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Note on the diffusion of swastika fibulae with horse-head decorations 
in the Late Roman Period 

Maur iz io B U O R A 

Izvleček 

Avtor obravnava tipologijo in razprostranjenost fibul v 
obliki svastike s konjskimi glavicami. En primerek je bil 
najden med zaščitnimi izkopavanji na Gradu v Vidmu leta 
1987. Razširjene so od Dacije, Mezije, Dardanije. Panonije 
in vzhodnega Norika do severovzhodnih meja Italije, največ 
primerkov pa poznamo iz antičnih Burgcn (Novi Banovci). 
Nekaj jih izvira iz rimskih taborov; datirane so v 3. in 4. st. 
n. š. 

A swast ika f ibula with fou r ho r se -heads (pi. 1: 1) 
was f o u n d n e a r a house da t ing f r o m the late 3 r d o r 
early 4 l h cen tu ry A . D . and the end of the 6 t h o r the 
early 7 t h cen tury 1 in 1987, du r ing an emergency exca-
vat ion on the U d i n e castle hill. T h e f ibula was f o u n d 
in soil, which had f r equen t ly been d i s tu rbed in the 
pas t , as it was par t of a bur ia l g r o u n d , which was 
cont inuous ly used f r o m the 7 t h cen tu ry to the start of 
the 19lh c en tu ry . T h e f ibula was located in a d ischarge 
pit ad jo in ing the house , con ta in ing mate r i a l , which 
could be da t ed to the second half of the 6 , h cen tu ry . 

O n its back the b ronze f ibu la , measu r ing 3 ,9 x 3,9 
cm, still has an a t t a c h m e n t for the clip and par t of 
the clasp tip. T h e f ron t of the f ibula displays the fou r 
horse h e a d s and p u n c h e d concen t r i c ring deco ra t ion 
of c lear R o m a n or igin. 

T h e excavat ions showed tha t the site con t inued to 
be inhab i t ed by local R o m a n peop le even a f t e r the 
L o m b a r d invasion (568 A . D . ) . A l though par t of the 
mater ia l in the pit had been d a m a g e d by the cons t ruc-
tion of f o u n d a t i o n s in the middle of the Mediaeva l 
Pe r iod , statistically, a high p e r c e n t a g e of the mate r ia l 
r ecovered f r o m the site can be d a t e d to the La te 
R o m a n Per iod up to the 6 l h cen tu ry . 

O K I G I N A N I ) D E V E L O P M E N T O F T H E 
I C O N O G R A P H I C M O T I F 

T h e f igures o n the f ibula c o m b i n e two very c o m m o n 
mot i fs , the swast ika and the an imal heads , which 

Abstract 

The author examines the morphology and area of diffusion 
of the swastika fibulae with four horse-heads: one of them 
was found in 1987, during an emergency excavation around 
the Udine castle (Italy). Their area of diffusion included 
Dacia. Moesia. Dardania. Pannonia, Eastern Noricum and 
the north-eastern border of Italy, with a concentration of 
examples in the city of ancient Burgenae (Novi Banovci). 
These fibulae arc also present in the remains of Roman 
military camps and have been given a 3rd and 4"' century date. 

a p p e a r e d in d i f fe ren t t imes and places and b lend he re 
in a m a n n e r not dissimilar to Cel t ic and G e r m a n i c art 
mot i fs . 

" A p p l i q u e s ' ' with the s ame swast ika a r r a n g e m e n t 
and horse h e a d s have b e e n f o u n d in the 5 t h and 4 t h 

cen tur ies B . C . , that is be longing to the N e g a u hor izon , 
e . g . , in grave 33, b a r r o w 5 in D o l e n j s k e Topl ice (pi. 
2: 3)2 o r in the first par t of the 4 t h cen tu ry B . C . in 
s o m e princely t o m b s in the Ba lkan Peninsu la , inclu-
ding the o n e in P e r e t u , in R u m a n i a (pi. 2: l ) . 3 

