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The Great Moravian territory of Nitra. Cultural manifestations, territorial scope and the ethnic and social-
political identity of its population

The main objective of the article is to determine the territorial scope of the Great Moravian territory
of Nitra based on an analysis of archaeological sources. Specific cultural manifestations identified in the
focal area of the Danube lowland delimit the studied territory from the settlement of adjacent regions of
Slovakia and from the central settled territory in the Morava River basin. An interpretation of the results,
supported by a comparison with written sources and linguistic data a new view of the social-political
identity of the Nitra population.

Key words: Great Moravia, territory of Nitra, inhumation rite, Christianisation, social-political identity

The territory of Nitra as a distinct administrative unit of the Great Moravian Empire is a
widely accepted historical phenomenon. Based primarily on information from written sources,
it has become the subject of further research. Although the development of archaeological
research over the past century produced a relatively large number of new sources, they have
not been widely utilised thus far to address basic questions such as the territorial scope,
the particularities of cultural manifestations or the ethnic and social-political identity of its
population.

Theoretical and terminological foundation

Due to the inconsistent language of period sources and the specific reality of conditions
at the time, descriptions and definitions created using modern means of expression require
repeated efforts to find a path toward understanding the original terms and consequently
toward an explanation comprehensible to people today. Three of them are key for the chosen
questions in this case: ezhnos (people, ethnicity), gens (tribe) and regnum (administered territory,
state).

In agreement with the definition by C. E Keyes, an ethnic group can be regarded as a
human community which, regardless of actual genetic ties, derives its origin from a common
ancestor or ancestors." Linguistic uniformity in this case is often an encouraging albeit not
clearly mandatory phenomenon. Based on the concept originally developed by R. Wenskus,

'KEYES, C. E. Towatds a New Formulation of the Concept of Ethnic Group. In: E#hnicity, vol. 3, 1976.
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D. Ttestik” identified the term gens as a population that, forming a separate social unit, was the
bearer of independent political power.” Early medieval gens was inextricably linked to paganism,
always had its own name and inhabited bounded tetritories to which it had ancestral claims.*
All of the mentioned attributes of gens can simultaneously be regarded as factors which, in the
presence of additional favourable conditions, could lead to the emergence of a new ethnic
group.

The question of the proper definition of Great Moravia as a political unit is still a subject of
discussion.” Although there are reservations about labelling Great Moravia as an eatly state®, it
differed in one basic trait from early medieval gens. Great Moravia was a political unit governed
by a Christian ruler.” Christianity, as an ideology rejecting pagan principles, brought universalism
to the spiritual world of the central European Slavs.® As it is also described in Zitjje Mefodija
(The Life of Methodins), a period written source of domestic origin, the Christian ruler was no
longer bound by the borders that demarcated the living space of the eatly medieval gens.” This
opened a path to expansion, and under his rule he could also integrate other populations. The
unification of the diverse population under a single crown later led to the emergence of a
political nation."’

Written sources

Despite the fact that the name ‘territory of Nitra’ does not appear in written sources,
several brief mentions provide information on the existence and character of this specific
territory forming part of Great Moravia. These references can be thematically divided into
three categories.

The first contains references describing the expansion of the Moravian prince to the east
of Moravia. The treatise Conversio Bagoariorum et Carantanornm is the only written source to
capture the event leading to the expulsion of Prince Pribina from the location called Nitrava
by Moravian Prince Mojmir."" Nevertheless, exactly whom Pribina ruled and whether (as

2TRESTIK, D. Pocitky Premysioveii. Vstup Cechi do déjin (530-935). Praha, 1997, pp. 59-61; TRESTII, D. I/zmik Velké
Moravy. Moravané, Cechové a stredni Evrgpa v letech 791-871. Praha, 2001, p. 134.

* In a number of his works, D. Ttestik placed early medieval gens on the same level as the social-political and ethnic
identity of its members. See TRESTIK, 1997, ref. 2, pp. 59-60 and TRESTIK, 2001, ref. 2, pp. 131-132, 134. How-
ever, based on the example of Great Moravia, he later took a slightly different view of ethnicity among the Slavs,
and he began to carefully separate the political level. E.g. TRESTIK, D. Mjity kmene Cechiti (7.-10. stoleti). T7 studie
ke, starym povéstem ceskym ‘. Praha, 2003, p. 53. J. Steinhtibel understands genzes in the Slavic environment in a similar
manner. See STEINHUBEL, J. Slovanské ,gentes“ a ich vladykovia, kniezatd a kagani od st'ahovania narodov po
Svitopluka. In: Slovenské dejiny v dejindch Eurdpy. V'ybrané kapitoly. Dusan Kovac et al. (eds.). Bratislava, 2015, p. 262.
*TRESTIK, 1997, ref. 2, pp. 59-60 and TRESTIK, 2001, ref. 2, pp. 129-130, 134.

> l\IACHACEK,J. O Velké Morave, archeologii raného stfedoveku i o nas samych. In: Archeologické rozhledy, vol. 67,
No. 3, 2015; STEFAN, 1. Mocni nacelnici od feky Moravy? Poznamky ke struktufe ranych statd. In: Archeologické
roghledy, vol. 66, No. 1, 2014,

¢ MACHACEK, J. ,,Velkomoravsky stat* — kontroverze sttedoevropské medievistiky. Archeologické rozhledy, vol. 64,
No. 4, 2012, p. 778; MACHACEK, ref. 5, pp. 465, 486.

7TRESTIK, 2001, ref. 2, p. 130.

$ PLETERSKI, A. Slované a Vlasi u bran Itlie v souvislost s etnogenezi Slovant. In: Archeologické rozhledy, vol. 65,
No. 3, 2013, p. 634.

? MMFH 11, pp. 133-134, Chapter 10.

W TRESTIK, D. Kral Muz. Slovansky etnogonicky mytus v Cechach 9.-10. stoleti. In: Novy Mars Moravicus aneb
Sbornik prispévki, je vénovali Prof. Dr. Josefu 1V dlkovi jeho Zdci a pritelé & sedmdesdtindm. Bronislav Chochola¢ — Libor Jan
— Tomas Knoz (eds.). Brno, 1999, pp. 72-73.

