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THE PROBLEMS CONNECTED WITH THE 
IDENTIFICATION AND LOCALISATION 

OF THE SUEBIAN TRIBE OF BURI

Marek Olędzki1

Abstract: the aim of the present paper is to polemize with professor Jerzy Kolendo’s views on the 
localization and identification of the tribe of Buri, whom the researcher mentioned above connects 
with the branch of the Lugii called the Lugii Buri and situates them on the present-day boarder 
territory of Romania, the Ukraine and Slovakia. The author of the present paper has formulated 
several counter-arguments against such a move. He, for example, excludes the possibility of connecting 
the Lugii Buri with the Buri, if only because of the distance separating these two tribes which distance 
was due to the fact that Lugii Buri lived near the “western” and not “eastern” springs of the Vistula. 
Similarly, the ascribing of the Przeworsk culture in the territory of the river basin of the upper Tisza 
must be questioned because, in keeping with Tacitus’ statement, they belonged, like the Marcomanni, 
Naristi and Quadi to the Suebian tribes and created the northeasternly flank. Following this thesis, 
the author quotes the data of the settlement marked on the map by J. Beljak. The conclusion drawn 
from them remains compatible with the result of the analysis of the written sources and it allows, in a 
fairly certain method to localize the Buri in the upper river-basin of Ipola, directly to the north of the 
Mátra mountains. 
Keywords: Lugii Buri, Dacian wars, Marcommanic wars, Przeworsk culture, Suebian settlement. 

The present paper will argue with Jerzy Kolendo’s views on the question of the localiza‑
tion and identification of the Suebian tribe of Buri whom the mentioned above author connects 
with the branch of the Lugii called Lugii Buri. The late professor Kolendo, outstanding authority 
and expert in antique sources pertaining to middle European Barbaricum, and what’s more, 
eminent yet modest man who was, quite often, the consultant and reviewer of the works written 
by the author of the present paper (including the habilitation thesis) and advising the proper 
course of research. However, as regards the localization and identification of the tribe of Buri 
our opinions are quite different and also mutually exclusive, which will be demonstrated and 
explained to the readers by what follows below. 

The issue raised here was discussed extensively by the above mentioned scholar in the 
article published in 19992. In the first section of the article, he analyses the location of particular 
groups of Lugii, stressing especially the problem of the Lugii Buri whose location is, according 
to him, due to the position of the so called eastern springs of the Vistula. Next, he attends 
scrupulously to the Suebian Buri, describing their character and location according to his own 
interpretation of the springs. In the final part of the article, he synthesizes both ideas i.e. Lugii 
Buri and Buri and on this basis he constructs his hypothesis about their identification and 

1  Institute of Archaeology, University of Łódź (Poland); ul. Prez. Gabriela Narutowicza 68, 90–136 Łódź, PL; 
email: marek.oledzki@interia.pl. 

2  KOLENDO 1999, p.217–231. 
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demarcation. In order to estimate the procedure properly, let us begin with the analysis of the 
sources, this time directly pertaining to the Suebian Buri only. 

It was Tacitus who mentioned the Buri for the first time in Germania3 and provided, 
at the same time, very important information. One piece of that information, among others, 
concerns their ethnic derivation. Thus we learn that the Buri were Germanic-Suebian people. 
Besides, we get to know where approximately they were located. As a matter of fact they, together 
with neighbouring Marsingi (also Germani), Cotini (Celts) and Osi (Pannoni), occupied the 
stretch of mountains and forests, mentioned in other sources as Hercynian forest, Hercyniae 
Silva or Hercynei Saltus. To the south of them, there lived Marcomanni and the Quadi, to the 
north – already beyond the range of mountains – Lugii (the bearers of the Przeworsk culture of 
the late La Téne and the early Roman period). In the group of peoples in one breath enumer‑
ated by Tacitus, and consisting of Marsingi, Cotini and Osi and, it goes without saying, Buri; 
it was the Buri that delineated the eastern flank. When we connect the above premises, there 
will appear the possibility of settling the Buri in the middle part of the present Slovakia. This, 
but, does not satisfy us fully; however defining accurately, and justifying the localization of the 
people in question will be allowed only no sooner than after the analysis of the whole available 
material. 

