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THE CHALICE AND PATEN OF TOMAJMONOSTORA:
SECRETS OF A MEDIEVAL ABBEY IN HUNGARY
Gabor Viragos
Budapest (Hungary)

Abstract. In summer 2024, archaeologists discovered a pristine silver chalice and paten in
a disturbed grave near the sanctuary of a medieval Benedictine abbey church in Tomajmonostora,
Hungary. The finds, dated to the 1230s based on archaeological context and stylistic features,
represent an exceptional example of medieval Hungarian ecclesiastical art and liturgical practice.
The 97% pure silver chalice combines early Romanesque and Gothic styles, while the 6cm
diameter paten bears a rare Hand of God motif. The location is significant due to its connection
with both early Pecheneg clans and later Cuman settlements, suggesting the set's possible role in
Christian missionary work. The site's history traces back to the 11th century, with an early rotunda
later replaced by a three-nave abbey church. This discovery provides unprecedented insights into
medieval Hungarian goldsmithing, religious practices, and the complex relationships between
local nobility, church authorities, and nomadic peoples in the region.

Materials and methods of research. This study is about the latest sensational silver
ecclesiastical finds from a medieval abbey church in Hungary. It starts with giving a brief
description about the fundamental geographical and historical environment followed by the first
summary of the excavation context.

These are all needed to understand the dating and the significance of the objects. The
unique items have no contemporary parallels, but the typology of such objects is known from
publications and the closest parallel are also referred to in the text. The study used general scientific
methods - observation, landscape analysis.
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TOMAMMOHOIITOPJBIH TOCTAFAHBI MEH ITATEHI:
BEHI'PUSHBIH OPTAT'ACBIPJIBIK ABBATTBIKTBIF'BIHBIH K¥ITUACBHI
TI'abop Bupazow
Bbynanewr (Benrpus)

Angatna. 2024 SKpUIABIH JKa3blHAA apxeosnortap TomaiimoHoctopnarsl (Benrpus)
opTarachIpiablK beHequKTUH a00aTThIK LIIPKEYIHIH JKaHbIHJAFbl KaOIpAeH Ta3a KyMIC TOCTaraH
(yama) MeH TUCKiHI TanThl. TaObUIFaH 3aTTap apXeoJIOTUSIIBIK KOHTEKCTKE JKOHE CTHIINCTHKAIIBIK
epekiernikrepre Herizinae 1230 xpliaapra *KaTKa3bUIIbl, 0JIap OPTAFaChIPIIBIK BEHTP IHIIPKEYIHIH
©HEep1 MEH JINTYPTUsUIbIK TOXKIPUOECIHIH epeKIle YIrici O0JbIN TaOblIa bl

Kab6ipnen Ttabbutran 97 % Ta3a KYMICTEH jKacalfaH TOCTaraH €pTe€ POMAaHIBIK KOHE
TOTHKAJBIK CTUJIBAEP/I OIpiKTipeai >kKoHE CHpPEeK MOTHMB JuaMmeTpi 6 cM Juckine OelHeneHTreH
«Hand of God» (KymaiiasiH Kombl). byt skep epre medeHer TanaiapbIMeHAe, KEHIHT1 KOIImei
XaJIBIKTap/IbIH KOHBICTApPbIMEH J¢ OalIaHbICThl OOJIFAHIBIKTAaH MaHBI3bl XKOHE XPUCTHAH]IBIK
MHCCHOHEPITIK KbI3MET1 KeIICHIHIH BIKTHMAJIJIbI POJIIH O0JDKANIBI. ATaIMBIII KepIiH Tapuxbl XI-
Il FachIpJlaH OacTanajabl: epTeieri AeHIelIeK FuMapaTTap KediHipeKk Y KaObIpraibl ab0aTThIK
HIipKEYMEH aybICTBIPbULIbI. Bysl ’KaHaNbIK OpTarachIpibIK BEHTP 3€prepiiiri Typayibl OypbIH-



COH/IBI OOJIMaraH TYCIHIK Oepefll, MIHU ONET-FYPBINTAp JKOHE JKEPTUIKTI aKCYHEKTep, MIipKey
OackapMachl MEH ailMaKTarbl KOINTEN XalbIKTap apachlHIAFbl KYpJENTi KapbIM-KaTbIHACTAp
JKaUBIHIEL.

