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A Medieval Knight Passionate about Dice games.  
The Spur Decorated with “Dice” Discovered 

in Aghireș Sub pășune (Sălaj county)*

Dan Băcueț-Crișan

Abstract: Rescue archaeological researches were performed in 2008–2009 on the site in Aghireş Sub păşune 
(the municipality of Meseșenii de Jos) in the need to rescue the archaeological remains from an area envisagedby 
the construction of the bypass road of Zalău. During these excavations archaeologists uncovered remains from 
Prehistory (the Bronze Age), La Téne, the post‑Roman period, and the Early Middle Ages (the 8th–9th centuries, the 
10th–11th centuries, and the 13th–14th centuries). Five medieval spurs were discovered, four of which originated 
in archaeological features and one in alayer: a pair from feature C. 30/2008 (located in S. 15/2008), another pair 
from feature C. 35/1/2008 (located in S. 15/2008), and a fifth from the culture layer (S. 16/2008).The spur under 
discussion here is made of iron, its two sides (triangular in cross‑section) used for fastening on the footwear end 
in circular/annularterminals. One of the sides is embossed with three small squares made of the same metal 
piece as the side. The three squares have a decorative role and are in their turn adorned with small dots carved in 
the soft metal. A different number of dots can be seen on each square on the side of the spur: four, five, and six. 
The three squares (with a different number of dots on each) imitate the sides of a game dice. The five discovered 
spurs belong to the habitation level dated to the 13th–14th centuries. Base on the formal characteristics of these 
items I have included them among the findings specific to the 13th–14th centuries. Archaeological discoveries 
attest to the presence of dice since Antiquityand games with dice (made of clay, bone, stone, metal, and glass) 
are inseparable from the development of human society. The medieval world also had its games, including those 
with dice, and its players / game enthusiasts, including prominent members of the elites. Such ornate spurs (rare 
specimens which denote the rank/social status of those who wore them) could not belong to commoners but to 
representatives of the elite. The owner of the item found in Aghireș Sub pășune was probably one of the (local) 
potentates passionate about dice games.

Keywords: medieval knight; dice games; spur decorated with “dice”; spur embossed with three small 
squares; social status; 13th–14th centuries.

Site location and history of research. The village of Aghireş (in the municipality of Meseșenii 
de Jos) is located at the feet of the Meseş Mountains andis crossed by Creek Valea Miţii. The site in 
Aghireş Sub păşune (located on a high terrace on the right side of Miţii Valley) is a complex archaeo‑
logical objective, with several stages of habitation. 

Preventive archaeological researches were performed in 2008–2009 on the site in Aghireş Sub 
păşune (the municipality of Meseșenii de Jos), in order to rescue the archaeological vestiges from an 
area envisaged by the construction of the bypass road of Zalău. During these excavations archaeolo‑
gists have researches remains dated to Prehistory (the Bronze Age), the La Téne Era, the Post‑Roman 
Period, and the Early Middle Ages (the 8th–9th centuries, the 10th–11th centuries, and the 13th–14th 
centuries)1.

Context of discovery. Five medieval spurs were discovered during these excavations. Four of 
them were found in archaeological features and one in the culture layer: a pair in feature C. 30/2008 
(located in S. 15/2008), another pair in feature C. 35/1/2008 (located in S. 15/2008), and the fifth in 
the culture layer (in S. 16/2008)2.

* Translated by: Ana Maria Gruia.
** The Romanian language version of this article was published in D. Băcueț‑Crișan, Elemente de cultură material medievală 

(sec. XIII-XV) din Depresiunea Silvaniei și zonele învecinate. Cluj‑Napoca 2020, 93–102.
1 Băcueţ‑Crişan et al. 2009, 25; Băcueț‑Crișan 2014, 36–37.
2 Băcueț‑Crișan et al. 2009, Pl. 178, 193, 265/1.
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Fig. 2. Aghireș Sub pășune.

The artifact’s formal characteristics and manner of production. The rowel spur under dis‑
cussion (Pl. 1) was presented in 2009 in the report of the preventive archaeological research performed 
in the area of the bypass road of Zalău3. The item was made of iron and its two sides (triangular in 
section) that allowed its fastening onto footwear ended in circular terminals. One of the sides is deco‑
rated with three small squares in relief. These three decorative squares (all with the sides measuring 
7 mm × 7 mm) are decorated in their turn with small dots embossed into the soft metal.
3 Băcueț‑Crișan et al. 2009, 58.

Fig. 1. Aghireș Sub pășune (marked with an X). Google Earth capture. 
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Fig. 3. Aghireș Sub pășune. Spurs dated to the 13th–14th centuries (taken from Băcueț‑Crișan et al. 2009).

A different number of dots decorated each side of the squares on the spur’s side: four, five, and six 
(Pl. 2). The squares with four and five dots are well preserved and highly visible, but in the case of the 
square with five dots the fifth dot is more difficult tonotice due to corrosion. The three squares (fea‑
turing a different number of dots) imitate the sides of a game dice. The concave dots preserve slight 
traces of color (green) from the bronze with which they had been initially filled (metal intarsia). This 
suggests that during the spur’s period of use the dots indicating the numbers of the game dice faces 
were highly visible.