" MMFH 111, pp. 271-273, Chapter 10-11.
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was originally also the case with Mojmir) his reign was connected with the existence of a
distinct gens is not clarified in this source.'”? The authors of a grievance letter from the Bavarian
bishops® linked the area of jutisdiction of Nitra Bishop Wiching'* to a territory that Great
Moravian ruler Svatopluk annexed to his empire. Albeit likewise mistakenly, the dean of the
Prague Chapter, Cosmas, also attributed the subjugation of the territory stretching all the way
to the Hron River to Svatopluk.” In any case, the authors of these two documents regarded
the territory of Nitra as having been additionally annexed by Great Moravia. According to
the Anonymi Bele regis notarii Gesta Hungarorum (The Deeds of the Hungarians), the space vertically
demarcated by the Vih and Hron tivers was to have been seized by Bohemian prince'’, though
they probably meant Moravian prince."”

The second category of references includes those that provide direct or indirect information
on the independent rule of one part of Great Moravian territory. The regnum Zuentibaldi
mentioned in Annales Fuldenses® is already traditionally associated with the territory of Nitra."
The existence of this territory is also indirectly suggested in a document from Pope John
VIII, which lists sancta ecclesia Nitriensis as the area of jurisdiction of Bishop Wiching.® It is
difficult to imagine that the borders of this newly established diocese were not the same as the
administrative borders of Great Moravian Nitra.

Although the two references in the third category are not unambiguously interpreted, both
suggest a certain dissimilarity in the population ruled by the Great Moravian ruler. Among
gentes occupying the land north of the Danube recorded in the Geographus Bavarus two similar
names are mentioned — Marharii and Merehani?' According to D. Ttestik, the Nitra population
could fall under the term Merehani*? The grievance letter from the Bavatian bishops emphasises
the fact that the population of the Nitra diocese headed by Bishop Wiching had only recently
been Christianised.” Considering that he took office in 880, this information could hardly

2On the fact that this wasn’t necessatily always the case, see AAMMIMOB, A. B monckax «iAeMeHI»: IIOCaBCKOE 1
HuTpanckoe KumkecTsa B KOHTEKCTE STHOIIOAMTHYECKOH CHTYAIIMN B CAABAHCKOM Mupe B ix Beke. In: Microprrdeckmii
Dopwmar, No. 4, 2015; TREgTiK, 2001, ref. 2, p. 96; WOLFRAM, H. Liudewit und Priwina (ein institutioneller Ver-
gleich). In: Interaktionen der mittelenropdischen Slawen und anderen Ethnika in: 6. —10. Jabrhundert. Symposium, Nové 1 ozokany,
3.-7. Oktober 1983. Nitra, 1984, p. 292.

Y MMFH 111, p. 202.

1 JAN, L. Stard Morava mezi Vichodem a Zapadem. In: Suaty Prokap, Cechy a stiedni Evropa. Petr Sommer (ed.).
Praha, 2006, p. 254.

S MMFH 1, p. 209, Chapter 1/14.

1*RADY, M. — VESZPREMY, L. Gesta Hungarorum — The Deeds of the Hungarians. In: Anonynus and Master Roger.
Central European medieval texts, vol. 5. Janos M. Bak — Urszula Borkowska — Giles Constable — Gerhard Jaritz — Gabor
Klaniczay (eds.). Budapest — New York, 2010, pp. 76-77, Chapter 35.

17 KONIG, T. Nitrianski Slovania a zanik Velkej Motavy. In: Od Bachdrza do Swiatowida ze Zbrucza. Tworzenie si¢ stowi-
ariskiej Europy w ujeciu Zridfoznawezym. Ksigga jubilenszomwa Profesora Michala Parczewskiego. Barbara Chudzifiska — Michat
Wojenka — Marcin Woloszyn (eds.). Krakéw — Rzeszow, 2016, p. 182.

S MMFH I, p. 103, r. 869.

1 TRESTIK, 2001, ref. 2, pp. 116, 131-135.

* MMFH 111, pp. 169-170.

' MMFH 111, p. 249.

2 TRESTIK, 2001, ref. 2, pp. 132-134. It should be noted that there are also entirely different interpretations of
this similarity. E.g. GIESLER, J. Der Ostalpenraun: vom 8. bis 11. Jahrbundert. Studien zu archiologischen und schriftlichen
Zengnissen. Teil 2: Historische Interpretation. Rahden, 1997, pp. 10-11; RATKOS, P. Uzemny vyvoj Vel'kej Moravy (fikcie
a skutocnost). In: Historicky tasopis, vol. 33, No. 2, 1985, pp. 213-214.

» MMFH 111, p. 202.
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have applied to Great Moravia as a whole. In fact, it is reasonable to assume that there were
considerable differences in the Christianisation of the empire’s territory.

The current state of research in Slovakia

Issues related to the territory of Nitra had a particular resonance in domestic professional
historical writings. Scholars were also interested in its territorial scope, especially in the period
prior to its subjugation by the Great Moravian Empire. The territorial scope of Nitra following
its annexation was no longer of any special research interest.

Various opinions on this issue were published following the Second World War, and both
the conclusions and the sources that were interpreted changed. Agreement remained only on
the western and southern borders of the territory of Nitra, which were regarded by all scholars
as the ridge of the Little and White Carpathians and the Danube River.

Working with Cosmas’s Chronica Boemorum, ). Dekan set the Hron River as the eastern border
of the territory of Nitra.” In the absence of written sources, Dekan refrained from defining the
northern border. Based on the assumption that Bulgaria shared a border with Great Moravia
and referring first to Boc pe man Orosius nemmed”, P. Ratko$ localised the eastern border of the
Great Moravian Empire in the eastern part of the Carpathian Basin.” He later documented the
local presence of Great Moravia with finds of hooked-spurs.”” However, Ratkos thought that
Prince Pribina could already have moved into the Tisza region, as is suggested by his contacts in
Bulgaria.”® Ratkos defined the northern border of Great Moravia on the basis of the existence
of a natural barrier — the Western Carpathians.”

