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A NEW FIND OF A GREAT MORAVIAN DECORATED BATTLE-AXE HEAD
FROM ZNOJMO-OBLEKOVICE

ALENA NEJEDLA — TOMAS VLASATY - JIRf HOSEK

Abstract: The article deals with a new find of a decorated battle-axe head, which can be dated with a high
degree of certainty to the Great Moravian period. The axe head was found in the Oblekovice cadastre
in Znojmo in 2021 during metal detecting and handed over to the South Moravian Museum. Subsequent
prospection of the site surroundings did not reveal any other related finds. In Moravia, the Oblekovice axe
head is unique for its decoration.

Keywords: bearded battle-axe head — Great Moravian period — Middle Ages — Znojmo-Oblekovice — axe-
-head decoration.

Novy ndlez velkomoravské zdobené bojové sekery ze Znojma-Oblekovic

Abstrakt: Clanek se zabyva novym ndlezem zdobené bojové sekery, kterou Ize s vysokou mirou jistoty datovat
do velkomoravského obdobi. Sekera byla nalezena na katastru Oblekovic ve Znojmé v roce 2021 detektora-
Fem kovii, ktery ji predal Jihomoravskému muzeu. Nasledna prospekce okoli nalezisté neodhalila Zadné dalsi
souvisejici nalezy. Svou vyzdobou je oblekovicka sekera v ramci Moravy ojedinéla.

Kli¢ova slova: bojova sekera bradatice — obdobi Velké Moravy — rany stiedovék — Znojmo-Oblekovice —
vyzdoba sekery.

Introduction

In May 2021, a metal-detector find of a unique axe head was made in the Oblekovice cadas-
tre in Znojmo and handed over to the South Moravian Museum (Fig. 1). What makes this find
exceptional is the axe head decoration and the location of the discovery, since Great Moravian
finds associated with the then-important stronghold of Znojmo come almost exclusively from the
opposite side of the city. The weapon was found at a depth of 20 cm in forest soil and classified
as a surface find. Unfortunately, more detailed information was not provided by the collaborating
metal detectorist.!

Circumstances of the find

The find was made near “Palice” Hill, the western and northern parts of which are surrounded by
the Thaya River flowing towards the east. The elevation of the promontory is separated from the
find spot by a shallow depression, which is still visible among the forested slopes but was levelled
by agricultural work in the adjacent field. There is also a spring nearby.

We returned to the site in the spring of 2022 and conducted a detailed metal-detector sur-
vey.? The aim was to check whether other finds from the Great Moravian period can be uncovered
in the surroundings. Unfortunately, no other artefacts that could be related to the axe head were
discovered.

Description of the find

The shape of the Znojmo-Oblekovice battle-axe head is traditionally referred to as the Great
Moravian bearded axe with long pointed lugs (Figs. 2 and 3). The head is preserved in a nearly

1 Protocol on the acceptance of archaeological find No. 1/2021.
2 We would like to thank Mr. P. Ki§, M. Pfech and Z. Petz for their cooperation.
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Fig. 1. Oblekovice (Znojmo district). Map indicating the place of discovery of the battle-axe head. Edited by D. RoZnovsky.

Obr. 1. Oblekovice (okr. Znojmo). Mapa s vyznafenim mista nilezu sekery. Autor mapy D. RoZnovsky.

Fig. 2. The battle-axe head before conservation. © SMM archive in Znojmo; photo by F. Dryb¢ak.
Obr. 2. Sekera ve stavu pied konzervaci. © Archiv JMM ve Znojmé; foto F. Dryb&ak.
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Fig. 3. Drawing documentation of the battle-axe head before conservation. Drawing by Z. Vejtasova.

Obr. 3. Kresebna dokumentace sekery pied konzervaci. Kresba Z. Vejtasova.

intact state, its total length reaches 189 mm, and the weight before conservation was 327 grams.
Although the axe head was not handed over to the museum in its find condition, it is clear that no
organic residues (shaft wood, textile or leather) were preserved in the corrosion products. At the
upper edge of the blade, however, traces of decoration were visible to the naked eye (Fig. 4); the
decorative motif was later documented using X-ray computed tomography (X-ray CT).

