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Diplomatic relations between Spain and Romania were established on 23 June 1881, when the 
Kingdom of Spain opened a legation in Bucharest with Juan Pedro de Aladro as chargé d’affaires. 
This rapprochement was a reflection of the two countries’ growing mutual interest and the excellent 
personal relationship between their sovereigns, King Alfonso XII and King Carol I.

In the 140 years that have passed since then, the two nations have experienced different historical 
and political vicissitudes, but in the 21st century their paths converged once again as members of the 
European Union and key NATO allies, sharing common interests and values and holding similar views 
on many European and international issues.

Today, on the 140th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic relations, Spain and Romania 
are united by strong political, economic, social and cultural ties. In addition to shared membership 
in the European Union and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, our excellent bilateral relations 
have a solid basis in the important activity of Spanish companies in Romania and the presence of a 
substantial Romanian community living in Spain. This community has made a valuable contribution 
to the Spanish economy, and its members are a shining example of adaptation and success thanks 
to their hard work and willingness to become a part of Spanish society, and also thanks to the warm 
welcome they have received from the Spanish people as a whole.

We therefore have many reasons to celebrate this anniversary. Despite the distance between our 
two countries, located on the eastern and western edges of the EU, Spain and Romania are close 
and, since antiquity, have been linked by historical and cultural affinities, including our shared Latin 
roots and legendary figures like Emperor Trajan, named as a hero in the Romanian national anthem 
and born near Hispalis, modern-day Seville. Yet today, on this momentous occasion, we also have a 
wonderful opportunity to strengthen those fundamentally historical bonds and expand our bilate-
ral relations on multiple fronts, including the arts, by facilitating greater rapport and cooperation 
between Spanish and Romanian cultural and academic institutions.

In this spirit and against this backdrop, we are proud to present the exhibition Archaeological 
Treasures from Romania: Dacian and Roman Roots, a product of the joint efforts of the Muzeul 
Național de Istorie a României in Romania and the Museo Arqueológico Nacional in Spain. This show 
is a stellar opportunity to discover the arts, ideas and social traits of the different civilisations that 
occupied what is now Romania over the centuries.

This magnificent exhibition, the largest of Romanian archaeology ever held in a foreign country, has 
been made possible by the cooperation of the Embassy of Romania in Spain and the contribution of 
Spain’s Museo Arqueológico Nacional, which offers an ideal setting in which to present this remarka-
ble display of Romanian culture to the public. 

Felipe vi
King of Spain





It is with great satisfaction that I join His Majesty Philip VI of Spain in inaugurating 
Archaeological Treasures from Romania: Dacian and Roman Roots, the largest exhibition 
of Romanian archaeology ever held outside our borders, to which we have given our fullest 
support as a token of the excellent relations between Romania and Spain.

As visitors to the exhibition will discover, the 140 years of diplomatic relations between our 
countries are only a small part of the heritage of values and historical experiences that we 
share. Our valuable political relations at the highest level—proven once again today—as 
well as our traditional diplomatic interactions and relationships between individuals, 
communities and institutions have excellent prospects for the future, and both nations 
work daily to strengthen our ties of economic, cultural and educational cooperation. The 
reciprocal understanding of our peoples and our shared Latin roots presents wonderful 
opportunities, and interpersonal exchanges and contacts are reinforced by the existence 
of a large Romanian community in Spain, as well as by the presence of Spanish investors 
in Romania.

In this context, forty Romanian museums, coordinated by the National Museum of 
Romanian History and generously hosted by the National Archeological Museum in Madrid, 
are now offering Spanish audiences a chance to admire a cultural treasure of exceptional 
importance and significance to both our nations and to our common future in the European 
Union.

Hundreds of artefacts illustrate the dawn of European culture and civilisation, specific 
local details and an ancient world that was far more interconnected than we might think. 
This exhibition shows that, for thousands of years, from the birth of civilisation on our 
continent to the shaping of our national identity, our history has been defined by the 
intertwining and mutual influence of civilisations that came into contact with the inhabi-
tants of the Carpathian-Danubian-Black Sea region. We Romanians have been shaped by 
profound transformations, creative upheavals and constant adaptation to new challenges, 
giving rise to, among other things, a remarkable culture that has tremendously enriched 
our world heritage.

In this symphony, the Romanian and Spanish nations met early on, and today they con-
tinue to walk side by side as members of the European Union, steadily increasing their 
wealth of shared experiences and achievements. I trust that the results we achieve will be 
an accurate reflection of the valuable legacy we have inherited from our ancestors and live 
up to the expectations of our respective peoples.

Klaus Werner Iohannis
President of Romania
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votive caches of bronze objects (so-called “bronze 
hoards”) began to be replaced by metal objects 
(bronze but also, increasingly, iron) among the 
grave goods in inhumation tombs. In addition, pot-
tery ceased to be produced in the “decorative styles” 
typical of different archaeological cultures as hand-
built vessels gradually gave way to wheel-thrown 
objects. The first written references to this region, 
at the intersection of great civilisations of antiquity, 
also appeared around this time, mentioning local 
peoples of Thracian origin, ancestors of the Getae 
and Dacians, as well as foreigners: Cimmerians, 
Scythians, Illyrians, Greeks, etc.

In the centuries immediately preceding the appear-
ance of the first written sources on what is now 
Romania, the analysis of archaeological evidence 
(pottery, metal, stone, bone and, very rarely, organic 
matter) points to a degree of cultural (but not ethnic) 

When did history begin in the lands of the Lower 
Danube and the Carpathians, in what is now 
Romania? Archaeologists and historians would typ-
ically say that it began in the late Bronze and early 
Iron Age, when significant changes in metallurgy 
marked the generic division between these two 
periods. And when exactly did that occur? In the 
aforementioned regions, this chronological mile-
stone was reached in the eighth–seventh centuries 
BC (in other words, around 700 BC). What do experts 
base this on? When attempting to reconstruct the 
distant past, they rely on archaeological and histori-
cal sources, both equally rare and never complete or 
exhaustive, retaining only bits of material vestiges or 
fragmented accounts which contain clues that can 
help them to outline and understand the reality that 
existed over 2,500 years ago. One important fact, 
which can be considered a turning point, is that a 
“notable phenomenon” ended around that date: 

The Origins of Thracian Civilisation in the 
Lower Danube and the Carpathians: Unity in 
Diversity in Late Iron Age I

The prelude to Late Iron Age I: 
The Basarabi culture period

Dr Dragoș Măndescu and Dr Corina Borș

Fig. 1. Set of weapons, harnesses and ornaments found among grave goods attributed to the 
Ferigile group, Muzeul Judeţean Argeş (© Muzeul Judeţean Argeş / photo: Dragoș Măndescu).
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Vojvodina, Banat, Oltenia, Transylvania, Wallachia 
(Great Romanian Plain), southern Moldavia, central 
Bessarabia and northern Bulgaria. Sporadically, at a 
later date the pottery attributed to the Basarabi cul-
ture spread from its place of origin northeast to the 
Middle Dnieper and even as far as the River Vorskla; 
west to southern Styria and Carynthia; and south to 
southeast Bulgaria, beyond the Balkan Mountains. 
This phenomenon clearly illustrates a growing 
openness to intercultural exchanges, contacts and 
influences as well as significant mobility across large 
areas, specific to the peoples of this era.

