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1. Main goals and basic questions

The aim of this paper is to reconstruct the system of the elements of 
the  so-called  „textile”  pattern  decoration  which  appears  on  the  clay 
objects – mainly vessels – of the Tisza culture. This decoration, appearing 
both on  types of  the everyday life  and on those of  cultic  context,  is 
always  ordered  in  the  same  frame  structure,  which  seems  to  be 
unchanged over different shapes or sites. This unity or homogenity gave 
the idea to use this decoration system as a primary archaeological source. 
The main purposes of the analysis are to describe the origin, structure 
and patterns of use of the textile decoration and to define style groups. 
The hypotheses and concrete questions can be divided into two groups:

In the first  group the questions  refer  to  the characteristics  of  the 
structure of the decoration system and to the social and cognitive aspects 
of its use:

1. –Is it possible to prove that the decoration of the clay objects is 
more than the total sum of its elements, and possesses its own meaning,

-  Is  it  possible  to  define  separated  strata  of  meaning  inside  the 
decoration,

-  The  role  of  the  textile  decoration  system  as  a  medium  of 
communication in the Tisza culture.

2. – Are there any differences between the decoration of different 
functional types of objects (especially the cultic and „everyday” ones). Is 
there any regularity, and can be described that defines the decoration of 
different object types of the culture.

3. The position of the textile decorated clay objects in relation to the 
decorated clay objects and to all the ware of the Tisza culture. The place 
and role of textile decoration in the life of the community/society.

4. The origin and development of the textile pattern system and its 
relation with the sacral sphere of the Tisza culture.

The second group of questions tries to reveal the patterns and ways 
of use of the decoration system. Here come the tipochronological issues 
too. The description of the local styles of the two sites of mixed cultural 
environment,  Aszód-Papi-földek  and  Polgár-Csőszhalom  dűlő,  is  an 
important element of this part of the analysis.
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5.  How  does  the  textile  decoration  react  to  external  cultural 
(iconographical  or  ideological)  impacts  and  what  conclusions  can  be 
reached by those effects?

-  The  relation  of  the  textile  decorated  pottery  and  the  early 
Csőszhalom  wide-band  black  painted  pottery  on  Polgár-Csőszhalom-
dűlő. The relation of the textile decorated pottery of Polgár-Csőszhalom-
dűlő  and  the  stilistic  environment  of  the  northern  settlements  of  the 
Tisza culture.

- The relation of the textile decorated pottery of Aszód-Papi-földek 
and the  stilistic  environment  of  the northern  settlements  of  the  Tisza 
culture.

6.  Is it  possible to define differences or changes in the use of the 
textile decoration in different sites or time periods?

- The style and patterns of use of textile decoration in different sites 
or regions.

-  Chronological  and  spatial  units,  connections  and  directions 
defined by the spread of different elements of textile decoration.

2. The area and the focus of research

Limitations of the material: All the textile decorated materials of every 
settlement  of  the  Tisza  culture’s  original  territory  mean  several  ten 
thousand sherds and other objects  which are too many to work with. 
Therefore we have chosen 8 representative, contemporary sites:

From  the  southern  territory  of  the  culture  we  took  three 
neighbouring  settlements:  Hódmezővásárhely-Kökénydomb,  Szegvár-
Tűzköves and Tápé-Lebő. From the northern area Kisköre-Gát, Szerencs-
Taktaföldvár  and  Tiszakeszi-Szódadomb.  By  defining  the  stilistic 
character of each settlement, we tried to describe the local and regional 
traits in the use of the textile decoration and the differences of the two 
regions.

The assumption that the decoration may bear meaning can be best 
seen  from its  demeanour  when  it  is  under  cultural  stress.  Hence  we 
completed  our  research  with  two  settlements  of  mixed  cultural 
environment: Aszód-Papi-földek and Polgár-Csőszhalom-dűlő.

Chronological  limitations: the spread of textile decoration and black 
wide-band  pattern  painting  separates  a  natural  unit  inside  the  Tisza 
culture.  In  temporal  terms  this  smaller  unit  lasts  from the  formative 
phase  to  the  break  in  the  Vinča  D1  period.  The  elements  of  textile 
decoration appear in materials of the earliest  (Tisza 1) phase and become 
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prevalent in every settlement in the early classical (Tisza 1/2) phase. At 
the end of  the Tisza 2 the former homogenity breaks up and smaller 
territorial groups appear, in the material of which the textile decoration 
does not necessarily have a role anymore.