Metric data

Following the terminology and concept of metric description introduced for early medieval axe
heads by P. Kotowicz (2014, Fig. 1), the axe head from Oblekovice has total length of 189 mm and
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its blade is 61 mm high (see Kotowicz 2014, Fig. 1:a, b). The minimum height of the head-neck
is 16 mm and the height of the eye reaches 22 mm (see Kotowicz 2014, Fig. 1:c and Fig. l:e,
respectively). The eye hole is ovoid in cross-section and broadens slightly upwards — it measures
32 x 29 mm at the upper mouth and 31 x 28 mm at the lower mouth (see Kotowicz 2014, Fig. 1:g).
The width of the eye is c. 34 mm (see Kotowicz 2014, Fig. 1:d). The eyes of Great Moravian bearded
axe heads were created either by punching (Kotowicz’s variant 1, Kotowicz 2018, 25, Fig. 5:1; see
also Pleiner 1962, 33, Fig. 45) or less often by forge-welding (e.g. Kotowicz’s variant 5, Kotowicz
2018, 27, Fig. 5:5; see also Pleiner 1967, 79, Abb. 1). In our case, however, the X-ray CT inspection
did not enable a determination of the employed method. The form of the hole indicates that the
wooden shaft was slid into it from above (Kotowicz 2018, 147, P1. XIX-XXIV; Polacek et al. 2000,
199, Abb. 22-27). The angle between the handle and the upper edge of the blade was less than 90°
(roughly 85°), so the blade inclined slightly downwards, which increased its penetrating power.
The side walls of the eye are provided with triangular lugs pointing upwards and downwards. The
preserved span of the lugs is 68 mm on the left side and 66 mm on the right, but the original span
on either side can be estimated at roughly 90 mm (see Kotowicz 2014, Fig. 1:f). The thickness of
the lugs tapers from c. 2-3 mm to 1-1.5 mm at their ends. The outside surface of the lugs is rather
rounded in horizontal view, i.e. the lugs are not provided with a distinct central rib. The rear part
of the battle-axe head, the hammer poll, is 21 mm long when measured from above (see Kotowicz
2014, Fig. 1:i) and 18 mm when measured from below. The hammer poll broadens in front view
towards its end, which is slightly rounded, 23 mm high and 9 mm wide. In the horizontal view,
the poll takes a shape slightly resembling an hourglass.

Decoration

Both sides of the axe head bear below the upper edge fragmented decoration visible to the naked
eye and taking the form of a strip with a simple herringbone pattern running towards the blade
on the left cheek and towards the eye on the right cheek. The weapon was therefore subjected to
an X-ray CT inspection,’ which revealed on both sides a continuation of the decorative motif in
a short section below the upper edge of the blade and at the rear arc-shaped edge of the beard; see
Figs. 5:a and 6. These strips converge at the narrowest part of the blade — the neck near the eye hole
(Fig. 5:b, ¢) — where five (perhaps six) vertical bands with oblique lines together forming a more
complex (‘SZSZS’ or perhaps ‘SZSZSZ’) herringbone pattern were also detected.

The cutting edge, the bottom edge of the beard, the hammer poll and the lugs did not show
any traces of decoration. Likewise, no other mark or ornament was revealed on the axe head. The
total proven extent of the decoration is shown in Fig. 7.

It seems the decoration was created using a small hand fuller (see Kotowicz 2018, 37 for
the technique); the grooves are shallow and the decoration must have suffered considerably from
corrosion. Based on a pXRF analysis, we can state that the grooves forming the decoration were
not filled with non-ferrous metal.

Chrono-typological analysis and discussion

The weapon belongs to light battle-axes, the blades of which are inclined slightly downward relative
to the shaft axis. J. Poulik (1948, 33) and M. Hanuliak (2004, 145-146) classify this form as type I,
according to the classification of V. Hruby (1955, 170, Fig. 28:1), B. Dostal (1966, 70), A. Ruttkay
(1976, 306-307) and P. Lunak (2018, 126—127), the axe head corresponds to type IA, according
to A. Nadolski (1954, 41, Tab. XII1.3) to type Id, and A. Bartoskova (1986, 7, Fig. 1) refers to it
as IV.Ac. The most accurate classification system introduced so far is Kotowicz’s combination

3 Data for X-ray computed tomography was obtained using the Testima X-Test universal X-ray system (provided with a detector with resolu-
tion of 200 pm) using a primary X-ray generator (set in the mode for a maximum voltage of 225 kV, maximum power of 800 W and a focus of
0.4 mm.)
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Fig. 4. Detail of decoration visible on the corroded surface of the battle-axe head. © SMM archive in Znojmo; photo by
F. Drybéak.

Obr. 4. Detail vyzdoby patrny na zkorodovaném povrchu sekery. © Archiv JMM ve Znojmé; foto F. Drybéak.

Fig. 5. Decoration of the part of the battle-axe head visible in a tomography non-planar section. X-ray computed tomography
(X-ray CT); J. HoSek.

Obr. 5. Vyzdoba ¢asti sekery viditelna v neplanarnim tomografickém fezu. Rtg. vypoéetni tomografie; J. Hosek.
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Fig. 6. A 3D CT model of the battle-axe head with partially revealed decoration. X-ray CT; J. HoSek.