The Basarabi culture was defined more than half 
a century ago, based on funerary finds in the 
Middle Danube, and its importance has become 
increasingly apparent in recent decades thanks 
to fieldwork and laboratory studies of specific 
types of archaeological materials, shedding light 
on the cultural and historical phenomena of the 
Carpathian-Danubian region in the first half of 
the first millennium BC. However, large-scale 
archaeological excavations have not always been 
feasible, and their extensive publication is labo-
rious, so we do not yet have a general picture of 
this important Hallstattian culture. Nevertheless, 
several generations of researchers have compiled 
an impressive volume of new quantitative and 
qualitative data that are essential to understanding 
the Basarabi culture, offering new perspectives on 
fundamental aspects such as its funerary rituals or 
typological and technological repertoire and, most 
importantly, fine-tuning its relative and absolute 
chronology thanks to the new possibilities of car-
bon dating. Although Basarabi-type finds currently 
include more than 550 confirmed and potential 
sites, not all of them have been researched and 
published with equal thoroughness. Even so, in the 
last three decades, fieldwork (modern surveys and 
excavations) in a series of archaeological zones has 

unity. Thus, the middle of Iron Age I (or middle 
Hallstatt), between the ninth and seventh centuries 
BC, is characterised by the Basarabi archaeological 
culture, vestiges of which have been found in a very 
large geographical area that includes the Middle and 
Lower Danube as well as the mountainous region of 
the Carpathians, defined by a pottery style with dis-
tinctive forms and decorative patterns. Numerous 
discoveries attributed to the Basarabi culture have 
been dated to the dawn of protohistory, just before 
the appearance of the first written references to the 
ancient peoples who inhabited the Carpathians 
and the Middle and Lower Danube—in other words, 
from the latter half of the ninth century BC (and 
perhaps even earlier) to the first half of the seventh 
century BC. This culture is primarily distinguished 
by a unique style of pottery decoration, but also by a 
series of metal objects (bronze fashion accessories 
and harness pieces, iron tools and weapons). These 
material vestiges mark the transition, which was 
gradual in this area, from prehistory to protohistory, 
when the first written sources appeared across the 
European continent. During that period, typological 
and chorological studies of different types of arte-
facts, particularly metal objects, reveal influences 
from the east (north of the Black Sea, Asia Minor 
and even further afield) and the south (primarily the 
western Balkans) that converged in what appears 
to be a single local context, given the wide area of 
distribution of this pottery style. The unity of this 
material culture, presumed for the period from 900 
to 650 BC, became increasingly clear towards the end 
of Iron Age I (sixth–fifth centuries) and, of course, 
throughout the latter half of the first millennium BC.

The Basarabi culture, a name which experts con-
ventionally apply to cultural-historical phenomena 
in a vast geographical area, has unique features in 
much of the northern Balkans and the Carpathian-
Danubian area, encompassing the regions of Srem, 
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campaigns and surveys, revealed a complex resi-
dential centre, protected and delimited by a fairly 
large ditch on the south and west sides, with votive 
hoards of bronze and iron pieces distinguished by 
their structure, number and typological diversity. 
For instance, several objects from the Tărtăria  I 
and Tărtăria  II deposits shed new light on the 
last “chronological horizon” of bronze hoards (the 
Bâlvănești-Vinsu series) typical of the ninth–sev-
enth centuries BC, and the typological/chorological 
analysis of some of these artefacts (especially the 
harness pieces) points to incipient interactions 
between the western Balkans and Middle Danube 
and between the Intra-Carpathian region and the 
North Pontic steppes. It seems quite likely that 
Hallstattian cultures and cultural groups had con-
tact with eastern peoples who had developed a new 
form of combat, equestrian archery, at least two 
centuries earlier than scholars originally thought.

We know that first “eastern” nomads who fought 
on horseback were present in the Middle East and 
Europe from the early first millennium BC thanks to 
several Assyrian texts written in cuneiform script 
in the eighth–seventh century BC. These ancient 
sources mention two different groups of “eques-
trian nomads”, called Gimirraia and Ishkuzaia, 
ancient ethnic names that probably refer to the 
Cimmerians and the Scythians. The first reference 
to such a migration from Central Asia to Europe, 
with different people groups successively pushing 
westwards, was made by the Greek elegiac poet 
Aristeas of Proconnesus in his Arimaspea (written in 
the seventh–sixth century BC), a source later cited 
by Herodotus. For more than a century, historical 
and archaeological researchers have attempted 
to distinguish between these two “ethnic” groups 
based on several specific discoveries in eastern, 
southeastern and central Europe, which gave rise to 
a generic “Thraco-Cimmerian” horizon (though this 

provided more detailed information on increasingly 
larger areas and habitat elements.

