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Vadzim Belavec
Katarzyna Czarnecka

FIRST FIND OF AN IMPORTED ROMAN KEY
FROM THE TERRITORY OF BELARUS

Abstract: In 2020 a small key found by detectorists somewhere in the Brest district, was donated to the
Minsk City History Museum in Minsk, Belarus. The ring-keys, made of copper alloy, represent type were
popular in the whole Roman Empire, dated widely, but mostly to the third century AD. They were used
to open locks in chests or small caskets. Most probably the key could be connected with the Wielbark
culture, occupying the area of Brest at that time and would be first finding of the imported key from the
Wielbark culture. It could be imported from the Black Sea area, as a result of intensive contacts with the
Cherniakhiv culture.

Key words: Roman imports, ring-key, Wielbark culture in Belarus

In the spring of 2020, a unique small key on a ring was donated to the Minsk City History Museum
(Mys3eii ricropsri ropasa Mincka) in Minsk, by an amateur collector Alaksej Zuratiskij, who had
been cooperating with this institution for many years. According to the information provided to
the museum, this key was accidentally discovered in the first half of the 2010s, in the south-west of
Belarus, probably near the city of Brest. In July 2020 the curator of the archaeological collection of
the Museum, Uladzimir Kalasotiskij, asked Vadzim Belavec! to identify this find, who recognized
it as an import from the Roman Empire, took photos and made drawings of it.

The key is made of copper alloy, probably brass, but no metallographic analysis was made. It con-
sists of a ring, diameter 2.2 cm, very short shaft and perpendicular bit with close set teeth arranged in
two rows [Fig. 1]. The artefact operated as a slide key, by inserting the key into an L-shaped keyhole
and then pushing it upwards. Tumblers fitted into corresponding holes in the metal deadbolt, and
could only be moved by a key that matched them. The teeth of the key passed through an opening
in the deadbolt, lifting the tumblers (pessuli), that held the deadbolt in place and were pressed down
by a springing band above them. As a result deadbolt was freed and could be moved, what allow
opening [Fig. 2]. Such locks were used mostly in chests and caskets, rarely in gates or doors.?

Keys of this type, made as often in bronze, as in iron, were very popular in the whole Ro-
man Empire, representing type 2:7 according William H. Manning,’ type IV according Dorot-
tya Gaspar,* type 04-04 according to Jean-Paul Guillaumet and Gérard Laude.> Most of them

! At the time assistant professor of the Historical Faculty =~ 3 MANNING 1985, p. 93.

of the Belarusian State University in Minsk. 4 GAsPAR 1986, p. 48.

2 ScHuTz 2003, p. 120; GUILLAUMET, LAUDE 2009, p. 40;  ° GUILLAUMET, LAUDE 2009, pp. 40—41.
BusuLapzic 2018, p. 121; CzarNECkA 2020, p. 41.
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Fig. 1. Roman ring-key, copper alloy. The Minsk City History Museum collection
(photo and drawing by V. Belavec)

Fig. 2. Scheme of operation of the lock opened with a ring-key
(after GuiLLAMET, LAuDE 2009)

were provided with rectangular or trapezoid handle with circular openings.® Less popular were
ring-keys (Ringschliissel) (type 24, according Christian Beckmann,” type 5d according to Henri
Guiraud,? type I1/1 according to Branko Milovanovi¢ and Nikola Mrdi¢?). The diameter of rings
varies between 1,5 and 2 cm. In spite of their form and dimension, it is not quite clear if they could
have been worn on finger.!” It could be possible (even if not comfortable) in the case of items with
a bit set next to the ring, but artefacts with the bit set perpendicularly to the ring were neither
practical nor aesthetic enough to be treated as a piece of jewellery."" They were just keys only with

smaller handle [Fig. 3].

¢ A fairly detailed analysis of these differences, high-
lighting variants of the shape of the handle, the “ear” at
the end, cross-section, etc., was carried out by Notburg
Marie, M. Schiitz (Scuutz 2003, p. 97).

