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The Exploitation of Animal Resources During the 
Early Medieval Period. Case Study: The Settlements in 
Popeni Pe Pogor and Cuceu Valea Bochii (Sălaj County)*

Margareta Simina Stanc, Daniel Ioan Malaxa, Dan Băcueț-Crișan 

Abstract: The early medieval settlements in Popeni Pe pogor and Cuceu Valea Bochii have been researched 
archaeologically in 1978, 1979, and 1999. The two settlements have been dated based on their archaeological 
inventories: the site in Popeni Pe pogor to the second half of the 7th century and the first part of the 8th century 
and the one in Cuceu Valea Bochii to the second half of the 8th century and the first half of the 9th century. 842 
faunal remains were collected during the archaeological researches performed in Cuceu Valea Bochii and 615 
were collected in Popeni Pe pogor. The research method is specific to archaeozoology: anatomical, taxonomical 
and taphonomical identification of the fragments and their subsequent inclusion in a database that allows for a 
quantitative and statistical analysis, completed by osteometric measurements and estimations of the death age 
and gender in the case of some species. The domestic and wild mammal remains indicate two of the main occupa‑
tions of the researched human communities (animal husbandry and hunting). Animal husbandry was especially 
important in their obtaining of the necessary animal proteins.

Keywords: animal resources; the Early Medieval Period; settlements; archaeological features; archaeo‑
zoological analysis.

Sites location. History of research, identified archaeological features, and the chro-
nology of the vestiges. Alexandru V. Matei performed the first archaeological trial excavations on 
the site in Popeni Pe pogor (the municipality of Mirşid, Sălaj County) in 1978–1979. On that occasion 
he has archaeologically identified a pit‑house (L. 1) and three pits (Gr. 1, Gr. 2, and Gr. 3)1. The 1979 
researches that have again envisaged the site have led to the identification of feature traces, but no 
precise observations could be made due to the disturbance caused by agricultural works2.

Fig. 1. The location of the two archaeological sites (1. Cuceu Valea Bochii; 
2. Popeni Pe pogor) on the territory of Romania.

* Translated by: Ana Maria Gruia.
1 Matei 1979, 483–484; Stanciu, Matei 1994, 136.
2 Stanciu, Matei 1994, 136.
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The archaeological excavations performed in 1999 were meant to rescue vestiges affected by the 
introduction of a gas pipeline between Jibou and Zalău3. Several household annexes were identified 
in the excavated areas (L6/1999, L7/1999, A/1999, and B/1999). On the basis of its archaeological 
inventory the site in Popeni Pe pogor has been dated to the second half of the 7th century and the first 
half of the 8th century4.

Fig. 2. Popeni Pe pogor. Site location (1). Archaeological features discovered 
in 1999 (2) (taken from Băcueț‑Crișan 2014). 

Alexandru V. Matei also performed the first trial excavation on the site of Cuceu Valea Bochii (that 
is part of the city of Jibou, Sălaj County) in 1978. On that occasion he has identified and researched 
one dwelling, one household pit, and one open‑air fire installation. A channel was excavated in the 
same year for the introduction of a water adduction pipe from the Someş to Zalău and this channel 
seems to have sectioned an early medieval dwelling5.

Rescue archaeological excavations were performed on the site in 1999 during works for the 
introduction of gas pipes between Jibou and Zalău6. Four dwellings were researched on that occa‑
sion (L1/1999, L2/1999, L3/1999, L4/1999) and three household refuse pits (G1/1999, G2/1999, and 
3 Băcuet‑Crişan, Băcuet‑Crişan 2000a, 78.
4 Băcueț‑Crișan 2014, 25.
5 Matei 1979, 484; Stanciu, Matei 1994, 135–163.
6 Băcueț‑Crișan, Băcueț‑Crișan 2000b, 32–33.
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G3/1999). The discoveries made in Valea Bochii have been dated to the second half of the 8th century 
and the first half of the 9th century7.

Fig. 3. Cuceu Valea Bochii. Site location (1–1a). Archaeological features 
discovered in 1999 (2) (taken from Băcueț‑Crișan 2014). 

Archaeozoological analysis. A number of 842 faunal remains were collected from Cuceu Valea 
Bochii and 615 from Popeni Pe pogor during the archaeological researches performed on these sites. 
The research method is specific to archaeozoology, consisting of anatomic, taxonomic, and tapho‑
nomic identification of the fragments and their subsequent inclusion in a database that allows for a 
quantitative and statistical analysis, completed by osteometric measurements and estimations of the 
death age and gender in the case of some species. 