Until recently, scholars of this period believed that 
the large fortifications from the second half of the 
second millennium BC and early centuries of 
the following millennium had not survived past the 
tenth–ninth century BC, considering them expres-
sions of incipient power centres. However, such 
archaeological zones, albeit smaller than those of 
the previous period, have been identified in the 
region of Banat, along the middle course of the River 
Mureș, and at a site in the lower valley of the 
River Argeș. In particular, recent finds at the two 
sites in the middle valley of the Mureș have altered 
this traditional belief, revealing new information 
about the cultural phenomena of the early first 
millennium BC. The first is the fort-type settlement 
of Teleac (Alba county), with various occupational 
deposits containing different types of archaeolog-
ical materials—pottery and several typical metal 
objects (bronze fibulae, pins and buckles, and iron 
winged axes, double-bit axes, knives, etc.)—that 
evolved from the 12th–11th centuries to the ninth–
eighth centuries BC, more specifically from the late 
Bronze Age (Gáva culture) to the early Basarabi-
type pottery period. The Teleac settlement, with a 
surface area of approximately 30 ha, had a hillfort 
protected by a stockade at the most easily acces-
sible points that was rebuilt and improved in later 
phases. Recent carbon dating has shown that 
the importance of this fortification waned during the 
ninth century BC, as a new fortified settlement 
appeared about 25 km to the west, in the same 
river valley (one of the most important travel routes 
of the Intra-Carpathian region throughout pre-
history), characterised by early Basarabi pottery: 
the site of Tărtăria–Podu Tărtăriei vest. Here, less 
than a decade ago, extensive preventive archaeo-
logical excavations, followed by several systematic 
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Europe of pottery decorated with incised, excised 
and impressed motifs (particularly in the Balkan 
Peninsula and the Middle and Lower Danube). 
In every region, this style tended to replace the 
grooved patterns specific to the Gáva culture that 
characterised the pottery of early Iron Age I (early 
Hallstatt) in Transylvania and Moldavia. The most 
plausible explanation for the emergence of this 
trend is the spread of cultural elements via increas-
ingly close contact between far-flung communities 
thanks to a more intense circulation of goods and 
people within the Carpathian-Danubian zone. If 
we map these various archaeological finds, we see 
that they extend across a vast region encompassing 
much of the eastern Hallstattian cultural sphere as 
well as the area outside the Carpathians and the 
North Pontic steppes. In addition to the appearance 
and spread of the Basarabi pottery style, the middle 
Hallstatt was marked by significant progress in the 
use of iron to make weapons, tools and eventually 
ornaments, a phenomenon documented throughout 
modern-day Romania and beyond its borders. From 
this moment on, local communities also stepped 
up their interactions with the western Balkans, as 
evidenced by the presence of bronze ornaments—
certain types of fibulae, belt pieces, etc.—whose 
production and distribution centre was located in 
the region now occupied by countries like Bosnia, 
Croatia and Slovenia. The distribution area of com-
bat daggers with T-shaped hilts also includes the 
aforementioned regions; these objects have even 
been found in eastern Italy (Picenum). We know 
that Illyrians and Veneti, who used such daggers 
in their own combat style, were also present in this 
broad area at a later date, although this fact is not a 
solid argument for the ethnic attribution of all their 
users. In modern archaeology, where historicist 
theories can no longer be given the same weight 
as when they were posited several decades ago, 
other arguments used to adduce mass migrations 

has nothing to do with the areas inhabited by certain 
ancient peoples). A series of archaeological finds 
from the ninth century BC point to the existence of 
such peoples (Cimmerians?) in the lands between 
the Carpathians and the Lower and Middle Danube, 
but the presence of eastern nomadic elements is 
much more obvious in the seventh–sixth centuries 
BC, with several well-documented “Scythian” dis-
coveries in modern-day Romania.

Mid-Iron Age I, also called the middle Hallstatt 
period, which lasted from 850 to 650 BC (ninth–sev-
enth centuries BC), is characterised by the Basarabi 
pottery found in much of the Carpathian-Danubian 
region. This type of pottery was decorated with 
excisions and white paste inlays. Experts are still 
evaluating the propriety of the term “culture” for 
such a widespread phenomenon. Like other cultural 
complexes documented in very large areas, the 
Basarabi culture can be considered the symbolic 
expression of an ideology, probably “translated” into 
the language of pottery decoration, shared by sev-
eral ethnic groups, although the northern Thracians 
mentioned in literary sources in the following centu-
ries were most likely the predominant ethnicity. This 
seemingly integrative phenomenon was a result of 
the spread of cultural elements among communities 
separated by vast distances, evidencing an intense 
circulation of goods and people across the extensive 
Carpathian-Danubian region. As mentioned ear-
lier, this process of “cultural synthesis” must have 
begun earlier, towards the end of the Bronze Age 
(late second millennium BC). The phenomenon that 
archaeologists have observed in pottery can also be 
understood as a product of the need for a common 
language or lingua franca shared by ethnically 
disparate communities. The origins of the Basarabi 
decorative style must be studied and understood 
in the context of the appearance and spread 
across a large swathe of central and southeastern 
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In terms of spiritual culture, we also observe a west-
ward turn, towards the Danube and its tributaries, 
during this early Iron Age period. The symbol of the 
“migratory bird” (the images are so stylised that 
the species is hard to identify, although in some 
cases we can make out an aquatic bird or a swan) 
pulling the solar barque or sun chariot, a decorative 
motif found in much of Europe between the 13th and 
ninth centuries BC, appeared for the last time in the 
Basarabi period, although we must also mention 
the bird-shaped pendants and belt accessories in the 
Ghidici hoard. It seems that the Carpathian-
Danubian region witnessed the final manifestations 
of religious customs whose origins are lost in the 
mists of time, customs that gradually changed start-
ing in the seventh–sixth centuries BC.

In general, the chronology of the Basarabi style in 
the middle Hallstatt is now being reconsidered by 
experts in light of recent archaeological finds. Several 
older hypotheses and recent carbon dating tests (of 
the Tărtăria-Podu Tărtăriei vest site) suggest that 
it began in the ninth century BC, but stratigraphic 
observations of the Popești site led to the definition 
of a “pre-Basarabi” horizon that has some similarities 
to Babadag III culture. Based on current research, 
we can say that the Basarabi cultural phenomenon 
originated in the area of the Lower Danube and mid-
dle Mureș, probably in the mid-to-late ninth century 
BC, evolved during the eighth century BC and ended 
around the mid-seventh century BC. However, it is 
important to note that the expression “end of the 
Basarabi culture” is little more than an academic 
formality, because many groups generically identified 
as “late Hallstattian”, especially the Ferigile, Bârsești 
and Ciumbrud groups, and the eponymous archaeo-
logical sites where necropolises have been discovered 
and investigated in modern-day Romania suggest an 
affiliation with the Basarabi culture. This is partic-
ularly apparent in the pottery of the Ferigile group, 

of western Balkan peoples (especially Illyrians) to 
the east and, by extension, the attribution of certain 
Basarabi-period discoveries, particularly at the 
Danubian necropolises of Oltenia, to these supposed 
migrants are no longer convincing.