In the high and middle imper ia l pe r iod , f ibulae of 
A l m g r e n 234 and 235 fo rm were c o m m o n a m o n g 
G e r m a n i c peop le . T h e curved a r m s end in g roups of 
rose t tes , which could be in t e rp re t ed as stylized heads . 
T h e a rms could be f r ee , as in a spec imen da t ing f rom 
the 3 r d o r 4 l h cen tu ry f r o m the princely necropol is of 
Hi iven, in f o r m e r Eas t G e r m a n y , 4 o r connec ted by 
meta l bars f o r m i n g a r o u n d f r a m e , as in a spec imen 
f o u n d in N e s t e g o g a a r d , in Z e e l a n d , kept in the Nat io-
nal M u s e u m , in C o p e n h a g e n . 5 It is not diff icult to see 
in this motif the direct a n t e c e d e n t of the triquetra, o r 
the deco ra t ion with th ree animal h e a d s radia t ing f r o m 
a single c e n t r e , which a d o r n s s o m e shield u m b o s f r o m 
the L o m b a r d pe r iod . A b o u t ten such spec imens , exclu-
sively I ta l ian, and da t ing to the 7 t h cen tu ry A . D . have 
b e e n ident i f ied . ' ' 

A decora t ive motif similar to the triquetra, f o r m e d 
by th ree stylized an imal heads with curved necks 
inside a circle, occurs on an o r n a m e n t a l b ronze disk 
f o u n d a m o n g the ob jec t s in a girl 's g rave . N o . 15, in 
the nobles ' necropol i s of F r i edbe rg , used a r o u n d the 
midd le of the 7 l h cen tu ry by an A l e m a n n i c family (pi. 



2: 5 ) . 7 Closely re la ted to these o r n a m e n t s , bu t at the 
s ame t ime similar to o u r f ibu lae , a re s o m e disks in 
the B u d a p e s t M u s e u m be long ing to the A v a r cul ture 
(pi. 2: 6 ,7 ) . 8 

T h e i m p o r t a n c e held by the horse in the ancient 
wor ld is well k n o w n . T h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of this impor -
tant an imal has its own t rad i t ion in d i f fe ren t f ie lds . 
T h e head of Bucepha lus , the war horse of A l e x a n d e r 
the G r e a t , is shown on Seleucid coins , 9 and this motif 
was t r ansmi t t ed in the 3 r d c en tu ry B . C . to R o m a n -
C a m p a n i a n co inage . 1 0 T h e s a m e motif is f o u n d la ter 
in gem carving ( fou r gems in the Aqui le ia m u s e u m 
are ca rved with a horse head t u r n e d to the r i g h t ) . " 
T u r n e d in the s ame m a n n e r to the r ight , the horse 
head is also f o u n d on the disk of a f ew lamps , p e r h a p s 
f r o m Pol len t ia ' s workshops . 1 2 

T Y P E A N D D I F F U S I O N O F H O R S E - H E A D 
S W A S T I K A F I B U L A E 

T h e ho r se -head swast ika f ibu lae have been consi-
d e r e d t oge the r with the f ibu lae of the type with a rms 
ben t at right angels . T h e ho r se -head f ibu lae , in par t i -
cu la r , be long to type A l m g r e n 232 as is shown in a 
spec imen f r o m R u m a n i a . T h e tas te for these deco ra -
t ions is clearly ev ident in the La te R o m a n Pe r iod , 
w h e n an imal r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s as well as f ibulae of 
geomet r i ca l shape were a p p r e c i a t e d . 

T h e spec imens , so f a r k n o w n , b e a r a cer ta in r e sem-
blance to each o t h e r in bo th f o r m and d imens ions , 
which a re near ly cons tan t . 