Unlike the aforementioned authors, R. Marsina put the territorial scope of the territory
of Nitra, more precisely (identical to the scope of the territory) of the Great Moravian Nitra
Diocese, into direct context with a later historical phenomenon — the Esztergom Archdiocese.”
However, he did not support the definition of the borders of Great Moravian Nitra with
evidence.”

Somewhat surprisingly, J. Steinhiibel demarcated the territorial scope of Pribina’s Nitra
solely on the basis of archacological finds.”” Accepting their dating to the pre-Great Moravian
horizon from literature, Steinhiibel delimited the territory ruled by Pribina by early medieval
hillforts. The eastern border was localised in this manner by hillforts at Detva and Spisské
Tomasovce, the northern border in Vy$ny Kubin. Nevertheless, the author did not explain the
close ties between specific hillforts and the Nitra political-power environment.

Cultural manifestations
It is essentially possible to state that the potential of available written sources for addressing
the issue have already been exhausted. On the other hand, archaeological sources have not

*DEKAN, J. T. Prispevok k otazke politickych hranic Velkej Moravy. In: Historica Slovaca 5 — Eisnerov sbornik. Jan
Filip — Branislav Varsik — Vojtech Budinsky-Kricka (eds.). Bratislava, 1947, pp. 203-204.

» MMFH 111, p. 298.

2RATKOS, P. K otazke hranice Vel'kej Moravy a Bulharska. In: Historicky asopis, vol. 3, No. 2, 1955, pp. 213-214.
7 RATKOS, ref. 22, p. 212.

% RATKOS, ref. 22, p. 206.

YRATKOS, P. Shovensko v dobe velkomoravske. Kosice, 1988, p. 53.

* MARSINA, R. Nitrianske biskupstvo a jeho biskupi od 9. do polovice 13. storocia. In: Historicky éasopis, vol. 41,
No. 5-6, 1993, p. 535.

' MARSINA, ref. 30, p. 531.

2STEINHUBEL, J. Nitrianske kniegatstvo. Pociatky stredovekého Slovenska. Bratislava, 2004, p. 69.
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been fully utilised thus far. One of the ways to identify a distinct political-power environment
is to work under the assumption that its population differed from others not only by its social
cohesion but also by its cultural manifestation. On the basis of such reasoning, 1. Stefan
identified the centre of Great Moravian Moravia of the 9™ to the beginning of the 10™ century
as the space in which evidence of inhumation burials is found.” A spatial analysis of the
occurrence of this type of cemetery in Slovakia could therefore serve at least as one indication
of the territorial borders of the territory of Nitra.

The beginnings of burials at flat inhumation cemeteries of the Great Moravian type as a new
cultural manifestation is recorded roughly simultaneously from the beginning of the 9" century
in Moravia and in southwest Slovakia.” As the inventory of Slovak find sites compiled by M.

Fig. 1: Flat inhumation cemeteries of the Great Moravian type in southwest Slovakia. Cadastral territories
with evidence of their presence are hatched.

BSTEFAN, 1. Great Moravia, Statehood and Archaeology. The ‘Decline and Fall’ of One Early Medieval Polity. In:
Friihgeschichtliche Zentralorte in Mittelenropa. Ji¥i Machaéek — Simon Ungerman (eds.). Bonn, 2011, pp. 336.
HUNGERMAN, S. Tzv. piedkottlagsky hotizont a pocitky velkomoravského kostrového pohtbivani. In: Archaeolo-
gia bistorica, vol. 31, 2000.
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Hanuliak indicates, with the exception of nine graves uncovered in an isolated enclave in Spis,
burials at these cemeteries is recorded only in southwest Slovakia.” During the compilation of
the database of cemeteries used in this work, only those from M. Hanuliak’s inventory dating
to period A, i.e. the Great Moravian hotizon, were chosen.” In an effort to work only with
data with a higher testimonial value, isolated graves, individuals thrown into settlement features,
cemeteries with graves without inventory, cemeteries at which the only inventory was a knife
and finds designated as problematic were not included. For the purpose of a clear cartographic
depiction of the occurrence of this type of site, only the cadastres of towns or villages where
they were recorded were illustrated on the map, not the individual sites.

An analysis of the occurrence of flat inhumation cemeteries in Slovakia showed that 157 are
recorded to date. Apparently reflecting a geomorphologically distinct landscape, with the Little
Carpathians clearly serving as a natural barrier, the distribution of these cemeteries indicates
(Fig. 1) that the Slovak part of the Morava River region and the Bratislava Gate were part of
the Moravian settled territory. The Bratislava Gate was geographically distinguished from the
other parts of the Danube lowland primarily by the southern and relatively elevated part of
Trnava Hills, which was a less popular location for the establishment of settlements during the
entire Early Middle Ages.”” The approximate centre of the rest of the territory is Nitra. Not
counting Zitny ostrov, this includes the entire Danube lowland and stretching into the Trencin
and Upper Nitra basins.

In addition to the distinct burial rite, the defined geographic area of southwest Slovakia has
also revealed another specific cultural manifestation — the presence of ‘castle towns’, a new type
of settlement linked today in Moravia to the emergence of Great Moravian culture.® Castle
towns are characterised by the following description. The site chosen for the establishment of
a castle town is strategic from the perspective of the possibility of the settlement of a greater
number of people, the administration of the specific territory or the course of routes — not for
defensive purposes. Castle towns were founded on lowlands or, more precisely, on flat land in
their lowest parts. Each castle town was dominated by a vast hillfort with an acropolis fortified
with a wood and earth rampart, often with a fortified annexe. The settled area, already without
fortifications and commonly referred to as a ‘suburb’, was located just outside the fortified
parts of the hillfort.”