The reason of all the limitations is that the modelling of this unit is 
feasible in one integrated system.

3. Theoretical background and ways of approach

The modern theoretical background of the research of style appears 
and  develops  along  the  postprocessual  trends  in  archaeology.  The 
theories  and  models  group  in  two.  In  the  first  one,  the  system  of 
decoration appears as a medium of communication, a fix projection of 
the community’s identity (HODDER 1979, 451). The second interprets the 
decoration  and  the  act  of  decoration  as  extra  (non-existential) 
phenomenon  and  tries  to  define  its  relation  with  the  social 
superstructure  and  the  person  as  a  part  of  the  community/society 
(WIESSNER 1989, 56, 62).

Wengrow (WENGROW 2001, 170)  defines the „aesthetic labour” in the 
interpretation of different aspects of pottery decoration as follows:

„..the  whole  complex  of  techniques,  forms  of  knowledge  and 
material objects through which a society imbues the concepts it lives by 
with sensuous and psychological force”.

Early forms of the method backgrounding our analysis were present 
in the research of the 1970’s (OTTO 1976, 4-9). The essence of the process is 
a statistical analysis of the characteristics of objects. The structure of our 
paper is similar to the article of Michael Strobel (STROBEL 1996, 9-101) in 
which he tries to define style groups and directions of development in 
the material of the Alföld Linear Pottery and its groups by defining the 
stilistic characteristics of its pottery decorations. To aim this, he describes 
every object as the totality of parameters of shape and patterns and tries 
to show their connections via multiple correspondence analysis.

4. Methods

Describing the object
One of the most characteristical elements of the textile decoration is 

the common framework. The proportions or even the shape of the main 
decorational  fields  or  panels  may  change  when  adapted  to  different 
forms but the basic structure remains unchanged. The basic framework 
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appears always in a horizontal zone on the object’s body. If necessary (as 
it  is  in  the  case  of  high  pedestalled  vessels  and  anthropomorphic 
representations) above and under this zone auxiliary decorational fields 
may appear. 

The information referring to different characteristics of the objects 
are rendered into three groups: typology of form, structure of decoration 
and patterns.
Typology: to define the actual position and role of textile decorated clay 
objects, it was necessary to place them in the full inventar of the culture. 
To  make  this  possible  we  compiled,  based  on  the  earlier  works  of 
Magdalena Seleanu (SELEANU 1981, pl. 1-9) and József Korek (KOREK 1973, 
pl.  28-30)  a  short  typology  that  summarizes  all  the  formal-functional 
types of the settlements of the research area.
The  structure  of  the  decoration: the  basic  framework  of  the  textile 
decoration appears in a horizontal zone on the vessel’s surface. The main 
decorational  fields  divide  this  zone  both  vertically  by  separating  the 
strips of the area of the sides (knobs or handles) creating two greater and 
two smaller rectangular panels. The size and proportions of the bigger 
fields of the front and back (main panels) and the smaller ones on the 
sides  (auxiliary  panels)  are  equal.  The  base  of  the  framework  of  the 
decoration consists of 1 main and 1 auxiliary panel, which are repeated 
horizontally  2-4  times  over  the surface.  The  top of  the  basic  fields  is 
sometimes complemented with a strip-like horizontal  field,  the upper 
closing band.