3eprTey MaTepmanzapbl MeH Juicrepi. 3eprrey BeHrpusmarel opTarachIpibIK
MOHACTBIPJIBIK HIIPKEYJEH aJblHFAH COHFBl CEHCALUSJIBIK KYMIC IIIpKEy oJikKalapblHa
OarpiTTanFan. O iprem reorpadusUIbIK JKOHE TaphXd OPTaHBIH KhICKAIA CHUIIATTaMachlHAH
OacTaJiazibl, COHBIMEH KaTap, Ka30a KOHTEKCTIHIH aJFallKbl KbICKAIla Ma3MYHBI Oepisieii. MyHbIH
09pi 00BEKTIIEpAIH MEP3iMi MEH MAHBI3AbUIBIFBIH TYCIHY YIIiH KaXKeT.

bipereii oObekTinepaiH Ka3ipri 3aMaHFbl Mapajulesibaepi KOK, OipaKk OChIHAal
O00BEKTUIEP/IiH TUMONOTHICHI Oipa3 OachuIbIMIApIaH OeNriii XKoHe MaKalaga MOTIHIEPl KAKbIH
napajuieNpAep e aiTbuiFaH. 3eprreyne O0akpuiay, JaHmadThl Tajaaay CUSKTHI )KaIIbl FHUIBIMU
omicTep KOJIIaHBLIIbL.

Tipek ce3nep: opraracbpiblK beHeaukT aO0aTTHIFBI, Ta3za KyMIC TOCTaraH, MaTeH,
MOHACTBIPb IIIpKeyi, MIipKey OacuIbIChl, KOIIMeNi XaJbIKTapAblH KOHBICTaphl, €pTe IeueHer
pyJapbl, BEHTP LIIPKEYiHIH TapUXBI.

Cinreme skacay ymwin: ['abop Buparom. TomaiiMOHOIITOPABIH TOCTaFaHbl MEH ITaTEHI:
BeHrpusiHbIH opTarachIpiiblK a00aTTHIKTEIFRIHBIH Kynusacel / MUSEUM.KZ. 2024. N4 (8), 21-28
66. DOI 10.59103/muzkz.2024.08.03

YAIIIA U TIATEH TOMAMMOHOCTOPBI:
TAWHBI CPETHEBEKOBOI'O ABBATCTBA B BEHI' PUA
Tabop Bupazow
bynanewt (Benrpus)

Annoranusa. Jletom 2024 roma apxeojoru OOHApYKWIIM TIEPBO3JAHHYIO CEPEOPSIHYIO
qanuly M JUCK B MOTWJIE HEJAJIEKO OT CBATWIMINA CPEJAHEBEKOBOW LIEPKBU OCHETUKTHHCKOI'O
ab6arctBa B TomaiimonomTope, Benrpus. Haxoaxu, natupoBannsie 1230-mu rogamu Ha OCHOBE
apXeoJIOTHYeCKOro KOHTEKCTa M CTHIMCTUYECKMX OCOOCHHOCTEH, MpeNCTaBIsAIOT COoOOM
UCKJIIOYMTENBbHBIM  00pa3ell CpeJHEBEKOBOTO BEHIEPCKOTO IIEPKOBHOTO HCKycCTBA U
JUTYPrUYecKOd MpakTUkH. Tak, yama u3 yucrtoro cepedpa 97% coderaer B cebe paHHMH
POMAaHCKHI ¥ TOTUUECKUN CTHIIH, a Ha JAUCKE TuaMeTpoM 6 cMm u3olpakeH penkuit motus «Hand
of God» (Inanb 'ocioaHs). DTO MECTO MMeET BayKHOE 3HAUEHHE U3-3a €T0 CBSI3U, KaK C pAaHHUMHU
KJIaHAaMH TIE€YEHEroB, TaK U C Oojiee MO3JHUMHU IOJIOBEUKUMH IOCEIEHUSIMH, YTO IO3BOJISET
HPENOI0KUTh BO3MOXKHYIO POJIb KOMILJIEKCA B XpUCTHAHCKOM MUCCHOHEPCKOil padoTe.