" BECKMANN 1969, p. 40.

8 GuirAUD 1989, p. 192.

® MiLovAaNovIC, MRrpIC 2016, p. 251.

0 Busurabpzic 2018, p. 125; Daxova 2021b, p. 221
"However these finds were included among other into
various typologies of Roman finger rings, e.g. BEck-
MANN 1969, p. 40; Giraup 1989, p. 192.
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Fig. 3. Roman ring-keys. Bronze.
1 — Saalburg (Bad Homburg distr., DE
[after Jacost 1987]);
2 — Viminacium (Belgrad, SRB

[after MiLovaNovi¢, MRrpic 2016]);
3 — Tanais (Tanauc; Masnikovskij distr., RU
[after ARSEN’EVA, BEzuGLov, ToLoc¢ko 2001]);

4 — Tilurium (Bacau distr., HR [after Ivcevic 2014]);
5,6 — Siscia (Sisacko-moslavacka distr., HR
[after KoscEvie 1991])

Ring-keys of this type, made mostly of copper alloy (“bronze”), are known from all provinces
of the Empire, from Britannia, Gallia and Helvetia to Pannonia, Moesia, Dalmatia and Dacia."?
They served as an utensil of everyday use and were found both in civilian (cities) as well as mil-
itary (forts) context, in settlements and cemeteries."

Since they were in widespread use, their dating is rather speculative, based mostly on the
general chronology of the site, where they were found."* According to H. Giraud they were dated
in Gaul from the first to the fifth centuries.”” Finds from eastern provinces like Moesia, Dalmatia
were dated from the second to the fourth century, particularly the late second and first half of the
third centuries.'®

12 GuirauD 1989, p. 192, fig. 35; BusuLapzi¢ 2018, p. 125.  p. 40) or fort in Iza, distr. Komarno, in Slovakia were
13 KoscEvIC 1991, p. 41; MiLovaNoviIC, MRpIC 2016, p. 256;  dated to the period of the 70s of the second century
Darova 2021a, pp. 42—43. (Daxova 2021b, p. 226).

4 E.g. ring keys from Roman forts in Saalburg and Zug- > Giraup 1989, pp. 191, 193.

mantel, first half of the third century (BECKMANN 1969, !¢ Kos$CEviC 1991, p. 41; MiLovaNovi¢, Mrui¢ 2016, p. 125.
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Among many kinds of imports from the Roman Empire keys are extremely rare in the whole
Barbaricum. Just a few specimens are known from the territory of the Przeworsk culture, and
none from the Wielbark culture area.”” More finds are registered in the territory of the Cherniakhiv
culture.”® It is hard to date the presented ring-key from the Belarus, however imported Roman
keys found in the Barbaricum are known mostly from the phases B,—C,."” That’s why the cultural
attribution of the ring-key from Belarus needs a discussion.

Considering the imprecise information about the place of discovery of the analysed find, in
attempt to determine its cultural context, we should first try to analyze the cultural situation of
the region from which it may come. The lands located in the centrum south-west of Belarus is
referred to as Western Polesie. In the centre of this region lays the Zaharodskaja plain, located in
the interfluve of Muchavec (the right tributary of the Bug), Pripyat and its left tributary — Jasel'da.
This region is very poorly explored in terms of archaeological research and is still a blank spot
on the archaeological map of the [ron Age Belarus. No regular, large-scale, field researches were
conducted here, but during the last decade exploratory work provided data on the presence of
traces of settlement from the Roman period, belonging to the cultures of the Eastern European
forest zone: the post-Zarubincy horizon and the Kyiv culture.?” However, the discussed ring-key
can hardly be considered a find typical for a population indigenous to the lands of Belarus, one of
the cultures of the Eastern European forest zone. In the younger Roman period, imports from the
Empire rarely reached this area and were essentially limited to glass beads.?' There is no reason to
presume that caskets with locks and, accordingly, fitting keys to open them — neither locally pro-
duced nor imported — were used in this cultural circle. As the only known exception can served
a copper alloy casket handle, which comes from semi-dugout no. 2, explored in 1960 on the open
settlement of the Kyiv culture, in Abidna [Fig. 4: 4; Map 1: 4].%2 This object did not contain precise
chronological indicators and its chronology can be determined only in the general framework
of the use of the settlement, which dates back to the third century AD, not excluding the end of
the second and the beginning of the fourth century.” An unambiguous interpretation of this find,
however, brings some difficulties: almost identical-looking objects served as handles for caskets,?*
but also handles for bronze vessels, namely Eggers 75-78, especially E.72,% or handles for carry-
ing and hanging helmets.?® Therefore the find from Abidna can’t be treated as an undoubted detail
of a Roman casket. The traces of melting visible on this artefact suggest that it could, most likely,
be treated as a material for recycling — an object made of copper alloy, intended for melting.?’