Another important archaeological phenomenon of 
Iron Age I is the absence of necropolises in most 
of modern-day Romania, in contrast to the previous 
period, the late Bronze Age, and to late Iron Age I. 
This apparent lack of cemeteries is observed in 
most of the Carpathian-Danubian region for at least 
four centuries, practically until around 650  BC, 
when they reappeared but were clustered in fairly 
limited areas, such as the Lower Danube, the 
Subcarpathian hills (necropolises of Ferigile, Curtea 
de Argeș, Tiveni, northern Dobruja), the Telița-Celic 
Dere necropolis and the Intra-Carpathian region 
(the Ciumbrud group necropolises). The grave 
goods of these necropolises document a significant 
and seemingly sudden change in the mid-seventh 
century BC, a phenomenon that was repeated in the 
same geographical area in the second half of 
the Iron Age. Considering the archaeological 
artefacts found among grave goods in the afore-
mentioned cemeteries, as well as the items in 
Bâlvănești-Vințu and Ghidici horizon hoards, 
the middle Hallstatt also registered a significant 
development in metallurgy: (fig. 1) bronze weapons 
and tools were replaced by pieces made of iron, 
a change documented throughout modern-day 
Romania. In southwest Oltenia, especially in 
the tumuli of Basarabi, Balta Verde-Gogoșu and 
Ostrovu Mare, numerous iron weapons were found 
(spearheads, daggers with T-shaped hilts, swords, 
etc.), while the bronze pieces were mostly orna-
ments (fibulae, pins, bracelets, etc.). The same 
situation is reflected in the composition of weapons 
and ornaments buried during this period (the last 
“hoards” horizon).
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Moldavia, outside the Carpathian arc, and the region 
of Dobruja, where archaeological research has yet 
to fill many gaps, although discoveries made to date 
indicate that this area had close ties to the ancient 
peoples of the North Pontic steppes in the sixth and 
fifth centuries BC. It therefore seems highly likely that 
a large portion of Moldavia was temporarily part of the 
ancient land of “Scythia” in the sense that Herodotus 
used this term. Moreover, several necropolises were 
excavated in Transylvania, on the Târnavelor plateau 
and the Transylvanian plain, the majority containing a 
fairly small number of graves, with the notable excep-
tion of the recently excavated cemetery at Sâncrai 
(Alba county). These necropolises mainly contain 

but the same can be said of the pottery of groups 
from the Lower Danube (particularly at the necrop-
olis of Gogoșu, Mehedinți county), southern Moldavia 
(Bârsești group) and even Transylvania (Ciumbrud 
group). These finds, dated to the seventh–sixth 
centuries BC, speak of a relatively slow evolution 
or transformation of “local archaeological culture” 
(Basarabi), a “historical” development manifested 
in the survival of most earlier pottery forms (fig. 2), 
minus their specific decoration, and the appearance 
of undeniably eastern (Scythian) metal artefacts. 
These historical phenomena, on which there are 
very few written sources, can be better understood 
by focusing on two areas: central and northern 
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The Late Iron Age I 
After nearly a century and a half during which the 
Basarabi culture spread from its epicentre, prob-
ably in southwestern Romania, across a large area 
extending from Bosut in the west to the Dniester 
in the east and from the Mureș basin in the north 
to the Danube valley in the south, it fell apart 
between the late eighth and early/mid-seventh 
century BC. As archaeological data offers decisive 
evidence of the expansion of the Basarabi culture 
northwards into Transylvania and eastwards into 
eastern Wallachia and southern Moldavia in the 
latter half of the eighth and first half of the seventh 

burials, although there are some cremation graves, 
funerary contexts known as the Ciumbrud group. 
The grave goods of these funerary finds consist of 
pottery and above all weapons and ornaments, mostly 
eastern in type (akinakes-type daggers/short swords, 
“Scythian” arrowheads, battle axes, mirrors, neck-
laces of kaolin beads or cowrie shells, etc.) The sudden 
appearance of these necropolises in the mid-seventh 
century BC led some scholars to regard them as the 
work of non-native cultures, signalling the arrival of 
eastern peoples from the North Pontic steppes whom 
it is tempting to identify with the Agathyrsi, based 
on Herodotus’s accounts. Nevertheless, the subject 
remains open to debate.

Fig. 2. Set of pottery found among grave goods in the Iron Age I necropolises 
of Basarabi, Gogoșu (Dolj county) and Ferigile (Argeș county), Muzeul Național 
de Istorie a României (© MNIR © Marius Amarie / photo editing: Mihai Florea).
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century BC,  we can only conclude that this cultural 
phenomenon ended abruptly when it was still at 
its peak. This is quite uncommon in protohistoric 
archaeological cultures, which usually have iden-
tifiable phases of decline and disintegration.

Experts continue to debate the possible causes 
of the Basarabi culture’s swift and unpredictable 
demise in the mid-seventh century, with no 
perceptible archaeological signs of decadence 
and deterioration. Various factors have been 
considered, from rapidly unfolding events that 
could have put Basarabi communities under con-
stant pressure and ended with an overwhelming 
tidal wave of new ethnic groups arriving from the 
Eurasian steppes and the Near East, to climatic 
and environmental conditions that would have had 
a slower yet implacable effect, possibly triggering 
internal crises and economic and social changes.

There are no recognisably eastern elements in 
this chronological horizon on the Great Romanian 
Plain. The Bărăgan plain has always been a wide 
corridor, as frequently noted in scholarly literature, 
but apparently it did not appeal to the peoples who 
migrated from the east during this period. In this 
large area, the first burials with non-local elements, 
often under tumuli from much earlier periods, are 
only rarely and exceptionally dated prior to the fifth 
century BC. Just two tombs, excavated in recent 
decades at Ciulnia and Platonești (see details 
below), with parallels in the Scythian world of the 
North Pontic forest steppes, can be dated to the 
sixth century BC. However, these isolated cases 
are insufficient evidence of the major impact that 
a real threat capable of ending an entire civili-
sation would have had, and too chronologically 
distant from the disappearance of the Basarabi 
“phenomenon”. If there was a functional corridor 
during this critical period, it must be sought south 

of the Danube, where a series of funerary finds in 
northwest Bulgaria, moving west along the lower 
course of the Yantra, have revealed inhumation 
tombs of foreign warriors. Their weapons, specific 
to the North Caucasus and lands north of the Black 
Sea, have been definitively dated in their places of 
origin to between the ninth and mid-seventh cen-
tury BC, as have the ubiquitous Novocherkassk and 
Zabotin-type arrowheads. The possible Balkan-
Danubian corridor is even more “populated” with 
such finds, in comparison to the Carpathian-
Danubian corridor, if we factor in the series of 
disparate harness pieces, the most expressive 
of which remain the bit shanks confined to certain 
types from the northern Caucasus and found in 
northern Bulgaria.

It remains to be seen whether these burials can 
still be linked to other tombs further northeast, 
towards Dobruja, containing elements foreign to 
the local horizon, such as those of Sabangia and 
perhaps Poșta, both located in the northern part of 
Tulcea county, although this is unlikely, given the 
difference in dates. The aforementioned tombs 
are more recent, from the late seventh century 
BC, and their grave goods are far paltrier and more 
inexpressive than those of northwest Bulgaria. 
Even so, the few sites identified in northern 
Dobruja are still important because they suggest 
a possible ford across the Danube used by peoples 
arriving from the east.

With the disintegration of the Basarabi culture, 
new cultural entities appeared outside the 
Carpathian arc and in central Transylvania, except 
in western Oltenia and Banat, where that culture 
supposedly originated and where it appears to 
have survived undisturbed. The homogeneous 
image conveyed by Basarabi communities, at least 
in terms of their shared taste in pottery decoration 
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are not many ornaments, represented only by a 
few pieces made of bronze (fibulae and pins with 
helmet-shell heads) and glass (beads).