Obr. 6. Trojrozmérny tomograficky model sekery s ¢asteéné odkrytou vyzdobou. Rtg. vypocetni tomografie; J. HoSek.

Fig. 7. Decoration of the battle-axe head as revealed by X-ray CT inspection. Drawing by Z. Vejtasova.

Obr. 7. Vyzdoba sekery odkryta prizkumem pomoci rtg. vypodetni tomografie. Kresba Z. Vejtasova.
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typology, in which the Oblekovice find corresponds to type IB.5.30. This type determines narrow
asymmetric bearded battle-axe heads with lugs and a hammer poll which tapers in the horizontal
view (Kotowicz 2018, 107-9). We can also mention the definition of type IV.Ac, introduced by
A. Bartoskova (1986, 7) and used for Moravian bearded axe heads with lugs and a longer narrow-
ing hammer poll, the end of which is vertical-rectangle in section. There are hundreds of axes
of identical form, spread mainly in Moravia, Slovakia, Poland, and to a limited extent also in
Bohemia, Hungary and the Balkans (Kotowicz 2018, 108). The Oblekovice find ranks among the
larger known pieces. According to B. Dostal (1966, 70), the length of axe heads of this form is
usually between 150 and 200 mm, according to M. Hanuliak (2004, 145) the most common length
is 150—170 mm, with possible overlaps in either direction. A. Ruttkay (1976, 307) documented
lengths varying between 138 and 207 mm, and V. Hruby (1955, 170) documented lengths of up
to 210 mm among axes discovered at Staré Mésto near Uherské Hradisté. The decoration is an
unusual feature for bearded axes of this type and has not yet been documented for any bearded
axe head from the territory of Moravia (Lunak 2018, 74-76). In Poland, where medieval axe heads
have been systematically studied in detail (e.g. Kotowicz 2014; 2018), decoration has been revealed
in only three percent of early medieval finds (Kotowicz 2011, 106). The geographically closest
decorated specimen is the find from Bojna (Slovakia), the neck of which bears two transverse
lines (Koufil 2008, Fig. 3:7). Another analogy is a metal-detector find made in 2019 in the village
of Basnice (district Ji¢in). In contrast to the Oblekovice axe, the miniature axe head from Basnice
was decorated with silver and copper-alloy overlay taking the form of single and double lines,
clusters of lines, little birds, crosses, twigs and triangles (Vlasaty 2020). However, the closest
parallel in terms of size and appearance is the 9th-century bearded axe head from the Polish site
of Barkowice Mokre (pow. Piotrkoéw, Trybunalski; Gora—Kotowicz 2008—2009; Kotowicz 2011,
107; 2014, 15). This find is decorated with simple lines arranged in fields in such a way that the
result matches the herringbone pattern. The second comparable piece that we can mention comes
from the site of Bardy (pow. Kotobrzeg; Poland); the neck, lugs and part of the hammer poll of this
9th-century axe head are decorated with grooves inlaid with copper-alloy wire (Kotowicz 2014,
15). In addition, the axe head found in grave 221 at the Slovak site of Borovce represents another
find apparently decorated with non-ferrous metal (Sta§sikova-Stukovska—Brziak 1995, 193-202).4

The herringbone motif, which can be seen on the axe heads from Znojmo-Oblekovice,
Basnice and Barkowice, was used to decorate weapons and other war gear from early Roman times
to the 13th century (Kotowicz 2018, 39). It became extremely popular in central-western Europe
during the Merovingian, Carolingian and Ottonian periods (e.g. Robak 2017, 125; Wachowski
1992, 80—81). In the territory of present-day Czech Republic during the Great Moravian and post-
-Great Moravian periods, this decorative motif was also used on swords (Ho$ek—Kosta—Zakovsky
2019, 245; Hruby 1955, Fig. 27:2), helmets (Mackt—Pilna 2021), belt buckles (Kalousek 197, Fig.
13:2) strap ends (Robak 2017, 144), sword-scabbard chapes (Profantova 2012, Fig. 12:1.), spurs and
their strap sets (Profantova—Kavanova 2003, 120), crosses (Klanica 1974, Fig. 2), ceramic vessels
(Slama 1977, Abb. 5:58—-61, 64, 69, 70), and even antler boxes (Beranova—Lutovsky 2009, 182;
Pochitonov 1972, 95-100).