Uctopuss sroro mecta BocxoauT K X| BeKy: paHHIOIO POTOHAY MO3XKE 3aMEHWIH
TpexHeHOI IepKoBbI0 a00aTcTBa. DTO OTKpPBHITHE JaeT OecHpeleeHTHOe MPEICTaBICHHE O
CPEIHEBEKOBOM BEHI'€PCKOM OBEJIMPHOM JI€J€, PEIUTHO3HBIX TMPAKTUKAX U  CIOXKHBIX
OTHOLICHUSX MEXAY MECTHOM 3HAThIO, IEPKOBHBIMU BIACTSIMHU M KOYEBBIMU HAPOJIaMU B PETHOHE.

Martepnanbsl W MeToabl HccjegoBaHusl. lccienoBaHue NOCBSIIEHO MOCIEAHUM
CEHCAIMOHHBIM CepeOpsTHBIM IEPKOBHBIM HAaXOAKaM U3 CPEJHEBEKOBON MOHACTBIPCKON IIEPKBH B
Benrpun. OH HaumHaeTcs ¢ KpaTKoro onucaHus (yHAaMeHTalIbHOW Treorpaduyeckoil u
HCTOPUYECKON Cpebl, 32 KOTOPBIM CIIEAYET IEPBOE pPE3IOME KOHTEKCTa pacKoIokK. Bce aro
HE00X0UMO ISl TOHUMAaHUSI TaTUPOBKH U 3HAYEHUSI OOBHEKTOB.

VYHuKanabHble NPEIMETHl HE MMEIOT COBPEMEHHBIX INapajljiesiel, HO THUIOJIOTHS TaKUX
IpeIMETOB M3BECTHA W3 MyOnuKanuii 1 HanOosiee OIM3KME Mapajijiesid TakKe YIOMUHAIOTCS B
TeKcTe. B nccienoBaHuy UCTIONb30BaHbl O0IIEHAYYHbIE METO bl — HAOII0IeHUE, JIaHAIIAPTHBIHA
aHaJIN3.

KirueBble ciioBa: cpeqHeBeKoBoe O€HEAMKTHHCKOE a00aTcTBO, MEpBO3aHHAsS
cepeOpsiHas yailla, aTeH, MOHACThIPCKas IEPKOBb, LIEPKOBHBIN J1€ATENb, TOJOBEIIKUE ITOCENICHNUS,
paHHME [IEYEHEKCKHUE KIIAHbl, UCTOPHUS BEHT€PCKOM LIEPKBH.



Juasi murupoBanusi: ['abop Buparom. Yama u mareH TomaliMOHOIITOpHI: TalHBI
cpenHeBekoBoro abbarctBa B Benrpuum / MUSEUM.KZ. 2024. Ned (8), c. 21-28. DOI
10.59103/muzkz.2024.08.03

Introduction: An Unexpected Discovery

In the summer of 2024, experts stumbled upon a find near Tomajmonostora that has since
captivated both the academic community and history enthusiasts alike. Amidst the ruins of a
medieval Benedictine abbey, a pristine silver chalice and paten were unearthed from the grave of
a former ecclesiastical leader. But why is this discovery so extraordinary, and what does it reveal
about our past?