The Bârsești cemetery remains the most eloquent 
archaeological testament to the late Hallstatt period 
and the transition to Iron Age II in the Curvature 
Subcarpathians and southwestern Moldavia, an 
area where funerary finds are our only source 
of information on this period. In addition to the 
Bârsești necropolis, other funerary discoveries like 
the cemeteries of Pădureni and Slobozia-Onești 
and the Recea tomb have improved, albeit to a 
lesser extent, our understanding of this cultural 
aspect.

North of this group, the cultural image of the late 
Hallstatt period is quite different. The Central 
Moldavian Plateau is characterised by flat inhu-
mation tombs, isolated or in small groups, whose 
grave goods usually contain more weapons with 
North Pontic parallels—iron akinakes-type swords 
and bronze arrowheads with three blades or three 
barbs are the most common—than pottery, which 
tends to be scarce if not entirely absent from 
graves. This relatively standardized group with a 
uniform funerary rite, comprising 70 sites, was 
named Huși-Suruceni after the two most repre-
sentative finds.

The isolated akinakes-type daggers found by 
chance at locations such as Cozia, Nănești and 
Găiceana, Suseni and Moșna (fig. 3) were probably 
also grave goods from such tombs. When weapons 
are missing, the burial offerings consist of orna-
ments: twisted diadems with open, flattened ends, 
hairpins with propeller-like finials, disc-shaped 
appliqués, bronze saltaleoni or twisted pins with 
disc-shaped heads, all made of bronze, matte glass 
beads and cowrie shells, indicative of female tombs 

and their preference for a certain type of dwelling, 
shattered into a territorial mosaic of different 
cultural groups that did not follow the same rules. 
Some had predominantly local features, while oth-
ers were at odds with the previous autochthonous 
cultural foundation.

Shortly after the mid-20th century, archaeological 
research of the tumuli with cremation graves at 
Bârsești began to provide a clearer outline of this 
new archaeological entity in the northern part 
of the Curvature Subcarpathians. Two phases 
have been identified at this necropolis: the first 
consists of cremation graves with charred bones 
placed on the ground and tumuli erected over 
them (one of these barrows contained a double 
inhumation grave instead of cremains); and the 
second horizon is represented by urns with cre-
mated remains buried on top of the oldest tumuli. 
Except for Tumulus 17, erected over the very spot 
where the body was cremated, all the bodies were 
burned elsewhere, and only a small portion of their 
charred bones were taken from the funerary pyre 
and buried.

The pottery in the graves pertains to the local 
horizon: bowls, large, round pots, and trun-
cated-cone cups with high handles, mostly 
hand-built, although wheel-thrown vessels were 
also found in some of the excavated tumuli. In 
light of recent chronological data, which confirms 
that the Bârsești necropolis was not used after 
the sixth century BC, we can say that the wheel-
thrown vessels found in these tombs are certainly 
the oldest specimens of their kind in the entire 
area north of the Danube. The weapons in the six 
warriors’ tombs at Bârsești denote a combination 
of local Thracian traditions (double-bit axe) and 
eastern innovations of Scythian origin (axe-ham-
mer, akinakes swords, bronze arrowheads). There 
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like those at Cimbala and Podu Turcului Both types 
of grave goods are found together in the tombs of 
Mileștii de Sus.

Chronologically associated with Late Iron Age I, the 
Huși-Suruceni group is believed to have existed for 
a little more than 150 years, dated to between the 
second half of the seventh and first half of the fifth 
century BC. Distinctive features such as the immo-
bility and rigidity apparent in the burial ritual, the 
stereotypical composition of grave goods, focused 
on weapons and ornaments and devoid of pottery, 
and the absence of indications of possible foreign 
influences—despite the Greek amphora found 
in a Huși grave—suggest that communities from 
foreign lands to the east passed through this area 
relatively swiftly.

At the same time, in the historical province of 
Bucovina in far northern Moldavia, we find the 
cultural expression of a special group unlike those 
in the rest of the territory east of the Carpathians. 
Most of the archaeological remains are funerary, 
groups of stone-covered tumuli or small cemeter-
ies such as those of Cajvana, Satu Mare, Vicovul 
de Sus and Volovăț (Suceava county). The funerary 
rite varies: most are cremation tombs, but there 
are also inhumations and even re-burials, as well 
as a considerable number of cenotaphs. The grave 
goods, though not very abundant, are representa-
tive: weapons (arrowheads with two or three barbs 
and a curved tang, short akinakes swords, battle 
axe-hammers and, less frequently, spears) and 
ornaments (bracelets, earrings, beads, hairpins, 
appliqués and, rarely, mirrors, with parallels in 
ancient Scythian culture). All the pottery deposited 
with offerings in tombs—mostly jars, bowls with 
incurvate rims, high-handled cups—was mod-
elled by hand; the sole wheel-thrown object is a 
vase discovered at the necropolis of Cajvana. The 

Fig. 3. Akinakes-type dagger from Bălăbănești (Galați 
county), Muzeul de Istorie “Paul Păltănea” Galați (© 
Muzeul de Istorie “Paul Păltănea” Galați / photo: Adrian 
Adamescu).
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tombs contain the bones of various individuals of 
different sexes and ages, for instance at Tigveni; 
many barrows also have secondary burials, added 
after the original interment; and others are clearly 
grouped very close together (at Ferigile, Cepari and 
Valea Stânii). Although the surrounding area was 
large enough to accommodate a new tumulus, this 
clustering may have been preferred due to clan-re-
lated social ties.

Studying the internal timeline of the Ferigile cem-
etery has revealed a sequence of three funerary 
horizons between the mid-seventh and mid-fifth 
century BC. It is quite fascinating to see how the 
evolution of the grave goods and certain changes in 
the funerary rite (although cremation was still the 
norm), gleaned indirectly from these ancient tombs, 
proves that the Ferigile community and the entire 
archaeological group as a whole received certain 
cultural models and influences which radiated 
outwards in successive waves from southwestern, 
eastern and southern centres of power, prestige 
and occasionally political authority.

It is not easy to translate cryptic archaeological 
language into a general picture of the evolution 
of these northern Thracian peoples in the hills of 
Oltenia and Wallachia. Rather than using chrono-
logical terminology, which can sometimes be too 
dry, we will attempt to outline what these succes-
sive cultural influences meant to the Ferigile people 
as they received them. The first generation, those 
who founded this community and decided the 
cemetery’s location, was still partly under Basarabi 
influence, which is most apparent in pottery: the 
composition of the clay, the type of firing, the sur-
face treatment, the range of forms, the richness of 
the ornamental repertoire and the use of grooves 
and incisions on much of the vessels’ surface.

particularities of this Podolian-Moldavian group’s 
funerary rituals, pottery and grave goods allow us 
to include it in the larger cultural area of the West 
Podolian group, primarily found in the middle basin 
of the River Dniester.