Based on the listed criteria and not including the Slovak parts of the Morava River region
and the Bratislava Gate, two sites in Slovakia can be reliably identified as castle towns — Nitra®

» HANULIAK, M. Velkomoravské pobrebiskd. Pochovdvanie v 9.-10. storoid na sigemi Slovenska. Nitra, 2004, pp. 255-280.
* HANULIAK, ref. 35, pp. 30-31.

STKONIG, T. Vivgj véasnostredovekého osidlenia dolného toku Vibu. Digertaind prica — rukopis. Bratislava, 2007, Annex 5.
#FUSEK, G. Die Nebenareale in der Struktur der groBmihrischen Burgstadt von Nitra. In: Burg — Vorburg — Subur-
binm. Zur Problematik der Nebenareale friihmittelalterlicher Zentren. Internationale Tagungen in Mikuléice 7. Tvana Bohacova —
Lumir Polacek (eds.). Brno, 2008, p. 276; RATKOS, P. Nase sidliskové utvary v latinskej terminolégii 9.-12. storocia.
In: Archaeologia historica, vol. 3, 1978, pp. 247, 249-251.

¥ FUSEK, ref. 38, p. 282.

Y FUSEK, ref. 38.
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and Pobedim*'. And although it has not yet been extensively archaeologically investigated thus
far, Majcichov could also belong on this list.** All three are located in the Danube lowland, two
in the Vah River region and one in the Nitra River region. As is the case, for example, with the
fortified annexe at Mikulcice” or the hillfort in Pohansko near Bfeclav*, the phenomenon of
the late building of massive wood and earth ramparts is also seen at Majcichov and Pobedim,
sites classified as castle towns within the territory of the assumed territory of Nitra, in the
advanced stage of development of Great Moravian culture.* However, while the beginnings
of Moravian castle towns in Mikul¢ice and Staré Mésto-Uherské Hradisté are indicated by finds
of Avar bronze cast fittings*, the concentration of which is dated at Mikul¢ice dominantly
to the latest phase of the Late Avar period"’, they are known from the mentioned Nitra sites,
albeit in very small numbers, only from Pobedim.* It is therefore possible to consider that their
intensive development occurred only after a certain period of time later in the 9" century.
Written sources indicate the significant military and political impact that the Frankish Empire
had on Great Moravia. Archaeological finds provide information on other influences. Distinct
residential complexes, courts, are a specific cultural influence from the Frankish environment.
These rather small settlements fortified with a simple palisade were very similar to one another.
Their inner space was further divided by the palisade into three functional-spatial units.* The
ruler and his family lived in the residential part with palace buildings. The part with a church
and a cemetery served a sacred function, while the part with a larger hall building was used
for formal purposes. The fortified settlement excavated in Ducové can be positively identified

4 BIALEKOVA, D. Zur Bautechnik der Befestigungsmauer des Burgwalls in Pobedim, Bez. Trencin. In: Fribmitte-
lalterlicher Burgenban in Mittel- und Ostenropa. Joachim Henning — Alexander T. Ruttkay (eds.). Bonn, 1998; RUTTKAY,
M. — HENNING, J. — FOTTOVA, E. — EYUB, E. - MILO, P. - TIRPAK,J. Archeologicky vyskum a geofyzikalna
prospekcia na vcasnostredovekych hradiskach v Majcichove a v Pobedime. In: Ve slugbdich archeologie 1711. Vladimir
Hasek — Rostislav Nekuda — Matej Ruttkay (eds.). Brno — Nitra, 2006, pp. 105-109; VENDTOVA, V. Slovanské
osidlenie Pobedima a okolia. In: Shwenskd archeoligia, vol. 17, No. 1, 1969, p. 121, Fig. 2.

“2POTTOVA, E. — HENNING, J. - RUTTKAY, M. Archeologicky viskum véasnostredovekého hradiska v Majci-
chove. In: Bojud. Hospodirske a politické centrum Nitrianskeho knieatstva. Drubé opravené a rozsirené vydanie. Karol Pieta —
Alexander Ruttkay — Matej Ruttkay (eds.). Nitra, 2007, p. 227; HENNING, J. - RUTTKAY, M. Frithmittelalterliche
Burgwille an der mittleren Donau im ostmitteleuropiischen Kontext: Ein deutsch-slowakisches Forschungspro-
jekt. In: Friihgeschichtliche Zentralorte in Mittelenropa. Jiti Machacek —Simon Ungerman (eds.). Bonn, 2011, pp. 264-266.
Despite the fact that numerous artefacts connected with the social elite and Church life come from the Bojna-Valy
hillfort, the site is lacking additional traits of a castle town. Their presence at this hillfort situated on hilltops is ap-
patently related to the violent demise of Great Moravia. See KONIG, ref. 17, p. 186.

“ HLADIK, M. Severozapadni brana a opevnenie na predhradi hradiska Mikul¢ice-Valy. In: Prebled vyjzkumi, vol.
53, No. 2, 2012, p. 63.

“ MACHACEK, J.—DRESLER, P. — RYBNICEK, M. Dendrochronologische Datierung der frithmittelalterlichen
Agglomeration in Pohansko bei Bfeclav und der sogenannte Blatnica-Mikulc¢ice-horizont. In: The Early Slavic Settle-
ment in Central Europe in the light of new dating evidence. Marek Dulinicz — Stawomir Mozdzioch (eds.). Wroctaw, 2013,
pp. 158, 161.

# HENNING — RUTTKAY, ref. 42, pp. 265-270.

0 ZABO}NH(, J. Zum Vorkommen von Gegenstinden ,,awarischer” Provenienz auf den slawischen Burgwillen
noérdlich der Donau. In: Fyikgeschichtliche Zentralorte in Mittelenropa. Jiti Machaéek — Simon Ungerman (eds.). Bonn,
2011, p. 205.

7 ZABOJNIK, J. Mikuléice — awarische Stadt? In: Die friihmittelalterliche Elite bei den Vlkern des Gstlichen Mittelenropas
it einem spegiellen Blick auf die grofmdibrische Problematik. Pavel Koufil (ed.). Brno, 2005, p. 103.

“ VENDTOVA, ref. 41, p. 157, Fig. 30: 3.