T h e a u t h o r s w h o have s tudied these spec imens have 
po in ted ou t the Ba lkan origin of this type of f ibu lae . 
A s can be seen in the ca ta logue of f inds given in the 
append ix , the i r a rea of d i f fus ion inc luded Dac ia , Moe-
sia, D a r d a n i a , P a n n o n i a , Eas t e rn N o r i c u m a n d , to a 
much lesser ex t en t , Italy (close to its b o r d e r with 
P a n n o n i a and N o r i c u m and very n e a r to the R h a e t i a n 
b o r d e r ) . Re l a t ed f o r m s and no e x a m p l e s f r o m o u r 
g r o u p seem to have b e e n p reva len t in G e r m a n y . W e 
re fe r to the f ibula n u m b e r e d 1058 f r o m Saa lburg (pi. 
1: 9) which has a single nut eye at the cen t re and has 
substant ia l ly d i f fe ren t heads.1" 

A concen t r a t i on of examples , so s imilar to each 
o t h e r as to just i fy t he a s sumpt ion of a local p roduc t ion 
c e n t r e , has been f o u n d in the a rea of Novi Banovci 
( the anc ien t Burgenae) which is at the cen t re of the 
a r ea of d i f fus ion of these f ibu lae (pi. 1: 2-7). O t h e r 
f inds w e r e m a d e in ne ighbour ing a reas , showing the i r 
g radua l sp read o u t w a r d (fig. 1). Small var ia t ions in 
the motif can be seen in f ibulae f r o m o t h e r places. 
F o r e x a m p l e , in the shape of the ea rs o r in the out l ine 
of the horse head . 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , in most cases it a p p e a r s that the 
f ibulae of this type be long to old f inds o r lack a 
sui table con tex t . T h e chronologica l t e r m s have been 
listed a b o v e fo r the f ibula f r o m the U d i n e excava t ion . 

Fig. I: Map of diffusion of swastika fibulae with horse-head decorations. 
SI. I: Razprostranjenost fibul v obliki svastikc s konjskimi glavicami. 
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T h e f ibula f r o m Tisens-St . Hyppol i t c o m e s f r o m a si te , 
f r o m which much mater ia l of the La t e R o m a n Per iod 
and the 6 t h cen tu ry has b e e n excava ted , and which 
was inhabi ted by a R o m a n popu la t i on , as was the hill 
on which the U d i n e castle now s tands . T h e f ibulae 
f r o m Criste^ti in Transylvania and f r o m Beograd -Ka-
l e m e g d a n , G o r n j i grad were f o u n d in the r ema ins of 
R o m a n mili tary camps . 1 4 T h e f ibula f r o m Dragov i t a 
n e a r Niš has b e e n given a 4 t h cen tu ry da t e . 

W e can also say that these f ibu lae a re widely presen t 
in Dac ia and a long the middle and lower D a n u b e , and 

only except ional ly do they a p p e a r on the b o r d e r s of 
I tal ian te r r i to ry . 

P e r h a p s it is possible to re la te this fact to the 
p resence of t roops or ig inat ing in Dac i a , Moes ia and 
D a r d a n i a and moving to Aqu i l e i a , a t t es ted by several 
inscr ipt ions. Some fune ra l m o n u m e n t s in Aqui le ia of 
soldiers or ig inat ing in these a reas have b e e n d a t e d to 
the Tetrarchy.1 ; > 

* * * 

I am gra te fu l to M r . Dragan Božič fo r the assis tance. 
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K razprostranjenosti poznorimskih fibul v obliki svastike s konjskimi glavicami 

Povzetek 

Odkritje fibule v obliki svastike s konjskimi glavicami med 
izkopavanji na Gradu v Vidmu (t. I: 1)' predstavlja priložnost 
za ponovno preučitev takih fibul. 