The structure of the decoration of each object is described as the 
constellation of different variations of the framework’s three basic units. 
This  dynamic  model  enables  the  utilization  of  fragmented  structural 
informations. The appearing variations of the certain structural elements 
are described in the first part of the catalog reviewing the elements of the 
textile decoration.
Patterns: Patterns  are  the  individual  content  units  of  the  decoration. 
These  appear  ordered  into  the  rectangular  decorational  fields  of  the 
framework,  where  one  panel  is  always  filled  by  one  pattern.  The 
building blocks of the patterns are the elemental patterns;  one pattern 
can contain several types of elemental patterns. The patterns, according 
to their relation with the two dimensions of the surface, can be divided 
into  three  groups.  These  are  the  discrete  patterns  that  cannot  be 
multiplied1 in  any  direction,  the  band-like  motives  which  can  be 
multiplied  into  one  direction,  and  the  fillout  patterns  that  can  be 

1 Meaning multiplied to infinity to develop a homogenous pattern.
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multiplied both horizontally and vertically. By their inner structure we 
can  separate  closed  (heterogenous  structure)  and  open  (homogenous 
structure) patterns.
The content units of the decoration are summarized in the second part of 
the catalog reviewing the elements of the textile decoration, where the 
description of each variation contains a mathematical formula defining 
its structure. In this catalog the appearing pattern variations are ordered 
into  a  three-level  system.  At  first,  we  grouped  the  patters  by  their 
relation to even dimension, so the sign of discrete patterns at the head of 
their IDs became E, that of the band patterns S and of the fillout patterns 
F2.  Inside  each  main  group  the  variations  of  the  same  structure  and 
elemental pattern group have a common, 2-digit group number, and in 
the groups every appearing variaton gets its individual 3-digit number. 
The numbering of the variation is not continuous but we tried to connect 
the closer variation groups with similar values. The ID of each appearing 
pattern looks as follows:
main group.group(2n).variation(3n)
Example: (closed barbed S-meander net rotated 45°=) F02.031.

5. The process of evaluation

The modelling and evaluation of the material was carried out in 
multiple steps. First we examined the material of the selected sources, 
chose the eligible finds and prepared their description according to the 
predefined units of the system detailed above.

In the first round of evaluation we described the characteristics of 
each  site’s  textile  decoration;  different  charts  show  the  relations  of 
specific attributes. We used the same chart set as evaluation profile at 
every site. The elements of this are:
1. Column chart showing the occurrence and frequency of pattern variations.
2. Column chart showing the occurrence and frequency of pattern groups.
3.  3D column  chart  showing  the  frequency  of  pattern  variations  and  their  
occurrence in specific decorational fields.
4. Decorational framework: column chart showing the occurrence and frequency  
of the variations of basic structural units: quite a few whole frameworks are 
available  because  of  the  fragmentation  of  the  material,  but  some 
structural units are recognizable on almost every sherd. The spread of 
these may be informative on the local preferences.

2 E = egyedi minta = discrete pattern; S = szalagminta = band pattern; F = felületkitöltő minta = 
fillout pattern.
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5.  Column  chart  showing  the  basic  structure  (main  panel+auxiliary  panel  
connections).
6.  Column  chart  showing  the  occurrence  and  frequency  of  wholly  
reconstructable decorational framework variations.

One of the goals of the analysis is to define „closed types”, i.  e. 
vessel  types,  by  which the  shape  and the  elements  of  decoration  are 
highly bound and chosen from a restricted set of variables. These types 
may differ  from the basic  stilistic  environment  of  the settlement.  The 
presence  of  such  types  and  the  degree  of  their  separation  and 
restrictedness refers to the use and role of the textile decoration: namely, 
if the shapes, framework- and pattern variations are free to appear on 
any object inside a given settlement or region, the role of the decoration 
must be different as if there was a standard object type for every site. 
Two additional charts help to show the presence of closed types:
7.  3D  column  chart  showing  the  occurrence  and  frequency  of  the 
variations of basic structural units in specific object types.
8.  3D  column  chart  showing  the  occurrence  and  frequency  of  full 
framework variations  in specific object types.

At the evaluation of individual sites we tried to define the position 
of  the  textile  decorated  objects  in  the  context  of  the  whole  ceramic 
material to describe the set of possible functions that these objects or the 
decoration may bear.

Next  to textile  decoration wide-band black pattern painting and 
the straw-inlay bitumen (resin) coated ware appears in the material of 
most of the sites. Also being important elements of their material, in the 
description  of  the  individual  settlements  we  summarized  the 
occurrences and characteristics of these decorational techniques.

In the second round of evaluation we compared the characteristics 
of the textile decoration of individual sites to reveal direct connections, 
communicational routes, closed regions and inner border lines or areas. 
We tried to reconstruct the origin of the textile decoration and trace back 
the first appearence of its patterns and structural solutions.