At the same time research on the Bârsești necrop-
olis began, archaeologists started exploring an 
even larger cremation cemetery in the high hills 
of Vâlcea county, in the village of Ferigile. Due to 
the special relevance of the discoveries made 
there, the village’s name was used to designate the 
late period of Iron Age I south of the Carpathians. 
A total of 150 tumuli were found, and nearly 200 
tombs under them have been studied so far. As 
at Bârsești, the dead were cremated elsewhere, 
and only a few charred bones were taken from the 
funeral pyre and placed in the grave. The funeral 
ceremony was usually held there, beside the pyre, 
rather than at the grave. No pyres have been found 
at Ferigile or any other cemeteries pertaining to 
this group (Cepari, Tigveni, Rudeni, Curtea de 
Argeș, Oteșani, Râureni, etc.), making it difficult to 
reconstruct the most salient details of how funeral 
ceremonies were conducted. The way the charred 
bones were deposited in the grave varied widely: 
scattered on the ground, laid in a pit, or placed in 
an urn, with or without a lid. The grave goods tend 
to be rich and occasionally spectacular: ornaments, 
clothing accessories, weapons and harness pieces 
(fig. 4). The hand-built pottery, mostly vessels with 
offerings for the deceased but also with food and 
drink for the guests at the funeral feast, is found in 
large quantities and highly fragmented, sometimes 
scattered throughout the entire tomb. A mound of 
river stones and earth, not excessively large in size 
(the average diameter for the entire Ferigile group 
is no more than 5–6 m), was heaped on top. The 
structure and location of the small tumuli illustrate 
certain aspects of social and family cohesion: some 
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were popularised by the equestrian warriors from 
the steppes, primarily the forest steppes north of 
the Black Sea, and particularly along the middle 
Dnieper. Finally, the last one or two generations, 
according to the duration of the cemetery’s final 
phase, apparently turned to a new hub of cultural 
influence in the south, represented by the political 
authority of the Odrysian Thracians, as evidenced 
by their specific imitation of Greek pottery forms 
and certain changes in the funerary rite (such as 
the preference for placing charred bones in urns). 

The next two generations constantly looked to the 
southwest, to the Illyrian world, where most of their 
ornament types originated: fibulae, belt buckles, 
hairpins, ornamental bronze spirals.

Their children—in other words, the great-grand-
children of the community’s founders—received 
a short-lived yet intense Scythian influence 
from north of the Black Sea. Though less visible 
in deposits of ornaments, it is quite evident in 
weapons (akinakes-type swords) and harness 
pieces (horse bits): certain supra-regional types 

Fig. 4. Set of harness accessories found among grave goods (necropolises of Cepari, Curtea 
de Argeș, Ferigile, Rudeni, Tigveni and Valea Stânii / Argeș county), attributed to the Ferigile 
group. Muzeul Judeţean Argeş (© Muzeul Judeţean Argeş / photo: Dragoș Măndescu).
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(fig. 5), do not constitute satisfactory evidence of 
local production and should rather be considered 
Thracian imports from south of the Danube.

After a hiatus of several decades, systematic archae-
ological excavations have recently been resumed at 
the Bârsești necropolis and in the Ferigile cultural 
context of the Valea Stânii necropolis. Both proj-
ects have revealed fascinating new information: 
at Bârsești, these discoveries primarily have to do 

Although hand-built pottery remained predominant 
and was even used to imitate lebetes, lekanides, 
oenochoes and other types of Greek vessels which, 
in their original context, were thrown on a wheel, the 
group’s final horizon does reflect a slight increase in 
the frequency of wheel-thrown pottery finds.

However, the few pottery fragments found at 
Tigveni, Rudeni and Curtea de Argeș, and even the 
intact vessels from the tombs of Gătejești and Năeni 

Fig. 5. Grave goods from the Scythian tomb at Năeni (Buzău 
county), Muzeul Judeţean Buzău (© MNIR © Marius Amarie / 
photo editing: Mihai Florea).
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with the palaeo-territory and funerary architecture, 
whereas at Valea Stânii the most important achieve-
ment has been to place a far more substantial 
emphasis on connections with contemporary cul-
tural groups like Ciumbrud and Szentes-Vekerzug.

Today, more than half a century after they were first 
identified, these cultural groups are still almost 
exclusively represented by cemeteries. The set-
tlements associated with the two aforementioned 
necropolises have not been located on the ground, 
and the same is true of the villages in which the peo-
ple buried at other important cemeteries (Râureni, 
Cepari, Tigveni and Valea Stânii) once lived. This 
unnatural lack of residential centres undoubtedly 
reflects gaps in archaeological research rather 
than the reality of that time. Yet it is very hard to 
see how chance or the bad luck of archaeologists 
can explain the intriguing absence of a settlement 
near a cemetery like that of Ferigile, where burials 
continued without interruption for nearly two hun-
dred years, from the mid-seventh to the first half 
of the fifth century BC. Simple calculations with 
regard to this timeframe indicate that the nearly 
200 corpses buried there belonged to families who 
must have endured for five or even six generations. 
It was therefore a consolidated, long-lived commu-
nity which, according to anthropologists’ estimates, 
comprised approximately 80 members, though nat-
urally this number would have fluctuated at more or 
less propitious moments in their history. We cannot 
understand why this community would have used 
this area solely to bury its dead, and the settlement 
where its members lived—probably a small village 
of 15–20 huts with domestic annexes, outbuildings 
and livestock pens—must have been located far 
away, in a completely different place, particularly 
considering that this area has always had sufficient 
resources for human occupation: fertile soil, a river 
and forest nearby, and vital salt deposits.

In reality, certain vestiges of occupation contem-
porary with the cemeteries, though modest and 
occasionally hard to access, have been identified in 
the piedmont area of the Ferigile group (Bârsești-
Vâlcea, Orlești, Gătejești, Govora Sat, Tigveni) and 
further east, in the Curvature Subcarpathians 
(Budureasa, Mlăjet, Sibiciu de Sus), where the 
Bârsești necropolis stands out as the most import-
ant funerary find. However, archaeologists have 
only investigated a few of them, mostly by pros-
pecting in the vicinity of chance discoveries, and 
more rarely by conducting surveys or emergency 
excavations. One site of human occupation that 
has recently begun to benefit from systematic 
research is the settlement of Logrești in northern 
Oltenia. Such settlements tend to be situated on 
high ground, in hard-to-reach locations near a 
water source, and lack fortification systems. The 
vestiges of occupation consist of a single layer of 
anthropogenic sediments with sparse material 
remains, where huts are the only documented type 
of dwelling.