“ MACHACEK, J. Pohansko bei Bieclav — ein bedeutendes Zentrum GroBmihrens. In: 1elkd Morava mezd vychodem
a zdpadem. Ludék Galuska — Pavel Koufil — Zdenck Métinsky (eds.). Brno, 2001, pp. 279-281.
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as a court from the Great Moravian period located in the territory of Nitra.”” Uncertainty is
caused only by a masonry sacred building with a semicircular apse, the location of which® does
not speak in favour of a direct spatial relationship with a group of Great Moravian graves.”
However, even if it is a later structure, there is no need to re-evaluate the classification of
the site as a court. A wooden structure originally could have fulfilled the function of a sacred
building, This situation is at least assumed, for example, at the Lower Austrian hillfort with a
court in Gars-Thunau.”® Great Moravian courts ate also considered in the case of two other
Nitra sites. However, while a positive dating of finds from the area surrounded by a palisade
in Nitrianska Blatnica™ to the Great Moravian period has not yet been made, in Skalka nad
Vihom™ all of the significant components enabling the interpretation of the site as a court
remain undocumented.

Christianisation is a spiritual, cultural and social process that always left behind certain
traces in material culture and in other manifestations of human life preserved in the form
of archaeological finds. As one of the written sources indicates, compared to Moravia,
Christianisation could have occurred to a lesser extent or at a later date in the territory of Nitra.
For now it seems that the results of archaeological research do not contradict this information.

The direct link between the emergence of inhumation burials at flat cemeteries of the Great
Moravian type and Christianisation was already challenged some time ago, and the practice is
seen first and foremost as a reflection of efforts to emphasise the distinct social standing of the
deceased.” This even applies to graves whose inventory includes military gear and vessels or
remnants of meaty food. These graves say nothing concrete about the faith of the community
that practiced this specific burial rite. Burials customs were not regulated over the long-term by
Frankish powers in their own territory”’, and they evidently were also not controlled in Great
Moravia. In contrast, one article in Zakon sudny [udem (Law for Judging the People) addressed
punishments for grave robbers® and hence even legalised the practice of depositing valuables
in grave.

Unlike inhumation graves at flat cemeteries, Christian shrines clearly speak in favour of
the presence of Christianity. If the dating of the rotunda in Ducové is challenged, direct
archaeological evidence of the presence of Great Moravian sacred architecture is unknown

Y RUTTKAY, A. T. Fruhmittelalterliche gesellschaftliche Eliten im Gebiet der Slowakei und ihre Sitze. In: Die fiib-
wmittelalterliche Elite bei den 1 olkern des dstlichen Mittelenrgpas mit einem speziellen Blick auf die grofimabrische Problematik. Pavel
Kouiil (ed.). Brno, 2005, pp. 230-243.

ST RUTTKAY, ref. 50, p. 232, Fig, 12.

52 VANCO, M. Funkcie velkomoravskych kostolov vo vzt'ahu k pohrebiskam. In: Bratia, £fori menili svet — Konstantin
a Metod. Prispevky 3 konferencie. Branislav Panis — Matej Ruttkay — Vladimir Turc¢an, V. (eds.). Bratislava — Nitra, 2012,
pp. 106-107.

»HEROLD, H. Der Schanzberg von Gars-Thunau in Niederosterreich. Eine befestigte Hohensiedlung mit Zentra-
lortfunktion aus dem 9.-10. Jahrhundert. In: Archdologisches Korrespondenzblatt, vol. 38, No. 2, 2008, p. 294.

* RUTTKAY, ref. 50, p. 245.

» HANULIAK, M. V¢asnostredoveké sakralna stavba zo Skalky nad Vahom. In: Velkd Morava mezi vichodem a 3dpa-
dem. Ludék Galuska — Pavel Koufil — Zdenck Métinsky (eds.). Brno, 2001, p. 165.

5 STEFAN, 1. Zména pohiebniho ritu v raném stfedovéku jako archeologicky a kulturné-antropologicky problém.
In: Archeologické roghledy, vol. 59, No. 4, 2007, p. 814; STEFAN, ref. 5, pp. 148-149; UNGERMAN, ref. 34, pp. 362-
363.

T EFFROS, B. De partibus Saxoniae and the Regulation of Mortuary Custom: A Carolingian Campaign of Christi-
anization or the Suppression of Saxon Identity? In: Revue Belge de Philologie et d Histoire, vol. 75, 1997, pp. 270, 279.
S MMFH 1V, p. 169, no. 27; PAULINY, E. Zakon sudnyj Pudem. In: Na pisme zostalo. Dokumenty Velkej Moravy. Bra-
tislava, 2012, p. 112-113, no. 27.
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from the territory linked to the territory of Nitra. In the past, the dating of the sacred buildings
in Nitrianska Blatnica® and Skalka nad Vihom® to the period of Great Moravia was based only
on indirect evidence relying primarily on parallels observed at the court excavated in Ducové.
While parts of the original masonry above the foundations of a medieval rotunda were recently
identified in Nitrianska Blatnica, including preserved window®', the church cemetery is missing
graves with inventory containing Great Moravian finds.”” The masonry church in Kostolany
pod Tribecom apparently had a wooden predecessor that could possibly have dated to the
Great Moravian period.” Howevert, it is not possible to reliably specify the type of settlement
to which it belonged.

Therefore, it seems that the determined archaeological image of the results of the
Christianisation of the territory of Nitra provides only a small amount of compelling evidence
of its large scope. These are essentially limited to the level of individual artefacts, although
in certain cases even direct evidence of devotional or liturgical objects either directly related
to Christianity or with decoration containing Christian symbolism.** Apart from the masonry
foundations of the sacred building excavated at the Gars-Thunau hillfort,”” a very similar
situation is also found in a Lower Austrian space north of the Danube.®

Ethnic identity

Although primarily the issue of the political organisation of the population living in the
territory of Nitra in the period shortly before its forced subjugation by Great Moravia resonated
in professional writings in the not too distant past®, the issue connected with its ethnic identity

¥ RUTTKAY, ref. 50, p. 245.