The Site: Where Layers of History Converge

Tomajmonostora is a little village close to the Tisza River, more precisely, to the so-called
Tisza-lake, which is an artificially created lake, being the result of the construction of the Kiskore
hydropower plant. Its location within the central area of the Great Hungarian Plain is however
significant, since the steppe-like geographical conditions were decisive for its population history
(Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. Locatidh map of Tomajmonostora'iﬁultl'ungary showing itsnrélygt‘iivbrikto the Steppe
region. (Google Maps - Gabor Viragos)

(. 93ipbaaH
Tpekus Typia
AduHa

1 ToxikcTan
eAeﬂvu 7

s

Today, the name Tomajmonostora may not sound too familiar to the general public even
in Hungary, yet it was once a significant settlement. Archaeological research indicates that the
area has been inhabited since the 11" century the latest, evidenced by the remains of an early
rotunda church and burials. While written sources first mention the settlement's monastery-derived
name (monostor = monastery; Tomaj = the name of the owner of the place) in 1322, the recently
uncovered artifacts suggest it was an important ecclesiastical centre long before that.!

Excavations also revealed that the early rotunda was later replaced by an impressive three-
nave abbey church. The surrounding cemetery and fragments of richly decorated frescoes all
testify to Tomajmonostora once being home to a thriving community (Fig.2).

1 Paloczi Horvath, forthcoming
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Figure 2. The geophysical survey result of the site and its interpretation.
(Hungarian National Museum - Stibranyi Mat¢ at al.)

The Treasure: An Abbot’s Final Journey

Undoubtedly, the most exhilarating moment of the excavation came when a silver chalice
and paten emerged from a heavily disturbed grave. The burial's location — near the sanctuary — and
the objects found within clearly indicated that archaeologists had discovered the final resting place
of a high-ranking ecclesiastical figure, likely an abbot (Fig. 3-4).

Figure 3. Site map/church floor plan based on a geophysical survey, with adding the photos of
the excavation sections; the place where the treasure was found is marked. (Hungarian National
Museum - Piros-Pozdora Maté, Bakos Gabor, Stibranyi Mat¢é at al.)
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Figure 4. On-site excavation photo of the finds with bones of the finger bones of the ever hands
holding the set. (Photo by Gabor Viragos)

The Chalice: A Confluence of Styles

The chalice is a true art historical curiosity. Its metallurgical analysis was done parallel to
its restoration. Crafted from nearly 97% pure silver, it is exceptional in its own right. Nonetheless,
its form invites us also on a veritable journey through time, bearing hallmarks of both early
Romanesque and later Gothic styles. The conical, ribbed base and spherical node (knop) are
characteristic of early chalices (down to the 8" century), while the upward-tapering, similarly
ribbed cup heralds the newer style (available on visual sources even from the 15" century) (Fig.
5).

Figure 5. Photo of the chalice and patena after restoration. (Hungarian National Museum -
Gyorgy Laszlo)

The Paten: A Divine Message

If the chalice is extraordinary, the paten is equally remarkable. This seemingly simple silver
plate, merely 6 cm in diameter and fitting snugly into the cup, actually holds rare artistic
significance. Its surface shows a punched depiction: the Hand of God (dextera Dei) extending from



stylized clouds, bestowing a blessing over a cross. While extremely rare on such early medieval
Hungarian artifacts, this motif is profoundly meaningful. Its closest parallel is the paten found in
the archbishop’s tomb in Kalocsa, which recent studies date back to the time of King St. Stephen
(997-1038), associating it with Archbishop Astrik, who supposedly brought the crown from the
Pope (Fig. 6).

Figure 6. Reconstruction of the original burial construction
of the set as it was used like that during masses.
(Hungarian National Museum — photo by Jaksity Ivan)

The specifity of the location

The Tomajmonostora assemblage is thus not merely a pair of objects or finds, but a symbol
that forges a direct link to the earliest period of Hungarian Christianity. At the same time, the
location of their provenance also recalls options for being connected with former Steppe people.