In his 2016 study A. A. Rusu also makes reference to this discovery, mentioning that “a unique 
discovery was made in Aghireșu (Cluj County), where metal dice were found welded onto a 13th–14th‑
century spur.”4 This statement contains two errors that I shall hereby analyze/clarify:

• despite the fact that the spur was discovered in the settlement of Aghireș in Sălaj County, A. A. 
Rusu locates the discovery in Aghireșu, Cluj County!

• the three squares with dots (the “dice”) were not created independently and subsequently 
“welded” onto the side of the spur. On the contrary, the three squares were “modeled” out of the 
body of this side (Pl. 3). Spurs with relief decoration on one or both sides are known from the area of 
Moravia and the ornaments are modeled directly on the spur’s side(s).

In 2019, in another published work5, A. A. Rusu “persisted” in mentioning the erroneous loca‑
tion of the place of discovery6. On that occasion he stated that the spur was discovered “in a relatively 
modest dwelling, but not a peasant one”7 despite the fact the authors of the discovery have recorded 
the fact that the artifact was uncovered “in the culture layer/section S. 16/2008”!8

Formal and stylistic analogies. Final consideration. The five discovered spurs belong to the 
habitation layer that can be dated to the 13th–14th centuries. Through their formal characteristics (the 
type of rowel, the shape of the sides, the fastening system, and the buckles) they can be included 
among the discoveries specific to the end of the 13th century and the 14th century9.

4 Rusu 2016, 357.
5 Rusu 2019, 770.
6 After the publication of the 2016, during a private conversation I told Mr. Rusu of his erroneous geographic location of 

the discovery in question. Still, in 2019 he repeated the error (Rusu 2019, 770).
7 Rusu 2019, 770.
8 Băcueț‑Crișan et al. 2009, 58, Pl. 265/1, Fig. 20.
9 Băcueț‑Crișan et al. 2009, 59; Györfi 2006, p. 111. 
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Naturally, the decorated spur is the most interesting artifact of the lot. If the three squares rep‑
resent the sides of the game dice, the pair spur probably also displayed one side decorated with three 
squares, but with a different number of dots (one, two, and three), so that together the two spurs 
would have rendered all six sides of a game dice.

One knows that the decoration of spurs did not start during the Middle Ages, but was known 
since Antiquity10, the Migrations Period, and the Early Medieval Period (such as the items from the 
Moravian power center)11. Several decorated items have been attested from the Transylvanian medi‑
eval archaeological environment. The artifacts in question have been decorated (with incisions) on the 
neck (lines associated with dots or just lines)12 or on the meeting area of the two sides (incised lines)13. 
Other items display sides decorated with a stripe of straight incised lines14.

Fig. 4. Decorated medieval spurs. Analogies (A taken from Györfi 2014‑1015; B‑D taken fom Györfi 2006).

10 The item from the Dacian fortification in Brad/Zargidava (Ursachi 1995, Pl. 49/5).
11 Kavánová 1976, Tab I‑IV, VII, IX‑X.
12 Györfi 2006, 119/nr.33, 125/nr. 55.
13 Györfi 2006, 126/nr. 61.
14 Györfi 2006, 118/nr. 28.
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A lot of medieval artifacts found in Bistra Mureșului have been recently published15. The lot, dated 
to the 14th–15th centuries, includes two pairs of spurs. One of them had both sides decorated (one of 
the sides had three lines, and the other had four incised lines), while another spur had two pairs of 
lines on one of the sides16.

Fig. 5. Decorated medieval spur. Analogy (taken from Matei 1989).

Another example consists of an item discovered in Moldavia, in Suceava, dated to the second half 
of the 15th century. The spur is made of bronze and is decorated through incision with pairs of straight 
parallel lines placed on the side and neck17.

Archaeological discoveries attest the production and use of dice since Antiquity and dice games 
are linked with the development of human society. Dice were made of clay, bone, stone, metal, and 
glass. The medieval world also included people passionate about games (and gambling) and people 
who played dice games – some of which were prominent members of the elites18. Decorated spurs (rare 
items that indicate the social rank/status of their owners) could not have been owned by commoners, 
but only by members of the elites. The owner of the spur discovered in Aghireș Sub pășune was prob‑
ably one of the (local) potentates who were passionate about dice games.

Acknowledgment
A. Tulbure and O. Orțan (County History and Art Museum Zalău) have performed the drawings 

of the spurs discovered in Aghireș Sub pășune.
N. Gozman (County History and Art Museum Zalău) is the author of the photographs of the spur 

decorated with dice.
T. Jugrăstan (County History and Art Museum Zalău) has performed the restoration of the spur 

decorated with dice.
N. Gozman (County History and Art Museum Zalău) is the author of the general photograph of 

the site in Aghireș Sub pășune.

Dan Băcueț-Crișan
Zalău History and Art County Museum

Zalău, ROU
bacuetz@yahoo.com

15 Györfi 2014–2015, 132.
16 Györfi 2014–2015, 129, Fig. 9.
17 Matei 1989, 210, Fig. 25.
18 On playing dice games during the Middle Ages see Rusu 2019, 769 and subsequent pages.
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Plate 1. Aghireș Sub pășune. Medieval decorated spur (trench S. 16/2008).
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