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1 although in classical antiquity garnets were not employed on a large scale, they were mostly used as the inlays in gems 
and medallions in the manufacturing of prestigious jewellery (Pion et al. 2020, 835, 850).

The BeauTy of GarneTs is eTerna

m i t j a  g u š t i n

this paper addresses several small belt buckles made of gold or copper-alloy with garnets or almandines inlays, as 
typical migration-period jewellery products of the hunnic and gothic cultural circles. Despite appearing on the antiq-
uities market without any information on the finding context, they still deserved to be published on account of some 
peculiarities and so-far unknown variations of the motifs and details, whose examination will improve our knowledge 
of the jewellery production of the migration period.
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When participating in a Festschrifts to a person 
who we either hold dear or admire as a model in 
research and scholarly endeavours, the character 
of such paper can be twofold. We can either pro-
duce a paper praising the jubilee’s personality and 
his or her opus, or we can write a contribution 
towards a theme from the sphere of his or her 
scholarly interests. i am glad to use this oppor-
tunity to acquaint karol pieta and the academic 
community with several interesting belt buckles 
from the treasury of the european heritage of the 
migration period. 

a contriBution to the treasurY 
oF polYchrome stYle 

almandine, a silicate mineral from the garnet 
group, was among the most popular decorative 
precious stones in late antiquity, used in the 
manufacturing of polychrome-style jewellery in 
pontus, the mediterranean, and later even by ger-
manic jewellers. the name almandine (carbunculus 
alabandicus in pliny the elder) derives from the 
province of alabanda in caria in south-western 
asia minor, where garnets, including almandines, 
were used in ancient jewellery manufacturing. the 
almandine stands out in the whole garnet group for 
its red colour. in antiquity it was mostly inserted in 
gold jewellery, while from the 3rd and 4th c. it was ex-
ecuted in the cloisonné technique, featuring small, 
polished stone tiles set into special compartments 
(‘beds’).1 a peculiarity of the crystal garnet (lat. 
granatus = corn) lies in the fact that some of them 

have the same shape and colour as pomegranate 
seeds (Punica granatum), and are as such often inlaid 
in the jewellery without cutting (Pavlovič 2017, 72). 

the word polychrome denotes well-defined 
decoration distinguished by a glittering effect in 
a variety of colours, but also in one colour com-
bined with a gold ground and semi-precious stones, 
glass, or enamel. this style, mostly employed by 
late antique eastern mediterranean and Black sea 
workshops in pontus, syria and palmyra, and 
especially in crimean kerch in the late 4th c., was 
designed for the barbarian elites, above all the huns, 
sarmatians, and germanic tribes, who were keen 
on polychrome-decorated weapons, horse harness, 
and jewellery. at the beginning of the 5th c., valuable 
examples of this style spread massively in the hin-
terland of the northern Black sea, and from the mid-
dle Danube area to the western fringes of the pan-
nonian plain, as transpires from a number of elite 
graves of the so-called untersiebenbrunn horizon. 
A small number of such finds stem from the area 
stretching from western europe to the atlantic coast 
(Kazanski 1996). the popularity of the polychrome 
style among the Huns had an effect on the elites 
of the neighbouring alani and sarmatians. in the 
aftermath of the fall of the hunnic empire in 454, 
the former hunnic vassals ostrogoths disseminated 
the polychrome style along the apennines, while 
the visigoths brought it to the pyrenean peninsula 
(Vinski 1986, 21). 

typical for the italian peninsula is the manufac-
turing of jewellery in various stylistic combinations 
(polychrome, granulation, enamel, and so on), in 
accordance with local late antique tradition but also 
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with tastes of the ostrogothic rulers. as the suc-
cessors to the ostrogothic empire, the longobards 
adopted and transformed the polychrome style of 
decoration, transmitting it as such to the Merov-
ingian cultural circles of the Bajuwars alamanni, 
and Franks. From there, the polychrome style was 
conveyed to western european regions, where it 
flourished in all its splendour to the mid-7th c. (Pion 
et al. 2020, 835). one of the testimonies for this is 
an incredibly rich find of the warrior-equipment 
depot from Staffordshire (West Midlands, UK; Fern/
Dickinson/Webster 2019). 

late antique and early medieval polychromes 
are represented by two specific styles of jewellery 
decoration, weapons, and horse harness. The first 
group comprises artefacts with the visible gold 
ground and spaced cells, each taking a convex- or 
flat-polished almandine, garnet or glass inlay (see 
e.g. Zmajevac). the other group is characterised by 
the surface covered in a network of variously shaped 
cells (‘beds’) that, as a rule, hold smoothly polished 
tiny tiles made of larger almandines or some other 
material; this is called cloisonné (cf. e.g. Potoci-Vrba; 
Vinski 1986, 22). 