In our opinion the discussed Roman key should be associated with the settlement of the Wiel-
bark culture. At present over 30 sites of the Wielbark culture are known from Belarus. They occur
in two regions: on Pabuzza (in the Bug river basin) and Prypiat Polesie (in the middle Pripyat
basin). In Polesie, sites of the Wielbark culture occur mostly in the middle course of the Pripyat

17 CzarNECKA 2020, p. 198. An imported Roman key
was found, as a loose find, in Ulow, distr. Tomaszoéw
(NiezaBiTowskA-WISNIEWsKA 2007, fig. 12). The necro-
polis in Ulow was used in phase C, by the people of the
Wielbark culture, and the younger phase of use, from the
Migration Period, is associated with the “late Germans”
(N1ezaBiTowskA-WISNIEWSKA 2007, p. 10). Unfortunately,
it is not known with which phase of use the key find
should be associated.

8 MyLasEVS’kYJ 2016, pp. 77-79, fig. 9.

19 Kokowsk1 1997, p. 41.

20 BELEVEC 2012, pp. 288-289; 2013. Further in the text,
due to differences in transliteration, the author's name
also appears in two other versions: BELAVEC / BIELIAVEC.

2 BELAVEC 2009, pp. 173-174.

2 Posor’, IL’0TIK 2001, p. 103, fig. 2, fig. 22: 2.

2 Poor’, IL’0TIK 2001, p. 112.

24 GAsPAR 1986, pls. CCLXXXVI, CCLXXXVII, CCC—
CCCYV; DeMEL 1987, pls. 92: 1-6, 9, 1011, 93: 1, 3—6).
% e.g.: GAspArR 1986, pls. CCLXXXVI, CCLXXXVII,
CCC-CCCV; DemMEL 1987, pls. 92: 1-6, 9, 1011, 93: 1,
3-6).

26 ALLASON-JONES, MIKET 1984, pp. 411-413, 416, 421-427.
27 BeLjavic 2009, p. 177. This hypothesis is reinforced
by the discovery of traces of the bronze casting in the
form of a fragmented crucible (Posor’, IL’UTIK 2001,
p. 112, fig. 22: 7).
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Fig. 4. Imported Roman ring-keys and casket handle (?) from the sites in the Eastern Europe.
1 — Danceni (Ialoveni Raionul, MD [after MYLASEVS’KYJ 2017]);
2 — Medzibiz (Memxubix; Hmel’nyckyj distr., UA [after MYLASEVS’KYI 2017]);
3 — Malopolovec’ke (Masnomnonosénpke; Fastiv distr., UA [after MyLASEVS’kYI 2017]);
4 — Abidna (A6inus = Anamenka; Bychat distr., BY [drawing by V. Belavec])