The fact that archaeologists have been unable 
to locate large settlements may also be due to 
the transhumant lifestyle of these communities, 
determined by economic alterations that affected 
the way they obtained their means of subsistence 
as a result of climate change. If their economy was 
largely dependent on roving livestock, then herders’ 
dwellings generally would have been seasonal set-
tlements within a clearly delimited Subcarpathian 
area, and we cannot expect to find multiple strata or 
fortifications. The lifestyle of the Ferigile communi-
ties was probably quite similar to that of the Bronze 
Age communities in this region, which fluctuated 
due to their transhumant pastoralism and left no 
substantial settlements behind. When this way of life 
returned at the end of Iron Age I, it is possible that 
the old seasonal livestock routes—clearly marked by 
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The most expressive grave goods seem to have orig-
inated in or at least been influenced by the Scythian 
world, appearing in the graves of both men—
akinakes-type daggers, axe-hammers, arrowheads, 
cruciform quiver appliqués, occasionally with zoo-
morphic decoration—and women—bronze mirrors, 
small kaolin beads, conchs and seashells, hoop 
earrings and rings. The hand-built pottery vessels 
placed in graves with food offerings for the deceased 
illustrate forms that were common in the Thracian 
world (large pot-bellied vessels with handles below 
the widest point of the body, bowls with incurvate 
rims, high-handled cups, etc.), with scant decora-
tion (incisions, grooves).

As mentioned, many of the spectacular artefacts of 
the Ciumbrud group were discovered by accident, 
often in unknown circumstances, in or after the 
19th century. Some pieces, like the Păuca mirror 
and the Gornești tent-pole finial (fig. 6), both dec-
orated with zoomorphic motifs, undeniably came 
from a funerary context, but the provenance of 
other artefacts is less certain. Found in the River 
Olt, the Dobolii de Jos sword has certain features 
that liken it to votive offerings cast into bodies of 
water (Flussfunde), although the attribution of this 
curious piece to the Ciumbrud cultural group is not 
unanimously accepted.

The debate on the ethnic ties of this cultural group 
is far from over. The fact that certain grave goods, 
especially ornaments and weapons, seem to have 
roots in the North Pontic (including the forest steppe) 
or Caspian-Caucasus regions, and the quasi-gen-
eralised use of inhumation in the early stages of 
evolution were regarded as elements that dovetailed 
nicely with Herodotus’s account (IV, 49), according to 
whom the River Maris—identified as the modern-day 
Mureș, the area preferred by this group—flowed 
from the land of the Agathyrsi, just west of what 

the Bronze Age tumuli that bordered them—were 
revived in the Getae Subcarpathians. In fact, the 
Ferigile necropolis is superimposed on a Bronze 
Age funerary area distinguished by a row of burial 
mounds, and it is not the only case: the cemeter-
ies of Valea Stânii, Capu Piscului and Țițești stand 
atop or near certain Bronze Age sites. We also find 
the same situation at Bârsești: a Bronze Age tumuli 
necropolis on the very same spot preceded another 
from the Iron Age, and some corpses were buried in 
mounds over one millennium old.

In central Transylvania, particularly along the upper 
and middle course of the River Mureș, an archaeo-
logical group developed between the seventh and 
fifth centuries BC that was named after the village of 
Ciumbrud, now part of the city of Aiud (Alba county), 
where a peculiar necropolis was discovered. Most of 
what we know about this group is derived from its 
necropolises, which were generally small, contain-
ing up to 20–25 flat graves. Inhumation was by far 
the most popular funerary rite, with graves generally 
aligned on a west-east or northwest-southeast 
axis. Cremation is far less common, but it tends to 
predominate in the final horizon of this group, as 
evidenced at the Băița cemetery, where seven of 
the twelve tombs were cremation graves, and even 
more clearly at the Uioara de Sus necropolis, where 
all fourteen excavated graves contained cremains, a 
fact that created doubt as to whether this cemetery 
even belonged to the Ciumbrud group.

Less than half of the sites attributed to this group are 
unquestionably of a funerary nature (small cemeter-
ies, groups of tombs, solitary graves); the rest are 
isolated pieces discovered by chance. Although we 
cannot be certain that this significant percentage 
of finds was associated with tombs, albeit destroyed 
ones, the fact remains that no settlements have 
been documented to date.
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Fig. 6. Scythian ornament (tent-pole finial) from Gornești / Gernyeszeg (Mureș 
county), Magyar Nemzeti Múzeum (© Magyar Nemzeti Múzeum / photo editing and 
drawing by Mihai Florea, drawing based on Teleaga 2016).
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and one horse burial. The equine grave has signifi-
cantly expanded the available data on ties between 
the Ciumbrud group and the Szentes-Vekerzug 
group to the west, in what is now Hungary. Located on 
the terrace of the River Mureș, just 2.5 km southwest 
of the Ciumbrud necropolis, the Sâncrai cemetery 
has tremendous potential as a source of information 
on this group: the 93 complexes investigated to date 
(without exhausting the site) represent no less than 
40% of all known Ciumbrud group tombs, of which 
there are at least 225.

The situation in Dobruja is a special one. Although 
this was not the epicentre of the Basarabi culture, 
the eastward expansion of that culture, which only 
tangentially affected the territory between the 
Danube and the Black Sea, seems to have played 
a part (the extent of which is not yet clear) in the 
extinction of the Hallstattian horizon represented 
in Dobruja by the Babadag culture. The Babadag 
culture began at the dawn of the first millennium BC 
in a geographical area that included Dobruja as well 
as large tracts of land beyond the river in eastern 
Wallachia and southern Moldavia, evolved steadily 
over time and ended no later than the early seventh 
century BC. The few carbon datings performed 
recently push this final moment back approximately 
one century. 