i would like to use this opportunity to shortly 
bring attention to two small gold buckles and one 
copper-alloy, all three decorated in polychrome 
(Fig. 1). their photographs have appeared on the 
antiquities market, while the artefacts probably 
finished in private collections. 

in many cases the appearance of gold artefacts 
on the antiquities market rightly provokes sus-
picion about their authenticity. In this example, 
however, i believe that the photograph gives 
a reliable proof that the buckles are originals, 
despite the lack of any information on the finding 
circumstances. therefore, these objects deserve to 
be published, and the arguments for this should 
be the same as i adduced when publishing a group 
of peculiar finds from the antiquities market, al-
legedly found in the surrounding of Brza palanka 
in serbia, in the territory of roman egeta. those 
objects were made in the shape of a bird of prey, 
fish, and cicada, respectively, and were decorated 
with garnets or almandines (Guštin 2020, 127 – 130, 
fig. 4). 

small gold buckles decorated in the polychrome 
style are often found as outstanding migration-
period grave goods. in their basic conception, the 
two gold and one copper-alloy examples under 
discussion here correspond with many other small 
buckles that normally possess a belt-plate covered 
in four or five geometrically arranged cells carrying 
almandines; three fixing rivets are spaced regularly 
along the belt-plate’s rim. an elongated smooth 
prong reaches over a massive gold or copper-alloy 
oval loop (e.g. Bona 1991). Our two examples stand 
apart from the general type especially on account 
of the loop made of rock crystal (Fig. 1: 1)2 or other 
semi-precious stone, possibly porphyry (Fig. 1: 2)3. 

2 E.g. Kranj-Lajh, lacking the grave context (Stare 1980, 83, pl. 134: 7; Knific/Nabergoj 2016, 55, fig. 64).
3 e.g. kranj-lajh, grave 12/2004 (Šmit et al. 2014).

 Fig. 1. polychrome buckles from the antiquities market of the migration period archaeological treasuries. 1, 2 – without 
scale (the photographs-based drawings were made by Janže Lorber, Krška vas).
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The differences are displayed in the arrangement of 
the cells with garnets or almandines on the prong 
and in details of the shapes of the cells on the belt-
plate, which are not regularly geometric. the buckle 
in Fig. 1: 3 is specific for its belt-plate whose rim is 
decorated with a beading motif.

according to the ellipsoidal and semi-circular 
shape, the belt-plates of small buckles are classified 
as type a (after kazanski), which spread from the 
western coast of the iberian peninsula (Beja) to the 
ural mountains (kosasar, novogregorievka), with 
the concentration in the territory of the former ro-
man province of Pannonia and to a lesser extent 
the wider hinterland of the Black sea (Kazanski 
1996, 121 – 123, map in fig. 9; cf. Eger 2015, fig. 15). 
the buckle in Fig. 1: 2 is relatively common for its 
shape, a smooth prong and undulating cells’ con-
tours, while the buckles in Fig. 1: 2 and 1: 3 stand 
out for their craftsmanship and particular shapes of 
the prongs decorated with inlaid stones, with one 
of them specific for its widened and moulded tip 
(Fig. 1: 1). the belt-plate cells of the buckle in Fig. 
1: 3, executed in a kind of Jugendstil/Art Nouveau 
manner, place this artefact on top of the artistic 
achievements of a period that in itself stands out 
in decorative richness. 

Description of the buckles based  
on the photographs

• Fig. 1: 1. Gold buckle of unknown size, with the loop 
made of rock crystal. a small ellipsoidal belt-plate is 
decorated with five cells, with the central one round and 
the remainder spirally shaped. judging from the photo-
graph, the cells held flat-polished garnets or almandines. 
Three rivets fixed the plate to the belt. At the beginning 
of the prong there is a largish cell holding a flat garnet 
or almandine. the shape of the wide moulded tip of the 
prong stands apart from the rule. 

• Fig. 1: 2. Copper-alloy buckle of unknown size, with 
the loop made of copper-alloy. a small ellipsoidal belt-
plate is decorated with seven cells, with the central one 
tear-shaped and the remainder deriving the appearance 
from their undulating contours. The side cells bear flat-
polished garnets or almandines, while the central stone 
is convex-polished. The surface of the belt-plate shows 
traces of gilding. Three rivets fixed the plate to the belt.

• Fig. 1: 3. Gold buckle ca. 4.5 cm long, with the loop made 
of rock crystal of almandine colour. a small semi-circular 
belt-plate is rimmed with the motif of ribbed wire. the 
belt-plate carries eight differently shaped cells with flat-
polished garnets or almandines, while at the beginning 
of the buckle bar there are two rivets for fixing on the belt. 
an elongated prong is decorated with three cells bearing 
convex-polished garnets or almandines, while its sides 
are embellished with granulation and a thin wire.
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