S HANULIAK, ref. 55, p. 165. On the reconstruction of the structure in Skalka nad Vahom, see BOTEK, A. T¢/ko-
moravské kostoly na Slovenskn a odraz; ich tradicie v neskorsom obdobi. Bratislava, 2014, pp. 144-147.

' RUTTKAY, A. Najstarsie sakralne stavby na Slovensku ako odraz christianizacie a budovania krest’anskych instit-
ucii v 9.-11. storoci. In: Bratia, ktori menili svet — Konstantin a Metod. Prispevky z konferencie. Branislav Panis — Matej
Ruttkay — Vladimir Turcan, V. (eds.). Bratislava — Nitra, 2012, p. 92.

2 RUTTKAY, ref. 50, p. 244. The dating of the building to the 9th century is also cast into doubt by a chronometric
analysis of the masonry conducted by the 14C measurement of the anthropogenic calcite of the primary mortar.
See BONA, M. — BARTA, P. Prispevok k datovaniu vzniku rotundy sv. Juraja v Nitrianskej Blatnici. In: Arcbaeologia
historica, vol. 40, No. 2, 2015, p. 687.

S BAXA, P.—- MARIKOVA-KUBKOVA, J. Die ilteste Phase der Kirche St. Georg in KostoPany pod Tribecom. In:
Frithmittelalterliche Kirchen als archéologische und historische Quelle. Internationale Tagungen in Mikuliice 8. Lumir Polacek — Jana
Martikova-Kubkova (eds.). Brno, 2010, p. 157. The most recent interpretation of the wood construction was outlined
by M. Béna. See BONA, M. Vysledky umelecko-historického a architektonicko-historického vyskumu r. k. kostola
sv. Juraja v Kostol'anoch pod Tribe¢om. In: Zbornik Filozofickej fakulty UK — Musaica, vol. 28, 2014, pp. 139, 141. On
the dating of the eatliest (masonry) phase of the church based on the 14C dating of collected samples, see BARTA,
P.— BONA, M. — KELESI, M. Chronometricky vyskum murfv kostola sv. Juraja v KostoFanoch pod Tribecom. In:
Aprchaeologia bistorica, vol. 40, No. 2, 2015.

¢ HANULIAK, M. — PIETA, K. Odraz christianizacie v hnutePnych prametioch z 9. storocia vo vichodnych cas-
tiach Vel'kej Moravy. In: Cyrilometodéjska misie a Evropa. 1150 let od prichodu soluriskych bratii na Velkon Moravn. Pavel
Kouiil (ed.). Brno, 2014.

This involves the Untere Holzwiese site located in the northeast patt of the hillfort, which is quite distant from the
excavated area with remnants of the court (the Obere Holzwiese site).

S NOWOTNY, E. On the confessional situation between the Frankish Empire and Moravia in Carolingian times.
Focus on archaclogical sources from Lower Austria. In: Rowe, Constantingple and Newly-Converted Enrope. Archaeological
and Historical Evidence. 170/, I. Maciej Salamon — Marcin Woloszyn — Alexander Musin — Perica Spehar (eds.). Krakow
— Leipzig — Rzeszow — Warszawa, 2012.

“ STEINHUBEL, ref. 32, pp. 67-88; TRESTIK, 2001, ref. 2, pp. 112, 131-135.
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is again beginning to appeat.”® This question was addressed in detail particulatly by M. Lysy,
who, however, unlike this article, worked with a different assumption that saw no difference
between any eatly medieval ethnic group and gens, i.e. a political unit.””

The answer to the issue connected with the ethnicity of the population living in a
specific tertitory is often sought in the results of archaeological research.” According to the
methodology of K. Godtowski”" and M. Parczewski”, the identification of any archaeological
culture with a specific ethnic group presumes the existence of written sources. Since no written
source exists for Nitra that state a concrete ethnonym or gens tied specifically to this territory,
searching their reflection in archaeological sources is inconsistent with the chosen method of
research. However, there is one written source that makes it possible to assume that neither the
population of Nitra nor even Moravia was ethnically distinct.

As modern ethnological research suggests, ethnic identity is by no means an arbitrary
individual matter. The sense of belonging to a community is based primarily on common
practices and representations (babitus) that individuals adopt unconsciously as they are being
raised.” At the same time, this feeling creates a sense of closeness that a person typically
experiences in the family environment and hence is often explained as the result of mutual
biological affinity’™* and results in the creation of said collective identity.

The derivation of one’s origin from a common, albeit evidently fictive, ancestor or ancestors
of larger human societies, like those of individual ethnic groups, is known through written
sources. They have been preserved in the form of myths — stories explaining their beginnings.”
Myths not only explained but also helped maintain awareness of a common origin — of
belonging., A myth that apparently explained the common origin of the Slavs was still alive
during the existence of Great Moravia; a fragment was preserved in the Geographus Bavarns.”
Hence, this awareness was also alive. Numerous scholars have repeatedly pointed this out”,
and it is even confirmed in the Zitije Mefodjja, a document unique in the fact that it comes from
the domestic environment. Although Great Moravia is referred to in this work as mopasscka
obnacmy’®, the people governed by the ruler are called Slavs (crsroni)’”, not Moravians. In

SLYSY, M. Moravania, Mojmirovci a Franska risa. Stidse k etnogenéze, politickym institiiciim a Gstavnému zriadenin na sizemi
Slovenska vo véasnom stredovekn. Bratislava, 2014, pp. 82-107; MARSINA, R. K problematike etnogenézy Slovakov
a ich pomenovania. In: Eznogenéza Slovikov. Kto sme a aké je nase meno. Archeologické, historické a jazykovedné stidie. Richard
MARSINA — Peter MULIK (eds.). Martin, 2009, pp. 15-16; SALKOVSKY, P. Stredné Slovensko vo véasnom stredoveken.
Nitra, 2011, pp. 103-104.

Y LYSY, ref. 68, pp. 43, 144-146.