in the interfluve of its right tributaries — the Styr and Garyn’ rivers. Despite the fact that since
the 1950s extensive excavations have been carried out on a number of sites with Wielbark culture
materials, so far only single graves and traces of settlement objects have been discovered. The
lack of large, representative sites leads to the recognition of this region as a peripheral zone of the
Wielbark culture.”® Most of the well-recognized and investigated sites of the Wielbark culture in
Belarus are concentrated in the eastern part of the Bug Plain. Among them are two best explored
cemeteries of this culture in Belarus (and Eastern Europe as well): the Brest-TrySyn cemetery®
(Bpact-Tpaimmbin; city of Brest, Brest dist., BY) and Patroviéy® (ITstposiusl; Zabinka dist., BY).
This region constitutes the eastern outskirts of the settlement zone of the Wielbark culture in
eastern Mazovia and Podlasie, what matches the information about the probable place of finding
of the discussed key — near the city of Brest [Map 1: c].

The presented above dating of the ring-keys in the Empire and imported keys in Barbaricum,
mainly to the younger period of Roman influence, also agree with the chronological framework
of the Wielbark culture sites in the lands of south-western Belarus. The first settlement groups of
the Wielbark culture enter the lands of Belarusian PabuzZa in the B,/C phase, during the Marco-
mannic Wars (around 166—180 AD), or immediately after their end.*!

28 BELEVEC 2007a, pp. 330-334; BELAVEC 2007c. 31 On dating sites of the Wielbark culture in Belarus:
2 KUHARENKO 1980; BELEVEC 2007b. BeLEVEC 2007a; 2016a, pp. 392-396; 2017a; 2018.
30 BeLAVEC 2006; BELEVEC 2007a, pp. 310-330.



Map 1. The spread of imported Roman ring-keys (1-3) and casket (?) element (4) in the Eastern Europe
1 — Danceni (Ialoveni distr., MD);
2 —Medzybiz (Memxnbix; Hmel'nyckyj distr., UA);
3 — Malopolovec’ke (Manononosénpke; Fastiv distr., UA);
4 — Abidna (A6inus = Anamenka; Byhat distr., BY)
a — mentioned sites;

b — approximate range of the Gothic circle cultures in the late Roman Period
and beginning of the Migration Period
¢ — range of sites of the Wielbark culture on the Byelorussian Pabuzza

As was mentioned above, imported Roman keys are known from the Cherniakhiv culture
sites [Fig. 4: 1-3]. Finds from cemeteries in Ruzycanka (Pyxuuanka; Hmel'nyckyj distr., UA)
and Danceny (Ialoveni distr., MD), are dated by Oleksandr MylaSevs’kyj to the half of the third
century.”? Unfortunately the ring-key from the settlement in Malopolovec’ke (ManononoBerbke;
Fastiv distr., UA) in the Kyiv region is a loose find.3* Without context is also ring-key from Medzy-
biz (Memxubix; Hmel’nyckyj distr., UA).** Most probably they were imported, among many other
goods, from the ancient cities on the Black sea coast. Ring-key was found in grave 34 on the cem-
etery in the city of Tanais (Tanauc; Masnikovskij distr., RU) on the river Don estuary [Fig. 3: 2].
Grave is dated to the second half of the second century to the first half of the third century.®
Another ring-key with teeth set perpendicularly to the ring, which can be treated as exact analogy

32 MyLASEVS’KYI 2016, p. 79. only general information concerning the place where
3 MacoMEDov 2016, p. 960, pl. 6: 4. they were found (Bazan 2012, pp. 77-79).

3 MyLASEVS’KY) 2016, p. 88, fig. 9: 8. There are more 35 ARSEN’EVA, BEzUGLOV, ToLocko 2001, p. 132, fig. 48: 611.
finds from the Ukraine, mostly from detectorists, with
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to the find from Belarus, were found by detectorist near the estuary of the Dniester River, in the
vicinity of ancient towns Tyras and Nikonion.3¢

The ring-key from Belarus could has been imported directly from the Black Sea region or,
not directly, from the territory of the southern cultures of the Gothic circle. That is most probable
because the materials obtained at the sites of this region provide us with evidence of stable contacts
and various ties throughout the younger Roman period and the beginning of the Migration Period.