The two samples consist of remains that are time‑resistant in sediment conditions, namely bones, 
cornual processes, and teeth. These are remains from birds and mammals, though bird fragments are 
less numerous than mammal fragments (Table 1). Most of the mammal bones display traces of knife 
cuts (performed during meat cutting) and dog teeth marks. Such traces are more numerous on the 
bones found in Cuceu Valea Bochii sample than on the bone remains from Popeni Pe pogor sample. 

The sample in Cuceu Valea Bochii includes two chicken bones (Gallus domesticus), while the one in 
Popeni Pe pogor includes five such bones. Mammal bones represent 99% of both samples, consisting 
of 840 and 610 remains respectively. The remains are of household origin, from animals sacrificed 
or hunted for food. The bones display a high degree of fragmentation, so that few of them have been 
measured.

244 fragments from Cuceu Valea Bochii and 248 fragments from Popeni Pe pogor (consisting of 
fragments of ribs, vertebrae, skulls, small parts of long and flat bones) could not be identified to the 

7 Băcueț‑Crișan 2014, 29.
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species level, but one knows they belong to the identified domestic and wild mammals. The remains of 
domestic mammals represent 88.4% in Cuceu Valea Bochii and 93.9% in Popeni Pe pogor (Fig. 4). The 
recovery of domestic and wild mammal remains indicate two of the main occupations of the human 
communities under research (animal husbandry and hunting). Animal husbandry was very important 
for these communities in obtaining the necessary animal proteins. The following species of domestic 
mammals have been identified: cattle, sheep, goat, pig, horse, and dog, the latter not used for food. In 
the case of both samples, the cattle remains were the most numerous, representing almost half of all 
identified fragments: 51.8% in Cuceu Valea Bochii and 47.5% in Popeni Pe pogor (Fig. 5). Sheep/goat 
remains were the second most numerous in Popeni Pe pogor (24.3%), but pig remains were second in 
Cuceu Valea Bochii sample (20.9%) (Table 2). Horse and dog remains were infrequent in both samples. 
The distribution of fragments according to anatomical elements in the case of identified species is 
presented in tables 3 and 4. 

The proportion of wild mammal remains is small in both samples, representing 11.5% in Cuceu 
Valea Bochii and 6% in Popeni Pe pogor (Fig. 4). Four species have been identified (red deer, wild boar, 
roe deer, and hare), among which the first (red deer) holds the highest proportion (Table 2); these spe‑
cies are indicative of forest and treeline biotopes.

Compared to the minimum number of estimated individuals, cattle predominate in the sample 
from Cuceu Valea Bochii, followed by pigs and sheep/goat (Fig. 6), similar to the results of the quanti‑
fication according to the number of identified remains. Most of the cattle, pig, and sheep/goat indi‑
viduals were sacrificed at a mature age (Fig. 7), estimated on the basis of dentition. Based on the iden‑
tified fragments, 13 cattle individuals were estimated, among which nine were mature and four were 
immature at the time of sacrifice. In the case of pigs, based on the 125 fragments we have estimated a 
minimum number of eight individuals, among which five were mature and three immature; the pres‑
ence of the canines has indicated the existence of four male individuals. Among the sheep/goat, out of 
the seven identified individuals five were sacrificed at maturity, while two had been immature. A single 
mature individual was identified in the case of both horses and dogs. As for the wild mammals, four 
species have been identified, represented by 12 individuals estimated based on the 69 preserved frag‑
ments: five of the individuals were red deer (two immature and three mature), four were wild boars 
(mature), two were roe deer (mature), and one was a hare (mature).

Faunal group
Cuceu Valea Bochii Popeni Pe pogor

NR % NR %
Birds 2 0.24 5 0.81
Mammals 840 99.76 610 99.19
Entire sample 842 100 615 100

Table 1. Proportion of faunal groups identified in the two samples (NR‑number of remains).

Fig. 4. Proportion (% NR) of mammal groups in the two samples. 
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In the sample from Popeni Pe pogor, based on the 172 identified fragments of cattle we have 
identified seven individuals, representing 25% of all estimated mammal individuals (Fig. 6); based on 
their dental age, two of the cattle individuals were immature at the time of death and five were mature 
(Fig. 7). Six sheep/goat individuals have been estimated, most of which had been sacrificed at a mature 
age (four mature and two immature individuals). In the case of pigs, the frequency of the two age 
groups is similar (three immature and three mature individuals were estimated) (Fig. 7). As for horses 
and dogs, a single mature individual was identified for each species. Seven wild mammal individuals 
were estimated: three red deer (mature), two wild boars (one immature, the other mature), one roe 
deer (mature), and one hare (also mature). 