""BRATHER, S. Ethnische Interpretationen in der friihgeschichtlichen Archiologie. Geschichte, Grundlagen und Alternativen. Er-
ganzungsbinde zum Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde. Band 42. Berlin — New York, 2004; JONES, S. The
Archaeology of Ethnicity. Constructing identities in the past and present. London — New York, 1997.

"GODLOWSKI, K. Spér o Stowian. In: Pierwotne siedziby Stowian. Wybdr pism. Michal Parczewski (ed.). Krakéw,
2000, pp. 350, 354.

? PARCZEWSKI, M. Podstawy lokalizacji pierwotnych siedzib Stowian. In: Archeologia o poczatkach Stowian. Piote
Kaczanowski — Michat Parczewski (eds.). Krakow, 2005, p. 68.

PBENTLEY, C. G. Ethnicity and Practice. Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol.. 29, No. 1, 1987, pp. 28, 32.

" BENTLEY, ref. 73, p. 33.

5 ASSMANN, J. Cultural Memory and Early Civilization. Writing, Remembrance, and Political Imagination. Cambridge, 2011,
p. 61.

7 TRESTIK, ref. 3, pp. 51-53.

7 E.g PLETERSKI, ref. 8, p. 619; TRESTIK, ref. 3, p. 53.

" MMFH I, p. 134, Chapter 10.

” MMFH II, p. 124, Chapter 5.
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this clearly two-step identity, ‘Slavic’ seems logical for the ethnic one. Therefore, despite its
distinct social-political standing, the population of Great Moravia was most likely not ethnically
differentiated.

Social-political identity

In addition to written sources, another source, oikonyms, were used in certain works by
Slovak historians to evaluate the Nitra territory of Great Moravia. This specifically involved
the types Moravane, Moravei and Morava™, which represent three sites in the studied territory —
Moravany nad Vahom (1348, Marwan), Hontianske Moravce (1135, Morout) and Zlaté Moravce
(1113, Morowa).*

Inspired by the period interpretation of the results of archaeological excavations conducted
at the hillfort in Pobedim, M. Kucera expressed the thought that these toponyms could be a
remnant of the forceful annexation of the territory of Nitra by Mojmir’s Moravia and evidence
of the presence of foreign military units stationed throughout the conquered tertitory.** M.
Marek later interpreted these oikonyms as ethnonyms.*” While he explained the presence of
Moravany nad Vahom in the same way as M. Kucera, Marek connected Zlaté and Hontianske
Moravce with the need for defence against the ancient Hungarians.

P. Ratko$ provided an entirely different interpretation of these local names.* Based on the
meaning of the words Moravania or Moravei (Moravians) in period written sources, he interpreted
the roots of these oikonyms on the social level. Like L. Havlik®, for example, Ratko$§ worked
under the assumption that in the time of the existence of Great Moravia these names served
in general to designate the domestic elite or free population.

Putting the interpretations of historians aside, oikonyms have always been the domain of
linguists. Although without providing the results of analyses, R. Krajcovi¢ classified all of
the aforementioned local names as ethnonyms.* For the tertitory of the Carpathian Basin he
linked them to the activity of the population of Moravian origin, putting them into context
with Great Moravian space marked by a distinct economic and military importance.”’ The sites
were to have been situated near central hillforts, along key trading routes and in economically
significant areas. With the exception of Moravany nad Vihom, he listed no sources used to
reach his conclusions from the other sites. Hence, his findings remain purely on the speculative
level.

The issue of the mentioned oikonyms is obviously more complicated than assumed some
time ago by R. Krajcovi¢. The role of suffixes is no less important than the root of words in
their interpretation.” Based on this, Moravany and Moravee could represent settlements whose

8 KRAJCOVIC, R. Sprachwissenschaftliche Probleme des frithen Mittelalters. Die Ethnonymen Sloveni und Mora-
vania im Karpatenbecken im 9.-12. Jh. In: Ethnische und kulturelle Verhdiltnisse an der mittleren Donau vom 6. bis um 11.
Jabrbundert. Darina Bialekova — Jozef Zabojnik (eds.). Bratislava, 1996, p. 423.

1'The year in parentheses states the first written mention and its concrete form in the period document. For Mora-
vany nad Vihom, see CSAKY, p. 99; Hontianske Moravce, see CDSI 1, pp. 71 (no. 74/50) and 72 (no. 74/2); Zlaté
Moravce, see CDSL 1, p. 66 (no. 69/45).

2 IKUCERA, M. Velkd Morava a zadiatky nasich narodnych dejin. In: Historicky asapis, vol. 33, No. 2, 1985, p. 184.
8 MAREK, M. Cudzie etnikd na stredovekom Slovenskn. Martin, 2006, pp. 394-355.

8 RATKOS, ref. 29, p. 32, 35.

85 HAVLIK, L. Svatopluk Veliky, krdl Moravant a Slovanu. Brno, 1994, p. 70.

8 KRAJCOVIC, ref. 80, p. 423.

7 KRAJCOVIC, ref. 80, pp. 424, 426.

#SRAMEK, R. Uvod do obecné onomastiky. Brno, 1999, pp. 38-41.
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Fig. 2: Flat inhumation cemeteries of the Great Moravian type in southwest Slovakia and local names of the
Moravce type. Cadastral territories with evidence of these cemeteries are hatched, while the localisation of local
names of the Moravce type are marked with white triangles.

names have distinct origins and which in fact needn’t be related at all to the migration of the
population.*” In the case of Moravany, especially Moravany nad Vahom, it cannot be ruled out
that the location was named after the waterlogged soil near which the settlement was surely
founded.” R. Srimek interprets the motivation behind the naming of Moravany in Bohemia in
this manner.”!

The name Moravce is more important from the perspective of the studied topic. The ending
of the word suggests that the motivation behind the name of this settlement could have

% On the question of differences in the forms recorded in high medieval documents and the endings of wotds today,
see MAREK, ref. 83, pp. 394-395 and KRAJCOVIC, R. Z lexiky stredovekej slovenciny s vykladmi nizvov obci a
miest (30). In: Kultira slova, vol. 46, 2012, pp. 351-353.