Tovrstne fibule združujejo dva zelo običajna motiva, ki se 
pojavljata v različnih dobah in na različnih območjih. Motiv 
svastike z živalskimi glavicami je znan že v prazgodovini, npr. 
na aplikah iz groba 33 gomile 5 iz Dolenjskih Toplic (t. 2: 3)2 

ali onih iz Peretu v Romuniji (t. 2: l ) , 3 v poznorimskem 
obdobju pa npr. v nekdanji Vzhodni Nemčiji4 ali na Danskem.'' 
V 7. st. najdemo podoben motiv trojnega zavojka z živalskimi 
glavicami na langobardskodobnih predmetih v Italiji,6 pa tudi 
v alamanskem okolju (t. 2: 5).7 Pri Avarih (t. 2: 6,7)8 pa 
srečamo prav motiv svastike z živalskimi glavicami. Tudi 
upodobitve konjske glave so pogoste. Nahajajo se na helcni-
stičnih'1 in rimsko-kampanijskih novcih, na rimskih gemah" 

in na italskih oljenkah.12 

Prostor razprostranjenosti obravnavanih fibul (tip Almgrcn 
232) obsega Dacijo, Mezijo. Dardanijo, Panonijo. vzhodni 
Norik in severovzhodno obrobje Italije (si. I). Iz Saalburga 
je znan primerek, ki se od drugih delno razlikuje (t. 1: 9). 
V središču obširnega prostora razprostranjenosti sc nahajajo 
Burgcnc (Novi Banovci), od koder izvira največ primerkov 
(t. I : 2 - 7 ) . 

Ker je večina fibul brez ožjih najdiščnih podatkov, samo 
prisotnost nekaterih v rimskih tabor ih" omogoča domnevo, 
da sodijo v 3. in 4. st. n. š. Fibuli iz Vidma in Tisensa je 
mogoče povezati s prisotnostjo vojaških oddelkov iz Mezijc 
in Dardanijc v Ogleju, ki jo zlasti v obdobju tetrarhije izpriču-
jejo napisi na nekaterih tamkajšnjih nagrobnikih.15 

Dr. Maurizio Buora 
Civici Musci c Gallerie di Storia c Arte 
Castello 
1-33 KM) Udinc 



I'l. I : 1 Udinc-Castlc; 2-7 Novi Banovci (rc-dcsigncd from Vinski 1%8); 8 Osijek (rc-dcsigncd from Vinski 1%8); 9 Saalburg 
(rc-dcsigncd from BOhmc 1972); 10 Tisens-St. Hyppolit (rc-dcsigncd from Bicrbrauer 1986); II Carnuntum (rc-dcsigncd from 
Matouschck, Nowak 1986); 12 Bcograd-Kalcmcgdan. Gornji grad (rc-dcsigncd from Bojovič 1983); 13 Dragovila by NiS 
(rc-dcsigncd from Jovanovič 1978). Scalc 1-9.11-13 = 1:1; 10 without scalc. 
T. I: I Udinc-Castcllo; 2-7 Novi Banovci; 8 Osijek; 9 Saalhurg; 10 Tisens-St. Hyppolit; 11 Carnuntum; 12 Bcograd-Kalcmcgdan. 
Gornji grad; 13 Dragovita pri NiSu. M. 1-9,11-13 = 1:1; 10 brez merila. 
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I'l. 2: 1,2 Appliques of the princely tomb in Perctu (rc-designcd from Moscalu 1989); 3 Applique in tomb 33 of burial mound 
No. 5 in Dolenjske Toplice (rc-dcsigncd from Tcržan 1976); 4 Applique in Niš Museum (rc-dcsigncd from Jovanovič 1978); 
5 »Zierscheibc« in the Alcmannic tomb from Fricdbcrg (rc-designcd from Christlein 1978); 6.7 Elements of application from 
Avar necropolis (Magyar Ncmzcti Muzcum, Budapest, courtesy M. Nagy). Scalc 1,2 = 2:3; 3 = 1:1; 4 = 3:4; 5-7 without scale. 
T. 2: 1,2 apliki iz knežjega groba v I'erctu; 3 aplika iz groba 33 gomile 5 iz Dolenjskih Toplic; 4 aplika iz Narodnega muzeja 
v Nišu; 5 »okrasna plošča« iz alamanskega groba iz Fricdberga; 6,7 apliki z avarskega grobišča. M. 1,2 - 2:3; 3 1:1; 4 
3:4; 5-7 brez merila. 