We tried to reveal the semiotic strata of the textile decoration via 
contextualized analysis of their attributes. To aim this, we tried to define 
a  set  of  recurring  structural  and  content  units  in  the  decoration,  the 
occurrence of which shows homogenous distribution on the whole area 
of the Tisza culture or of certain regions. These units, when identified, 
could  be  described  as  universal  symbols  of  the  culture  and  basic 
elements of its iconography.
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In the case of the sites of mixed cultural environment (Aszód-Papi-
földek  and  Polgár-Csőszhalom-dűlő)  we  examined  the  behaviour  of 
different  styles  to  estimate  the  social  activity  of  the  textile  decorated 
material and to describe the nature of the relations between the different 
stilistic groups from the pattern of their blending.

6. Evaluation and answers

Settlements of the Tisza culture:
Hódmezővásárhely-Kökénydomb: Textile  decorated  objects  appear  in  two 
highly  separated  but  connected  groups.  The  first  one  consists  of  one 
vessel  type  which  can  be  described  as  the  „leading  type”  of  the 
settlement  (also  shown  by  the  high  proportion  of  fragments  in  the 
material).  The straight-sided „flowerpot-shaped” vessels  are decorated 
with a separate motive set, only the auxiliary pattern elements reflect the 
style of the settlement.  The patterns used in the main panels of  these 
vessels do not appear in the decoration of other textile decorated vessels, 
anthropomorphic  representations  or  other  objects  on  the  site  and 
examples of this type are not present in the material of other settlements. 
The other group shows greater variability both in the set of object types 
and  of  decorational  elements  and  fits  better  to  the  general  stilistic 
background of the culture. Textile decoration appears on wall fragments, 
bins,  vessels  of  representational  character  (e.  g.  pedestalled  bowls), 
looms and paraphernalia.  Despite the great diversity of the shapes, the 
decoration seems to be relatively uniform. This leads us to the conclusion 
that  in  some  cases  not  the  unit  of  shape  and  decoration  but  the 
decoration itself or its elements may bear the symbolic meaning, and that 
some shapes just obtain extra meaning by the application of the elements 
of textile decoration.
Szegvár-Tűzköves: The „leading type” is not as highly separated as that of 
Hódmezővásárhely-Kökénydomb. The settlement”s characteristic closed 
type consists of biconic bowls with cilindric upper parts on high or short 
pedestals.

The preference of complicated open meander nets in the material 
of Szegvár is overwhelming. This underlines the skeuomorph character 
of  textile  patterns:  the  net  patterns,  when  appearing  in  clay,  are  not 
understandable so to their  perfect reproduction requires the cognition of 
the  original  vowen  variation.  In  the  material  of  the  settlement  the 
proportion of low-quality derivates of these patterns is relatively high. 
There can be two reasons for that: the widely varying skills of the pottery 
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makers  or  the  gradual  fading  of  the  know-how  of   weaving  and 
basketry.
Tápé-Lebő, Alsó- (A) és Felsőhalom (B): As József Korek mentioned in the 
first excavation report,  the leading type of the settlement, the collared 
flowerpot-shaped vessel is well separated (KOREK 1958, 108). This type is 
also  present  in  the  materials  of  Szentes-Tűzköves  and 
Hódmezővásárhely-Gorzsa. On a close comparison, the vessels of Tápé-
Lebő and Gorzsa (HORVÁTH 1982, 14. pl. 7, 16. pl. 9; HORVÁTH 1987, cat. 4, 
10, 14) seem identical, but the framework of the cat. 14. vessel form the 
level C of Gorzsa differs from the other two examples and those of Tápé-
Lebő.  It  is  therefore  possible  that  on  Gorzsa  a  local  variation  of  the 
collared vessels evolved along the original „Lebő” type. The other two 
examples  from Gorzsa  are  identical  to  the details  with  the vessels  of 
Tápé-Lebő  so  we  must  conclude  that  the  collared  flowerpot-shaped 
vessels  represent  an  object  type  which  does  not  connect  to  a  given 
settlement  but  is  distributed  in  unchanged  form  in  an  area  of  more 
settlements. The presence of such types indicates very close connections 
and  the  share  of  exact  ideological  ideas  or  images  in  the  area  of  its 
distribution.