On the one hand, the name Tomaj is of Turkic origin, literally meaning 'taciturn’ or 'sullen’.
According to the tradition preserved by the chronicler Anonymus, the Tomaj clan descends from
Tonuzaba, a Pecheneg leader who entered the country during the reign of the magyar (Hungarian)
Prince Taksony and received a settlement area near the Abad-rév (along the Tisza River), from
Taksony himself. Thus, Tomajmonostora was the central settlement of this Pecheneg-origin Tomaj
clan during the Arpad-dynasty Era.?

On the other hand, this was the first settlement along the surrounding area of the Cumans,
who moved into the Medieval Hungarian Kingdom in the mid-13" century, after ending the
Mongol Invasion of the country. This nomadic pagan Steppe nation had turbulent connection with
the Hungarians for centuries, but moving in resulted their very fast adaptation. While the lifestyle
remained for a while, their cemeteries show almost no differences at all to the previous local ones
in a generation. This also included conversion to Christianity, and the Benedictine monastery on
the border territory was certainly on of the major starting point for such a conversion movement.
But the story doesn't end there. Cuman settlements were known to exist near the site, and by the
mid-14th century, Cuman inhabitants were mentioned in Tomajmonostora. The set may have been
related to a mission aimed at converting the local Cumans. This could explain the objects' small
size and portability.

1 Buzas, 2014
2 Paloczi Horvath, forthcoming



The Mystery: Dating and Historical Context

Precisely dating these finds poses a real challenge for researchers. Based on stylistic
features! and available parallels as well as on the written sources, the period between the 12" and
14™ centuries seems likely, with the archaeological context suggesting the first half of the 13"
century as the most probable dating. This era is particularly fascinating in Hungarian history: the
final decades before the Mongol invasion or the period of reconstruction following the great
devastation. But how archaeology helps in dating? The finds could only survive the centuries with
divine luck. The grave that accommodates them was mostly destroyed by later engravements,
eliminating the upper parts of the body. Only one and a half leg and the finger bones survived,
since the patena and the chalice were put in between the legs in the hands of the deceased.
However, and this is the most decisive from a dating point of view, the rest, that is, the lower body
ends were destroyed by the medieval church building works. The foundation ditch of the southern
inner pillar row of the three-nave basilica church runs just a cm along the bones and the finds.
Based on this, the builders of the church were not aware of the fact that a prestigious grave was
located on the site when the construction works started. Since this church is supposed to be built
still under the Arpad dynasty (i.e. before 1300), there was only one reason why the previous local
population could disappear, the Mongol Invasion (1241-42). This was also the time of the first
moving in of the Cuman tribes into the country. Therefore, the objects can be perhaps best dated
to the 1230s.

Why is this Discovery So Important?

1. Rarity: Never before has such an intact, medieval holy mass/holy service set been
uncovered from a modern, professional excavation in Hungary. Most similar objects are known
from museums and other collections, often with uncertain provenance and without an
archaeological context.

2. Historical Information Source: These finds help us understand the medieval history of a
previously little-known region. They shed light on the area'’s significance, the relationship between
local nobility and the church, and may even provide data on Cuman settlement and Christian
missionary work.

3. Art Historical Value: The unique stylistic features of these objects offer new insights
into medieval Hungarian goldsmithing and ecclesiastical art.

4. Religious Historical Significance: The holy mass/holy service set provides a glimpse
into medieval liturgical practices and symbolism.

5. Technological Information: Material analyses of the objects furnish valuable data on
contemporary metallurgy and the origin of raw materials.

Conclusion: A Treasure Posing a Thousand Questions

The Tomajmonostora find is not merely two beautiful objects, but a veritable time capsule
that raises countless questions and opens numerous research avenues. How did this exceptionally
high-quality set end up here? Who was the abbot in whose grave it was placed? What role did
Tomajmonostora play in the ecclesiastical and secular life of this region in medieval Hungary?

As research can hopefully continue, each tiny detail could be another piece added to the
grand historical mosaic. The Tomajmonostora grave find is not just a fragment of the past, but a
bridge connecting the present to the mysterious world of the Middle Ages, reminding us that
history doesn't just live in books, but lies hidden beneath our feet, waiting to be discovered.
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