After Tacitus, the next author who pays more attention to the Burii is Cassius Dio, 
and mentions them several times. He does it for the first time in the context of Trajan’s strife 
against the Dacians (years 101–106 A.D.), with whom they most probably remained in alli‑
ance4. This is illustrated by a very interesting and peculiar fact connected with the Buri’s envoys 
sent to the emperor mentioned above (the meeting took place in Tapae, where the forces of 
barbarians were concentrated).Well, the envoys of the Buri handed over to the Roman ruler 
a huge mushroom provided with a Latin inscription5, advising the emperor to retreat and 
conclude peace, which, obviously, could not be achieved6. According to a fairly widespread 
belief, the event related by Dio finds its direct reflection in one of the scenes on Trajan’s 
column, depicting a barbarian jumping or rather falling from his mule while holding in his 
hand a big and shallow mushroom with a circular outline (fig.1)7. Next pieces of informa‑
tion about Buri are connected with the period of Marcomannic wars and the years directly 
following them8.

Two mentions are particularly important: one connected with concluding peace with 
Marcomanni and Quadi, by Commodus (year 180 A.D.) in whose decisions there was a provi‑
sion forbidding the people enumerated above to carry out wars against Buri, Vandals and Jazygi9 
and the other mention – concerning concluding peace with the Buri only. The Buri, apart from 
setting their captives free, were obliged to create an unsettled safety zone (with breadth of 7,5 km) 
from a side of Dacia10. Despite all that, as soon as three years later (the turn of the year 183/184 
as terminus ante quem) the Romans had to set against them one more time. It took place within 

3  TAC. Germ.43,1.
4  CASS. DIO 68, 8, 1. 
5  That mushroom must have been a bracket fungus because only this kind of fungi was hard enough to maintain 

the visible inscription. 
6  The problems connected with Dacian wars are relatively well researched, particularly by Romanian scientists. 

The newest monograph dealing with this topic, this time in the Polish language has been published by DUBICKI 
2011 (there is to be found there also earlier literature). The above mentioned author presents in it holistic historical 
perspective and a solid approach to sources, both written and material, see also the older position: ROSSI 1971.

7  VULPE 2002, p.26, 120, scene IX. 
8  The problems connected with Marcomannic wars are most fully discussed by BÖHME 1975; OLĘDZKI 

2011.
9  CASS. DIO 72, 2, 4.
10  CASS. DIO 72,3,1 – where it is said verbally “near Dacia”
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the frames of expeditio Germanica tertia vel expeditio Burica11, which concluded with full success 
and awarding the emperor, that is then ruling Commodus the title Germanicus Maximus12. The 
participation of the Buri in Marcomannic wars is, in a very general way confirmed by Scriptores 
Historiae Augustae13 where their name was placed among the whole galaxy of peoples struggling 
against Rome and, besides, they appear near these tribes which attacked the eastern section of 
pannonian limes. Finally, the last source dealing with Burii, not historiographic any more but 
cartographic and therefore probably even more valuable, is Tabula Peutigeriana (segmentum 
V) from third century A.D.14 On that map, the Buri – “BUR” for short – were to be found 
between the Quadi, neighbouring to them from the west and Sarmatians located to the east of 
them. On the basis of the facts represented up to now, the location of the Buri begins to render 
the image with growing clarity, therefore it is time to introduce J.Kolendo’s15 proposal to the 
reader. To cut it short, his concept consists in identifying Buri with Lugii Buri (Lougoi Bouroi)16 
mentioned by Ptolemy and placing them in the region of “eastern source of the Vistula”, which 
he considers, otherwise probably rightly, to be the river San. At the same time, he attempts to 
determine precisely the places of settlement of this people, which places were, according to him, 
limited to the territories of the south-eastern Slovakia, Carpathian Ukraine and north-eastern 
Hungary, or, in other words the river basin of the upper Tisza17. The abundant traces of the 
Przeworsk culture, frequently discovered in the territory mentioned here were to be the final 
proof in this question18. Strictly speaking, J. Kolendo does not mention Buri as sensu stricto Lugii 
but he claims that at the end of the 1st century (although it is not known why exactly then) they 
acceded to the alliance of the powerful Lugii (Lugiorum Nomen) and this was exactly why they 
were “soaked” in the Przeworsk culture. 