WONDRUS, S. Slovak hydronymy. In: Slovaks in the Central Danubian region in the 6" to 117 century. Mata§ Kucera (ed.).
Bratislava, 2000, pp. 197-198.

9 SRAMEK, ref. 88, p. 39. His interpretation differs considerably from the one published eatlier by archaeologist J.
Slama, who thought that the names Moravany in Bohemia were related to the forced movements of the population
that were to have occurred during the existence of the Pfemyslid state. See SLAMA, J. K nékterym ckonomickym a
politickym projevam rané stifedovékého premyslovského statu. In: Archeologické rozhledy, vol. 37, 1985, p. 339.
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been the social standing of its population. It should be noted that P. Ratko$ reached the same
conclusion, albeit based on different sources.”” However, there is one other source that could
be used for an interpretation that advances knowledge of the subject. Due to their nature,
oikonyms have one of the two clearly observable qualities of archaeological finds — a direct
link to space.” As such, there is the possibility to verify the connection between them and the
archaeologically determined image of settlement of the chosen time period.

A comparison of the distribution of flat inhumation cemeteries of the Great Moravian
type in southwest Slovakia and the localisation of the local name Moravce (Fig. 2) reveals an
apparent spatial relationship. Both phenomena meet at the peripheral line of the distribution
of Great Moravian cemeteries, i.e. at the assumed eastern border of the Nitra territory. And
while the randomness of this phenomenon cannot be ruled out completely, it can also be
interpreted as a correlation. Located on the Zitava River, Zlaté Moravce is situated near two
peripheral sites with the occurrence of cemeteries of the Great Moravian type — Vieska nad
Zitavou, also situated on the Zitava, and Cierne KTaciany situated on the Siroc¢ina.” Hontianske
Moravce is located in the immediate vicinity of Dudince, a town in which graves also classified
as Great Moravian have been documented.” If the Great Moravian population was referred to
in general as ‘Moravians’ in written soutces of foreign origin®, it is necessaty to ask whether
the Slavic population in neighbouring territory (including in the land adjacent to the territory
of Nitra) could also have referred to it in the same way. As such, local names of the Moravce
type could in fact be a relic of the period perception of the border territory, where a population
with distinct cultural manifestations and political and social standing could have lived in close
proximity.

Conclusion

Despite dating to a historical period from which there are already a relatively large number
of written sources, very few are connected to the Great Moravian territory of Nitra. In fact,
not even the name of this territory was written enough times to permit the preservation of at
least one mention. In the absence of Church documents recording Nitra, first as the location
of Pribina’s consecrated church and later as the seat of Bishop Wiching, it would be difficult to
localise the territory. From the perspective of Frankish secular power, compared to Moravia it
was apparently not a territory of strategic military importance. Looking at the map of the scope
of the Great Moravian territory of Nitra reconstructed on the basis of archaeological finds
(Fig. 3), one fact is readily apparent in this context. The territory of Zitny ostrov was settled so
sparsely that it is hard to refer to it as a border area. Without trying to find an explanation for
this situation, the first impression is that it was a type of buffer zone between Great Moravian
and Frankish territory. First and foremost, the territory of Nitra was geographically located
away from the main interest of Frankish expansion aimed toward the east. Hence, it could not
have been of great concern to the Frankish royal court and its analysts.

Thanks to the activities of Prince Pribina, the territory of Nitra found its way onto the map
of the Christian world relatively early. The link between the consecrated church at his proprietas
and the later location of the bishop’s seat at this site is obviously not random. Nevertheless,

2 RATKOS, ref. 29, pp. 32, 35.

SNEUSTUPNY, E. Metoda archeologie. Plzesi, 2007, p. 32.
" HANULIAK, ref. 35, pp. 260, 279.

% HANULIAK, ref. 35, p. 261.

% LYSY, ref. 68, p. 79.
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Fig. 3: Territorial scope of the Great Moravian territory of Nitra. Borders are marked with a thick bro-

ken line. Cadastral territories with evidence of flat inhumation cemeteries of the Great Moravian type are

hatched, while the localisation of castle towns are marked with white squares.
and again in comparison with Moravia, clear and direct archaeological evidence of missionary
activity or of functioning Church activities is missing. However, this situation is not entirely
inconsistent with written sources, which in fact speak about how at the time of the founding
of the Nitra diocese the territory had only recently been Christianised. And although this
view could be exaggerated, the local document entitled Zitjie Mefodija also speaks of gradual
Christianisation.” One trait that differentiates the Great Moravian territory of Nitra from
Moravia was perhaps a lower intensity of Christian missionary activity.

Manifestations of burial customs corresponding to the situation known from the Morava
River region are also documented east of the Little and White Carpathians. Even without a
precise quantification of the studied manifestations it is possible to state that the number,
scope and character of sites with evidence of burials is different. At the same time, the territory
of Nitra is distinguished by an overall smaller number and size of cemeteries, an absence of
church cemeteries and less evidence of graves with inventories indicating that the deceased
belonged to the highest social class of the population. Nevertheless, graves with military

7 MMFH 11, pp. 132-134, Chapter 10.
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and equestrian gear deposited in agrarian settlements also document the existence of a free
population in these areas.”® In Great Moravia the free population was identical to the omnes
Moravi mentioned repeatedly in sources in different variations.” M. Lysy recently confirmed
that based on written sources of foreign provenance, the population of the territory of Nitra
also ranked among these."”” Domestic sources are still missing on this subject.

Although oikonyms of the Morawce type, the oldest of which is documented in written form
only from a different historical period, will never have the same weight as period sources, they
cannot be completely ignored as a source. Their occurrence on the border of the distribution of
cemeteries of the Great Moravian type (Fig. 2) can be an indication of concurrency and hence
probably also a causal relationship. Hence, if the free Great Moravian population continued
to identify ethnically with the Slavs and politically acted as Moravians with the Franks'”, the
spread of political identity to the bearers of Great Moravian power living in the territory of
Nitra — Nitra Moravians — cannot be entirely ruled out.

Translated by David Gaul
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