The rest of the site’s textile decorated material indicates connection 
with the site or close area of Szegvár-Tűzköves (from the set of evaluated 
sites).
Kisköre-Gát: The „leading type” of the settlement is well defined. Nearly 
all the textile decorated fragments found in the site’s material belong to a 
closed vessel type with very limited shape set and patterns. The fill of 
the main panel is always closed, simple meander net, based preferably 
on S-variations. The few cultic objects of the site are undecorated. As a 
conclusion,  we  can  say  that  the  use  of  the  textile  decoration  in  the 
settlement  of  Kisköre-Gát  is  bond  to  one,  basically  representational 
vessel type and is not connected to the few cultic objects of the site.
Szerencs-Taktaföldvár: Textile decoration appears in the context of three 
different vessel type groups. The slightly curved variations of flowerpot-
shaped vessels show similarities with the leading type of Kisköre-Gát. 
The second type is  that of  the small,  conic,  quadrangular  vessels;  the 
main panel of these is filled with closed, cross-based motifs of simple 
closed S-meander net [615]. The incised decoration is sometimes crusted 
or completed by red pastose painting. The third „group” consists of two 
straight-sided flowerpot-like vessel fragments, the shape and decoration 
of which differs from the stilistic environment of the area.
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Tiszakeszi-Szódadomb: Textile decoration appears only on slightly curved 
flowerpot-like  shapes  of  good  quality  and  medium  size.  There  is  no 
preferred framework variation there: the only element of the structure 
that  appears  always  in  the  same  form  is  the  undivided  main  panel. 
Therefore we were not able to separate a closed type in the material of 
the  settlement  but  only  to  describe  tendencies  in  the  decoration.  The 
characteristic  elements  of  the local  style are  the use  of  the F02 + S09 
pattern variations’ combination, the simple closed S-meander  variations, 
the  net  muster  (inherited  from the  Szakálhát  culture);  as  well  as  the 
application  of  meandric  band  motives  and  the  absence  of  human 
representations. In many cases the incised decoration is completed with 
red or red and white pastose painting.

Sites of mixed cultural environment:
Aszód-Papi-földek: The character of the textile decorated objects appearing 
in the material of the site reveal its multiple direct connections with the 
settlement  area  of  the  Tisza  culture.  The  V5  typological  variation  is 
present in the material of Kisköre-Gát, and the use of wide upper closing 
bands filled by meandric strips is also a characteristic of that site. The 
base of the decoration of vessel No. 705 is the specific motive connection 
of  the  leading  type  in  Szegvár-Tűzköves.  The  frequent  use  of  open 
meander  nets  points  into  its  direction,  too.  The  presence  of  small, 
portable, decorated altars also shows direct connection with the southern 
settlement area of the Tisza culture.

Both the framework and the pattern set of the textile decoration in 
Aszód’s material is very closed and conservative and there is no trace of 
blending with the elements of the Lengyel culture. So we can conclude 
that in this case the type is defined as the unit of shape and decoration, 
and textile decorated objects definitely form a part of the identity of the 
inhabitants  of  Tisza origin in the settlement.  As there  are  only a  few 
textile decorated objects in the material of the site one could assume that 
these are imports; but the presence of other elements (such as bins, large 
vessels  or  house types)  in the case  of which the transportation is  not 
reasonable or possible diminishes this possibility.
Polgár-Csőszhalom-dűlő: Textile  decoration  appears  on  a  vessel  group 
consisting of various shapes of roughly similar function: the flowerpot-
shaped vessels and the curvy local variations of that type, and conic lids. 
The  framework  of  the  decoration  is  uniform,  mainly  with  undivided 
main  panel  and  without  upper  closing  band.  Specific  pattern  groups 
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rather than exact variations seem to be preferred on the settlement and a 
new pattern group appears in the decorations of the main panels. 

It  is important to notice that among the cultic finds of the site’s 
material no textile decorated example appears, similarly to Kisköre-Gát.