Species

Cuceu Valea Bochii Popeni Pe pogor
Number of 

remains
Minimum num-
ber of estimated 

individuals 

Number of 
remains

Minimum num-
ber of estimated 

individuals
NR % NMI % NR % NMI %

Bos taurus (cattle) 309 51.85 13 30.95 172 47.51 7 25
Ovis aries/Capra hircus (sheep/
goat)

85 14.26 7 16.67 88 24.31 6 21.43

Sus domesticus (pig) 125 20.97 8 19.05 77 21.27 6 21.43
Canis familiaris (dog) 1 0.17 1 2.38 2 0.55 1 3.57
Equus caballus (horse) 7 1.17 1 2.38 1 0.28 1 3.57
Total domestic mammals 527 88.42 30 71.43 340 93.92 21 75
Cervus elaphus (red deer) 39 6.54 5 11.90 15 4.14 3 10.71
Sus scrofa (wild boar) 24 4.03 4 9.52 3 0.83 2 7.14
Capreolus capreolus (roe deer) 5 0.84 2 4.76 2 0.55 1 3.57
Lepus europaeus (hare) 1 0.17 1 2.38 2 0.55 1 3.57
Total wild mammals 69 11.58 12 28.57 22 6.08 7 25
Identified mammals 596 100 42 100 362 100 28 100
Mammals not identified 244 ‑ 248 ‑
Total mammals 840 ‑ 610 ‑

Table 2. Quantification of the mammal remains in the two samples.

Fig. 5. Proportion (% NR) of mammal species in the two samples.
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Fig. 6. Proportion (% MNI) of mammal species in the two samples.

The sample from Cuceu Valea Bochii The sample from Popeni Pe pogor
Fig. 7. Age groups when the main domestic species were sacrificed. 

Anatomic element Bt O/C Sd Cf Ec Ce Ss Cc Le
carpus+tarsus 24 2 3 3 6 1
rib 44 10 16 1 4
horn 2 1 1
coxal bone 14 2 3 5 3
cranium 9 1 15 1 1
ulna 2 9 1
isolated teeth 51 22 12 1 2
phalanges 26 2 1 1
femur 14 2 5 1 1 2
humerus 15 5 3 4 2 1
malleolus 1
mandible 29 8 21 1 1
metacarpus 4 3 2 1
metapodial 7 1 1
metatarsus 6 4 2 7
scapula 4 4 10 1 2
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Anatomic element Bt O/C Sd Cf Ec Ce Ss Cc Le
radius 18 4 7 1 2
sesamoid 1
tibia 10 16 10 7 3
vertebrae 28 4 3 2 3
Total 309 85 125 1 7 39 24 5 1

Table 3. Distribution of mammal remains according to anatomic elements in the sample from Cuceu Valea Bochii (Bt 
– Bos taurus, O/C – Ovis aries/Capra hircus, Sd – Sus domesticus, Cf – Canis familiaris, Ec – Equus caballus, Ce – Cervus 
elaphus, Ss – Sus scrofa, Cc – Capreolus capreolus, Le – Lepus europaeus).

Anatomic
element Bt O/C Sd Cf Eq Ce Ss Cc Le

carpus+tarsus 3 2 2 1
rib 52 20 10 2
horn 3 1
coxal bone 2 2
cranium 21 3 7 3 1
ulna 5 1 4 1
isolated teeth 9 6 3 1
phalanges 7 1 3 2
femur 9 11 9
humerus 5 5 2 1
mandible 16 1 15 3 1 1
metacarpus 1 2 1 1 1
metapodial 1 3 2
metatarsus 4 2 1 1
scapula 8 9 6
fibula/
malleolus 1 2

radius 7 9 3 1 1 1
tibia 10 8 7 1 1
vertebrae 8 2
Total 172 88 77 2 1 15 3 2 2

Table 4. Distribution of mammal remains according to anatomic elements in the sample from Popeni Pe pogor (Bt – Bos 
taurus, O/C – Ovis aries/Capra hircus, Sd – Sus domesticus, Cf – Canis familiaris, Ec – Equus caballus, Ce – Cervus elaphus, 
Ss – Sus scrofa, Cc – Capreolus capreolus, Le – Lepus europaeus).
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