4). Small zoomorphic brooches were well known in the Caucasus in the Great Migration Period (from
the last third of the fourth to the second third of the sixth century AD)." These brooches in the Caucasus belong to
the big group of small bird-shaped brooches which existed in Europe from the mid-fifth to mid-seventh century.
They belong to female attire and were widespread in Western Europe, in the Middle Danube area, on the Balkans,
and in the Caucasus.” Besides, there were big bird-shaped brooches, finery and trappings with encrustation, featur-
ing another morphology and popular among the Eastern Germanic peoples in Spain and Italy,’ as well as along the
Danube and in the Carpathians, particularly in the Pietroasele treasure and in the “princely” grave of Apahida IL.*
All the listed types of brooches reflect international female fashion from the fifth to mid-seventh century and, obvi-
ously, originate from common Late Roman prototypes. Actually, the image of bird of prey, specifically of eagle,
often occurred among the Roman symbols, which were imitated by barbarians.’

However, the bird-shaped brooches include several outstanding pieces featuring not a feathered predator
but unaggressive peacock (Fig. 5. 1-3). These brooches depict a bird with crested head, elongated body, and long
oval tail. In the Southern Caucasus, I know only three finds of brooches of the type: two pieces originate from the
territory of modern Abkhazia, from cemeteries of Tsibilium-2 and Shapka-Yustinianov Kholm-3, and the third piece
comes from the territory of Kartli, from Samtavro (Fig. 4).

The excavation on the cemetery of Tsibilium-2, at the footstep of the famous fort of Tsebelda, in the north-
eastern area of the Tsebelda valley (Gulripsh area), which formed a part of ancient Apsilia, uncovered inhumation
grave 282, with the burial of a teenager girl® whose head was oriented to the west (Fig. 1.1). The grave contained a

! MACTBIKOBA 2016a; MACTBIKOBA 2016b; MASTYKOVA 3 BIERBRAUER 1975, 121, 122; EBEL-ZEPERZAUER 2000,
2016; MACTBIKOBA 2017. 29-31; voN RuMMEL 2007, 331-337; vON RUMMEL 2012, 51-66.

2 THIRY 1939; WERNER 1961, Taf. 41-43; LEGOUX—PERIN— * HarHOIU 1998, 92.
VALLET 2009, Ne 235-251. > GREENE 1987; VON RUMMEL 2012.

© Gender and age has been determined by Yu. N. Voronov.
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Fig. 1. Grave 282 in the cemetery of Tsibilium-2 (according to Boponos 2003, puc. 133.7-15)

brooch featuring peacock with elongated body, long oval tail, crested head, and the wing decorated with oval green
glass inset (Fig. 1.2). There is no information on the location of this brooch in the grave. The burial was accompa-
nied with numerous beads of various types made of glass, carnelian, and amber (Fig. 1.3-8).” Taking the grave
goods into account, there are reasons to date this grave to Stage IV/10-11 of the Abkhazian timeline, corresponding
to AD 530/550-640/670.*

The second peacock brooch, which form is absolutely the same as that of the previous artefact, was exca-
vated from grave 4 in the cemetery of Shapka-Yustinianov Kholm-3,’ in the south-western area of the Tsebelda
valley (Gulripsh area) (Fig. 2). This grave contained an inhumation, with the head oriented to the north (Fig. 2.1).
On the chest of the skeleton there was a bronze brooch depicting peacock with elongated body, elongated oval tail,
and crested head; its tail and wing were decorated with oval insets of light blue glass. Overall size of the brooch is
4.5 cm' (Fig. 2.2.A,5)."" This grave also contained grave goods typical of female burials: silver and bronze bow
fibulae with wide back-plate and crossbar, glass, carnelian, and amber beads, bronze bracelets and pendant earrings,
bronze toilet set and fragments of a needle-case including bronze needles, bronze bell, iron knife, and ceramic ves-
sels (Fig. 2.3-22). The excavators have dated this burial to the third quarter of the seventh century.'” Olga Gei and
Igor Bazhan have related this grave to Period 8 of their chronology, corresponding to AD 425-450."* However,
cross-like brooches of the latest variant (Fg. 2.15—18) and pendant earrings (Fig. 2.3-5) suggest that the most prob-
able chronology of this assemblage is AD 530/550-640/670, i. e. Stage IV/10-11 of the Abkhzian timeline."*

The third find is a bird-shaped brooch from grave 578 in the year 1946 from the cemetery of Samtavro in
Mzkheta in Kartli in the ancient Iberia (Fig. 3)."> General outline of the bird’s body and the crest on its head allow
me to relate this brooch to the group of peacock brooches, though in contrast to Abkhazian finds its tail is sub-tra-

" BOPOHOB et al. 1982, 25, puc. 29.18; BoroHOB 2006, "' BoroHOB—IOmmH 1973, 184, puc. 13.21; BoroHoB 2010,
puc. 29.107; VoroNov 2007, 66, Fig. 133.8. 70, puc. 21.6.

8 KAZANSKI-MASTYKOVA 2007, 59. 12 BoroHOB—IOumH 1973, 184.

° BoroHOB-IOmmH 1973, 184, puc. 13. The find resides in B Ien-Baxan 1997, 26, 27, ta6n. 29.21.
the State Museum of Abkhazia, in the city of Sukhum. 14 Cf.: KAZANSKI-MASTYKOVA 2007, PL. 27.3.4,6.