The relation of black wide-band pattern painting and textile decorated pottery in 
the materials of Aszód and Polgár

The painting appears as a wide horizontal strip around the neck of 
jars,  covering  lugs  and  knobs,  or  as  rhomboid  net  muster  or  zigzag 
motive  covering  the  shoulder  our  upper  part  of  pots  and  jars  with 
cilindrical necks. Similar patterns also appear on simple bowls and high 
pedestals. There are only two characteristic elements of the painting style 
of the early Tisza culture that seem to be missing from the material of 
Polgár: namely, the discrete motives on the shoulders of bigger vessels, 
and the cross pattern on the inside of bowls. In the painted material of 
Polgár elements of textile decoration appear only on the upper part of 
biconic bowls of Tisza origin. The complete absence of this vessel type in 
Aszód or other settlements with wide-band black pattern painting such 
as Zalkod or Bodrogkeresztúr may explains the exclusiveness of zigzag 
and rhomboid patterns in their painted material.

The connections of Aszód and Polgár
The two sites are connected by black wide-band pattern painting, 

but some elements of the early Tisza painting style are missing in Polgár. 
Therefore we can say that there are two separated painting styles. In the 
material of Aszód both styles are present, which is also indicating the 
multiple connections of the settlement with the Alföld region, namely 
with the close settlement area of  Szegvár-Tűzköves, that of Kisköre-Gát 
and finally with Polgár.

The textile  decorated pottery of  Polgár  fits  well  into the stilistic 
environment  of  the  northern  Tisza  settlements:  both  the  shapes  and 
pattern set have their paralels in the material of Kisköre-Gát, Tiszakeszi-
Szódadomb  of  Szerencs-Taktaföldvár.  Another  similarity  is  the 
separation of textile decoration and cultic objects.

Summary
The textile  decorated clay objects  can be ordered into two main 

groups.  The first  group consists  of  types on which the appearance of 
textile decoration is occasional:  pots,  bins,  different vessel types, conic 
lids, looms, altars, anthropomorphic representations and wall fragments 
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come  here.  The  other  group  contains  those  vessels  that  are  always 
decorated, like flowerpot-shaped vessel variations and the T15 bowl type 
of Szegvár-Tűzköves.

The closed „leading types” come from the second group. We were 
able  to  define  such  type  in  the  materials  of  Hódmezővásárhely-
Kökénydomb,  Szegvár-Tűzköves,  Tápé-Lebő  and  Kisköre-Gát  (the 
material of the other two northern settlements was not eligible for the 
required statistical analysis). While the closed types of the settlements 
can be interpreted as the fix projection of common identity, the set of 
decorational  elements appearing in the material  of  every site reveal a 
deeper  uniformity related  to  the  basic  cognitive  levels  of  the culture. 
Only three such recurring elements were defined: the framework of the 
textile decoration, the appearance of stylized human representations in 
the auxiliary panels, and closed meander nets in the main panel.

Compared to the auxiliary fields the meaning of the main panel 
seems to be secondary.  In the painted material  of  Polgár-Csőszhalom 
only the framework and motive structures  of  the auxiliary panels are 
adapted, which seems to confirm our assumption.

The preparation of textile decorated objects requires skills and the 
detailed  knowledge  of  the  elements  of  cultural  (ideological  and 
iconographical)  background.  For  the  individual  this  is  a  kind  of 
challenge, an opportunity to promote their value and to strenghten their 
social  identity.  The  fact  that  there  are  no  exact  copies  shows  the 
possibility  for  a  person  to  project  themselves  and  appear  in  the 
decoration through his  choices.  Thus making textile  decorated objects 
could have been the part of the individual’s enculturation as well.

The textile decoration is a sophisticated system mapping the social 
patterning of the culture. Its is connected to the deepest levels of cultural 
identity  via  images  and  ideology  embedded  in  sacral  context.  The 
decoration  of  different  objects  transmits  the  elements  of  common 
cognitive background, giving the chance to express social identity on the 
level  of  the  individual,  and  shared  identity  on  the  level  of  the 
community. 

The stilistic differences in the settlement’s material allow to refione 
of the map describing the communication routes and connections inside 
the Tisza culture.
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