In general terms, the Oblekovice find can be typologically dated from the second half of the
8th to the 10th century (Kotowicz 2018, 107—109), but in the Moravian context we can speak with
a high degree of certainty about the Great Moravian period, i.e. the times when the stronghold of

4 Traces of inlaid or overlaid decoration were also identified on other types of axe heads, such as the so-called “nomadic axe” found in grave
H 105 at the church cemetery of the north-eastern suburb at Bfeclav-Pohansko (inv. no. P243606), an X-ray image of which revealed punched
round points arranged into a cross, interpreted as a possible remnant of an inlay (Machac¢ek—Dresler 2016, 120, 260-261). However, this find is
not a Great Moravian bearded axe head but is closer in shape to the axe head found in grave 120 at Stard Koutim (Machacek 2000, 162). Worthy
of mention is the Czech-type axe head found in grave 22/05 at Klecany, which is decorated on the neck with two strips of different copper alloys
(Profantova et al. 2010, 72-74; 2015, Tab. 18:3, Fototab. 16:6.), and to make the list complete, let us mention the broad-blade axe head found in
grave 1994 at Mikul¢ice, which was decorated with an inlay of non-ferrous metal (inv. no. 341/90; Lunak 2018, 79-80). However, the axe head
was severely damaged during the fire of the Mikul¢ice archaeological base in 2007.
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Znojmo was functioning (Klima 2000; 2009). In Moravia, bearded axes were undoubtedly typical
of the entire 9th century (Lunak 2018, 151-153).

Conclusion

The weapon found in the Oblekovice cadastre not far from “Palice” Hill can be characterized as
a light battle-axe head, which can be in individual typological systems classified as type I (Poulik
1948, 33; Hanuliak 2004, 45—46), type 1B.5.30 (Kotowicz 2018, 107-109), type IA (Hruby 1955,
170, Fig. 28:1; B. Dostal 1966, 70; Ruttkay 1976, 306-307; Lunak 2018, 126—127), etc. Axe heads
of this form were relatively widespread in Europe and the Znojmo-Oblekovice find can, with
a high degree of certainty, be dated to the Great Moravian period (e.g. Klima 2000; 2009). The
axe ranked among functional and practical weapons but was unique for its decoration, which has
not yet been recorded on any other bearded battle-axe head found in present-day Moravia (Lunak
2018, 74-76). We must therefore search for analogies in Poland (e.g. Kotowicz 2014; Kotowicz
2018) or Slovakia (Koutil 2008, Fig. 3:7). Perceiving battle axes as weapons signifying the warrior
status of their wearers was typical of the Great Moravian period. However, it is impossible to
say today whether the function of the Oblekovice axe was mostly practical or, compared to the
non-decorated variants, more symbolic.
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Shrnuti
Novy nélez velkomoravské zdobené sekery ze Znojma-Oblekovic

V kvétnu 2021 byl do Jihomoravského muzea ve Znojmé odevzdan nahodny nalez sekery uc¢inény
pomoci detektoru kovi. Jeho unikatnost je dana jednak aplikovanou vyzdobou, jednak mistem
objevu, které spolupracujici detektorat urcil na katastru Oblekovic, tedy na zcela opacné strané
Znojma, nez odkud pochézi velkomoravské nalezy spojené s tehdy vyznamnym znojemskym
hradis§tém. Zbran byla vyzvednuta z lesni hrabanky a oznacena jako povrchovy nalez do 20 cm.
Nasledna detektorova prospekce provedena v misté nalezu a okoli nepfinesla Zadné dalsi arte-
fakty ¢i zjisténi, které by s oblekovickou sekerou mohly souviset. Nalez lze charakterizovat jako
lehkou bojovou sekeru — bradatici, kterou lze v jednotlivych typologickych systémech ptitadit
k typu I (Poulik 1948, 33; Hanuliak 2004, 45—46), typu IB.5.30 (Kotowicz 2018, 107-109), typu IA
(Hruby 1955, 170, obr. 28:1; Dostal 1966, 70; Ruttkay 1976, 306-307; Lunak 2018, 126—127) atd.
Sekery daného tvaru byly v Evrop€ pomérné rozsifené a nalez ze Znojma-Oblekovic 1ze s vyso-
kou mirou jistoty datovat do velkomoravského obdobi (napf. Klima 2000; 2009), tedy do doby
fungovani nedalekého znojemského hradisté. Sekera se fadi mezi funkéni a praktické zbrané, je
vSak unikatni svou vybijenou vyzdobou (viz obr. 7), ktera nebyla dosud zachycena na zadné jiné
sekefe — bradatici nalezené na uzemi dne$ni Moravy (Lunak 2018, 74—6). Geograficky nejblizsi
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analogie tak musime hledat v Polsku (napf. Kotowicz 2014; 2018) a na Slovensku (Koufil 2008,
obr. 3:7). Vnimat bojové sekery jakozto zbrané vyjadiujici vale¢nicky status svého nositele bylo
pro velkomoravské obdobi typické. Dnes vsak jiz nelze posoudit, zda funkce oblekovické sekery
byla ptevazné prakticka, nebo — oproti nezdobenym variantam — spise symbolicka.
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