The above concept is not to be accepted in extenso, beginning with the localization of 
the Buri, going through connecting with Lugii Buri and ending with the putative features of the 
Przeworsk culture which were supposed to characterize them. According to Ptolemy’s data, one 
of three sections of Lugii were Lougoi hoi Bouroi19 living at the springs of the Vistula (Ptolemy 
quite explicitely refers, at this point, to the springs of this river flowing to Albis –Elbe) and at the 
same time to the south of the Askiburgion mountains. Following R. Much20 already, it became 
acceptable to refer to those mountains as “Sudeten” and that was why the researchers discussing 
the localization of Lugii Buri considered it quite obvious that the tribe could have occupied the 
region of Cieszyn Silesia.21 J. Kolendo rejects that interpretation, moving Lugii Buri to eastern 
springs of the Vistula22, that is, according to what we said above, the river San.23 Moreover, he 

11  The inscription from Retia, among others, refers to it (CIL III 5937): IOM Statori Fl Vetulenus leg III Ital 
reversus ab expeditio Burica ex voto posuit.

12  DIETZ 1994, 7–15; there is also to be found there verified dating of this campaign, which was earlier misdated 
as the year 188 A.D.: BARKÓCZI 1980, 99. 

13  H.A. v. Marci 22, 1.
14  MILLER 1916. 
15  KOLENDO 1999, 217–231.
16  PTOL. Geogr. II, 11, 10.
17  KOLENDO 1999, 222, 225–226.
18  KOLENDO 1999, 227.
19  PTOL. II, 11, 2.
20  MUCH 1889, 1–13
21  ŁOWMIAŃSKI 1964, 221, 225; DUMITRAŞCU 1993, 71; OPREANU 1998 – search there also for eldest 

literature. 
22  PTOL. II, 11, 2. 
23  As a matter of fact the river San seems to suit this notion best of all, although also other rivers of south-eastern 

Poland pretend to the eastern springs of the Vistula, for example: Dunajec, Visloka and even Bug – O. CUNTZ 
1923. 
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moves them together with the Askiburgian mountains, with which, as was mentioned above, 
they had the topographic connection. First, he decides that those mountains should be treated 
as a fragment of the generally regarded as the Sudetian-Carpathian chain; finally, however, that 
they constituted the integral part of Carpathians (?!)24. This seems rather strange because the 
Carpathians were better known to ancient authors than, for instance, Sudetes and at last: why 
should we impute such lack of knowledge to Ptolemy, the greatest geographer of the antique 
times25. The intentions of J. Kolendo accompanying this procedure are quite obvious, as they 
result from the will to reconcile the placement of Lugii Buri with the localization of Buri them‑
selves, which was generally outlined by Tacitus and Cassius Dio as well as Tabula Peutingeriana 
(see above). This, however is absolutely impossible to achieve. Another question follows from 
ascribing to Buri the features of the Przeworsk culture and, in consequence, localizing them in 
the basin river of the upper Tisza. In fact, and in keeping with the opinions of many researchers, 
especially the one writing these words, the bearers of the Przeworsk culture, commonly associ‑
ated with Vandalian Hastingi, appear there, in their basic mass in the year 171 or at the begin‑
ning of the year 172 A.D.  26. This fact has not been commented by J. Kolendo at all, even 
though it stands in opposition to ascribing the same archeological materials to the Buri. It seems 
even less probable that the tribe which is of interest to us should have been connected with an 
older horizon of the finds occurring in the upper Tisza region, that is Dacian, since, as clearly 
stated by Tacitus27, the Buri belonged to Germanic peoples. 