During phase B,/C —C, , the expansion of the population of the Wielbark culture spreads to
the south-east. At the beginning of the third century, its settlement structures were established in
the lands of Ukrainian Volhynia.?” Already in this period, manifestations of ties with the broadly
defined lands north of the Black Sea are visible on Pabuzza, however, difficult to explain pre-
cisely. Evidence of such contacts can be seen in some elements of the funeral rite recorded in the
cemetery in Patrovicy.*®

A significant intensification of “southern” ties undoubtedly took place at the developed stage
of the younger Roman period — during phases C,, —C,. At that time, during the “Scythian Wars”
(around 238-280 AD), the process of formation of the Cherniakhiv culture took place in the lands
of present-day Ukraine.** In the east of the Bug Plain, contacts with the early horizon of the Cher-
niakhiv culture can be observed — single wheel made vessels and some characteristic details of
costume, such as brooches of the “Gorodnica” type, close to types A.210 and A.211, boar/pig tusks
and axe-shaped pendants are recorded at the Wielbark culture sites.*’

Summing up the observations presented above regarding the zones of dissemination and the
dating of the sites of the Wielbark culture in Belarus, it should be assumed that the Roman ring-
key from the collection of the Minsk City History Museum is most likely related to the settlement
of this cultural unit. In that case it is the first imported Roman key discovered so far in Belarus.
Some elements of the caskets (lock plates, spring bolt or key) have been found in the context of
the Wielbark culture at the already mentioned sites located in the east of the Bug Plain. They were
registered in three graves: no. 7 and 41 in the Brest-TrySyn cemetery, and grave no. 36 in Patro-
vicy cemeteries,* but these are typical locally made artefacts, locks of type Siemiance,* highly
popular in the whole Barbaricum. Imported Roman keys are very rare and most probably has
different meaning, as they are found without any traces of the casket lock — most probably they
had changed their function from the practical, utilitarian to the symbolic or magical (amulets?).

Imported keys are more common closer to limes — in Czech and Slovakia and — in the Cher-
niakhiv culture area. The find of a key coming most probably from the Black Sea coast could be
another testimony to the bonds that connected the Wielbark culture settlement, the inhabited lands
in the east of the Bug Plain, with the southern lands of the Gothic cultures circle.

The discussed key is a unique phenomenon not only in the scale of our knowledge of the ma-
terial culture of the Wielbark settlement of this region, but also of the entire Wielbark culture: so
far imported Roman keys have not been recorded in its materials. This find allow us to make some
reflection on the role played by the Wielbark culture settlement located in the east of the Bug Plain
in the functioning of the cultures of the Gothic circle. From the perspective of the whole range
of the Wielbark culture in the younger Roman period, this region was a seemingly insignificant,
remote south-eastern periphery of this community. However, it was located in the middle of the

3¢ https://www.forumancientcoinp.com/numiswiki/view.-
asp?key=roman%20keys (accessed 22.04.2023)

37 BArRAN 1981, p. 93; Sukin 1981, pp. 151-160; 2005,
p- 132, fig. 54; Ges 1993, pp. 147-148; Kokowsk1 1995,
pp- 27-29.

3 BELEVEC 2022, pp. 257-262.

% Szczukin 1981, pp. 151-160; 2005, p. 132, fig. 54; MaGo-
MEDOV 2001, pp. 134—139; more literature in: BARAN 2004.

40 KukHARENKO 1980, pp. 11, 30, pl. X1/27: b, d; BELAVEC
2006, pp. 95-96, map 2: V, map 4; BELEVEC 2016b.

4 KukHARENKO 1980, pl. VII: 76, pl. XV: 41; BELEVEC
2007a, fig. 8: 12,13.

42 CzARNECKA 2020, pp. 49-79.
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communication route, which in the Roman period connected the population of the entire Gothic
cultural circle between the Black Sea and the southern coast of the Baltic Sea.

ALLASON-JONES, MIKET 1984
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