1T am indebted to Valentin Aleksandrovich Niushkov for 15 Anixazasa 1979, 117, ta6mn. IX.2.

this information.
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Fig. 2. Grave 4 in the cemetery of Shapka-Yustinianov Kholm-3 (according to Boronos—tOwmuH 1973, puc. 13)
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Fig. 4. Distribution map of peacock brooches in the Transcaucasia. 1: Tsebelda; 2: Shapka; 3: Samtavro

pezium, and it does not have elongated body nor inset decoration (Fig. 3.1). From the cross-shaped brooch of an
early form (Fig. 3.2)'® there are reasons to relate this burial to the finds from Stage III/5-8 in the Abkhazian timeline,
corresponding to AD 380/400-440/450."

The style of these three brooches greatly differs from other bird-like ornaments from the Central Caucasus,
so they “fall out” the general group of Caucasian finds. Yurii Voronov was the first to underline that these bird-like
brooches were Late Roman/Byzantine and met with parallels in the Eastern Mediterranean area.'® Actually peacock
is one of the favourite motifs of the Early Byzantine decorative art, where it symbolised eternity and revival, and
also emperor’s power. Images of peacock often occurred on metal artefacts of other types (Fig. 6.1-4; Fig. 7.1-3)."

16 AnIXA3ABA 1979, Ta6n. IX.1. ' See e. g.: Ross 1962, Pl. XXVIII, N° 41; Ross 1965, PL.
17 K AZANSKI-MASTYKOVA 2007, 57, P1. 24. LXXVII, N° 164; BENAZETH 1992, 235, N° E27248; 3AnECCKAs 2006,
¥ BoroHOB—IOmMH 1973, 188; Boronos 2010, 70. 142, Ne 276; DEPPERT-LIPPITZ 2008, Abb. 1; AL OMARI 2008, Abb. 3.
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Fig. 5. Peacock brooches in the Transcaucasia (1-3) and their Mediterranean parallels (4-7). 1: Tsibilium-2, grave 282
(according to VOrONOV 2007, Fig. 133,8); 2: Shapka-Yustinianov Kholm-3, grave 4 (according to — A: Boponos—tOumu 1973. puc. 13.21;
B: author’s photo, the collection of the Abkhazian State Museum); 3: Samtavro, grave 578 of the year 1946 (according to ATIXA3ABA 1979,
Tab6s. IX.2); 4: Baron Johannes von Diergardt’s Collection at the Roman-Germanic Museum, Koln (according to WERNER 1961, Taf. 49.322);
5, 6: Invillino (according to MARTIN 1994, Abb. 162.4,5); 7: Villa Lagarina (according to BIERBRAUER 2008, Abb. 5.3)

Similar brooches are well known in the Mediterranean, particular in Italy, where they are considered typi-
cal Mediterranean (Romanian) pieces (Fig. 5.4-7).% Most probable is Yurii Voronov’s suggestion that peacock
brooches in the Southern Caucasus were imported directly from Byzantium. In the Northern Caucasus, no peacock
brooch has been found so far. It is interesting to note that in the Southern Caucasus a few finds of peacock brooches
appeared in the areas (Iberia, Apsilia) that kept permanent and varied contacts with Byzantium (Fig. 4).

It should be mentioned that ornaments depicting peacocks came into the hands of barbarians who lived far
away from Byzantine borders. As Anatolii Ambroz has shown once,”' zoomorphic images on brooches from the
Martynovka treasure in the Dnieper area (Fig. 6.4)* represent bird’s heads. Martynovka brooches laid the founda-
tion for a big series of anthropo- and zoomorphic brooches from the Dnieper area.” This famous treasure originates
from the forest-steppe area on the right bank of the Dnieper.”* It belonged to the Penkovka culture people, e. g.
Slavic-speaking Antae, and dates most likely from the last third or the end of the sixth century.”

Translated from Russian by Nikita Khrapunov

2 WERNER 1961, 54, Taf. 49.322; BIERBRAUER 1992, Abb. 2 For details see: PomHKOBA 2006a; POAMHKOBA 2006b.
1.5, 3.8, 14; BIERBRAUER 2008, Abb. 4.3,4; MARTIN 1994, Abb. 162.4-6. 24 PEKARSKAJA—KIDD 1994,
2l AMBPO3 1993, 181. 2 KazaNsKI 2013, 831-848.

22 PEKARSKAJA—KIDD 1994, Taf. 3, 4.
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Fig. 6. Early Byzantine metal artefacts depicting peacock (1-3) and the barbarian imitations (4). 1: Syria (?)
(according to DEPPERT-LIPPITZ 2008, Abb. 1); 2: Hungary, Dumbarton Oaks (according to Ross 1965, Pl. LXXVIIL, N° 164);
3: Upper Egypt, Louvre (according to BENAZETH 1992, 235, n°® E27248); 4: Martynovka (according to PEKARSKAJA-KIDD 1994, Taf. 3,4)

Fig. 7. Early Byzantine metal oil lamps depicting peacock. 1: Egypt, State Hermitage Museum (according to 3AJIECCKAs 2006, Ne 276);
2: Egypt, Dumbarton Oaks collection (according to Ross 1962, P1. XXVIII, N° 41); 3: Syria, National Museum, Damascus
(according to AL OMARI 2008, Abb. 3)
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