Putting aside the problem of the most questionable connection of Lugii Buri with the 
Buri it should be finally concluded that the seats ascribed by Jerzy Kolendo to the Buri are, in 
the light of source knowledge excessively moved to the east. Therefore, I suggest that we should 
go back to K. Pieta’s opinion, in my view most accurate, that the Buri occupied the eastern 
periphery of the Marcomannian-Quadian culture circle, thus filling up the space between the 
river basin of Ipel to the west, the mountains Mátra and the Bukove mountains to the south 
and the river Bodva to the east.28 Such a situation corresponds to the coordinates of the springs 
and it also harmonizes with the fact of their Suebian genealogy. N. Gudea describes the localiza‑
tion of the Buri analogically and states that their closest neighbours were Quadii (to the west), 
Sarmatians (to the south) and Dacians (to the south-east)29. I wish to add here that in the 
north and northern east the mountains were their natural border. And finally, I would like to 
underline the question of the localization of the Burii, basing on the criterion of their ethnicity, 
that is their belonging to the group of Svebian peoples. In that case this group consisted of 
Marcomanni, Naristi and Quadi, while, as it follows from Tacitus’30 data and our statements 
presented above, Buri occupied its north-eastern flank protruding furthest to the east. Maybe it 
was just because of that fact, that they were the only representatives of Suebi, and, what is more 
as it would became evident – participants – side by side with Dacian themselves, of course – of 
the “lost cause”. There can be no doubt therefore that the representation of a Suebian prisoner 
of war on one of the plates crowning the victory monument in Adamclissi, is most probably 

24  KOLENDO 1999, p. 229.
25  The good knowledge of Carpathians by ancient people was manifested by the fact that their distinct parts had 

separate names, while the name Carpathes was reserved exclusively to southern Carpathians.
26  The question has abundant bibliography, therefore I enumerate only several more recent and at the same time 

indispensable items: HULLAM 2010, 81–94; OLĘDZKI 2014, 317–333; GINDELE 2010; STANCIU 2015, 
347–372. Everything points to the fact before the arrival of the main mass of the Przeworsk culture peoples, the area 
of interest to us was penetrated by it, which is testified to by the traces of earlier settlement dated yet to the first half 
of the 2nd century, however they are relatively not numerous (see in the works quoted above).

27  TAC. Germ. 43, 1.
28  PIETA 1994, 255–256.
29  GUDEA 1994, 371, fig.4 – map. 
30  TAC. Germ. 43, 1. 
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an image of a Buri (fig.2) 31. Finally, there is nothing to prevent confronting their localization 
confirmed by the analyses of the sources, with archeological data, that is to have a good look at 
the dispersion of the settlement. The newest published up to now work which documents this 
settlement has been written by the Slovakian researcher Jan Beljak and it provides sufficient and 
authoritative premises.32 As is pointed out in it, in the younger Roman period, that is basically 
after Marcomannic wars and the war of Commodus against Buri33, it is impossible to catch the 
settlement in north-eastern flank of Suebia but it has a rather not very intense and dispersed 
character34. This situation seems quite obvious if one takes into consideration the fact that after 
the wars mentioned above the Buri lost their significance, which is confirmed by the silence of 
the sources from the 3rd century, while it is their dispersed settlement which occupies the upper 
river basin of Ipel reaching the source of the river Tarna, which means that it is located directly 
to the north of Mátra massif of mountains. It corresponds therefore quite strictly to what has 
been established by us on the basis of written sources discussed above and also such commenta‑
tors as K. Pieta and N. Gudea. Another conclusion drawn from this, seemingly banal, resolves 
itself to the fact that western (or more precisely south-western) neighbors of the Buri were 
Quadi at that time. It would be, however useless to seek for any obvious, identifiable differences 
in the material culture of both peoples referred to because, as in the case of Marcomanni, Naristi 
as well as the Quadi themselves such differences do not exist at all, and that is why one culture 
– that is Marcomannic-Quadian35 is ascribed to the whole group of the here enumerated tribes. 
Their culture is interpreted as a superior notion with strong homogenous features inherent in 
themselves36. Besides, it is necessary to take into consideration the dynamics of the development 
of the settlement of that group of Suebian peoples, whose development followed the vector from 
the West to the East. It is, then, fairly obvious that the Buri being the north-eastern flank of the 
mentioned group moved further to the East. 

In the light of the above data it seems highly probable that at the time when Buri were 
mentioned by Tacitus (see above) they were still located in the middle part of Slovakia, and it 
was only later, that is most probably in the half of the 2nd century, they moved into the region of 
Mátra mountains. Such a scenario seems to be supported by the material collected by J. Beljak 
and registered on his maps37.
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FIG. 1 – Trajan's Column. Scene with the mushroom (according VULPE 1975).
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FIG. 2 – Adamclissi. The prisoner from tribe Buri (according www.wikiwant.com/en/Tropaeum–Traiani) 