It is increasingly apparent that there was a hiatus 
between the end of the Babadag culture and the 
arrival and settlement of the first Milesian colonists 
on the Black Sea coast. Today, scholars are quite cer-
tain that this complex colonisation process, which 
gave Dobruja a special cultural identity, began in the 
mid-seventh century BC. The archaic level of Histria, 
to the extent that archaeologists have been able 
to study it so far, has yielded sufficient evidence, 
particularly in terms of its pottery repertoire, to sup-
port the colony’s existence in the second half of the 

Herodotus described as Scythian territory (IV, 100), 
and used as arguments to support the theory of 
the group’s intrusive origins. On the other hand, the 
characteristics of the pottery found in tombs point 
to unmistakeably native roots, as these forms can 
easily be traced back to the Bronze Age. Moreover, if 
these people had travelled a great distance from the 
east and invaded Iron Age Transylvania, we would 
expect to find strong evidence of their affinity with 
the horses that carried them there, but in the graves 
of this group, even those with weapons, harness 
pieces are highly sporadic, under-representative 
and far from spectacular. Returning to Herodotus 
(IV, 104), two of the three distinguishing features 
of the ancient Agathyrsi according to this author 
(refined/effeminate and especially given to wearing 
gold) have not been confirmed by archaeological or 
anthropological evidence: the skeletons in the inhu-
mation graves are anything but delicate, and the few 
small gold ornaments found thus far are insufficient 
to be considered irrefutable proof of “gold worship”. 
Naturally, we cannot hold out much hope of con-
firming the third identifying feature mentioned by 
the father of history—that the Agathyrsi, unlike the 
Thracians, shared their women to ensure a tight-
knit community—as such practices are impossible 
to detect in the archaeological record. Therefore, 
those who advocate the idea that this group was 
not necessarily foreign/non-Scythian in origin, but 
simply evolved in a different direction due to a far 
greater receptiveness to changing fashions and 
supra-regional influences, also have solid argu-
ments to support their theory.

Our understanding of this archaeological group will 
undoubtedly be greatly enhanced by the recent 
discovery of the necropolis of Sâncrai, where 
dozens of archaeological complexes have already 
been excavated and found to contain cremation 
and inhumation (the majority) graves, cenotaphs 
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revitalized and restored the social cohesion which 
this area had lost when the last traces of the Babadag 
culture vanished, thanks to the newcomers’ influ-
ence on more or less distant local communities.

The presence of the Scythians near the Getae of the 
Lower Danube, mentioned in ancient sources 
(Thucydides II, 96, 1) which say that the two ethnic 
groups had several customs in common, has been 
interpreted in different ways and with many nuances 
in both recent and older historiography. Some 
argued that the fifth century BC was too early for a 
massive Scythian presence in Thracian territory, and 
that intercultural contact was limited to the ruling 
elite. However, the combination of ancient historical 
sources and archaeological data clearly indicates 
that, from the fifth century BC on, the section of the 
Danube bordering the region of Dobruja formed 
the boundary, at least at certain times, between 
Scythians and Getae.

Archaeological evidence attests to a Scythian pres-
ence in southern and central Moldavia, farther west 
in Bărăgan, and also in Dobruja by the first half of 
the fifth century BC. There is no doubt that westward 
Scythian raids penetrated the area of Bărăgan from 
the first half of the sixth century BC, as proved by the 
tumulus grave with a wooden structure excavated 
near Slobozia, in Ciulnița, but we are still a long 
way from certifying the real, constant presence of 
Scythians in the region; historiographical legend 
appears to carry more weight than archaeological 
evidence. Scholars who argue against the idea of 
a westward Scythian migration in the sixth–fifth 
centuries BC, which would have affected northern 
Thracian territories, base their theory on Herodotus’s 
Histories, which make no mention of such a 
migration north of the Danube. At most, we might 
accept that “Herodotus’s Scythia” extended as far 
as Moldavia, but if there was a “traditional” border 

seventh century BC, though not enough to pinpoint 
the exact moment of its founding. The traditional 
date of the founding of Histria has been indirectly 
corroborated and perhaps even brought forward by 
archaeological evidence unearthed during the lat-
est excavations at Capul Doloșman, identified with 
ancient Argamum. In fact, in the late sixth century 
BC, the mother city’s most illustrious cultural figure, 
Hecataeus of Miletus, considered the father of geog-
raphy, saw fit to mention the fortress on the high 
cliff above Lake Razelm (rather than Histria) as the 
polis founded by the Greeks on the left shore of 
the Black Sea (Periodos gēs, fr. 172/183).

However, the absence of recorded information 
between the disappearance of the Babadag culture 
and the arrival of Greek colonists on the coast is 
mirrored by a similar gap between the end of that 
culture and the appearance of “barbarian” discov-
eries further inland. This solid local presence is 
represented by settlements (Gura Canliei, Vișina, 
Pârjoaia, Revărsarea, Celic Dere), some of them forti-
fied (Beidaud), and cemeteries (Isaccea, Ciucurova, 
Celic Dere) or isolated tombs (Petroșani, Piatra 
Frecăței) where inhumation is the norm, whose 
initial horizons—more clearly identified in funerary 
finds—have been dated to no earlier than the sixth 
century BC.

The objective facts that can be gleaned from the 
archaeological data available at present tell us that 
the first indications of an incipient local, native cul-
ture in Dobruja appeared one century after the first 
Milesian colonists arrived in Argamum and Histria. 
With regard to the cultural landscape of Dobruja 
in late Iron Age I, it seems safe to assume that the 
creation of these colonies or apoikii, the first on 
the western shore of the Black Sea, not only signi-
fied the solid establishment of a foreign element 
in a sparsely populated coastal territory, but also 
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statues are of the type known as kamennye baby, 
frequently found atop Scythian burial mounds north 
of the Black Sea, where more than 170 specimens 
from the sixth–fourth centuries BC have been 
recorded to date. The “statues” of Dobruja, repre-
senting men with armour and weapons typical of 
the sixth–fifth century BC, undoubtedly come from 
funerary complexes; this is clearly indicated by the 
fact that the Sibioara piece was retrieved from a 
tumulus on the shore of Lake Tașaul, and the Stupina 
statue was found about 100 m away from two burial 
mounds. In addition, the exceptional gold ring with 
a Greek inscription (ΣΚΥΛΕΩ» = “of Scyles”) found 
by chance at Vadu may suggest the existence of a 
Scythian authority in the area, which would have 
had dealings with major hubs like the Greek coastal 
colonies. The fact that this piece was found in the 
hinterland of Histria, and even that the ring was 
made in a Greek workshop (itinerant or established 
in one of the western or northern Black Sea towns, 
possibly Olbia), supports the existence of such 
relations between the Scythian elite and the Greek 
colonies.

In the region of Moldavia, we cannot rely on archaeo-
logical studies of tombs like those in Dobruja (fig. 9), 
but there are several isolated finds of older Scythian 
pieces worth mentioning: the cruciform appliqué 
for a quiver (gorythos) from Armășoaia, the “tent-
pole” finial from Răscăieți and the bronze cauldron 
from Iacobeni, with a central foot and four vertical 
handles on the rim. Based on parallels in the North 
Pontic region, it seems quite likely that the dating 
of these objects to the fifth century BC (perhaps 
even in the first half of that century) is correct, and 
there is little reason to doubt that they came from 
destroyed graves. Northern Moldavia also helps to 
illustrate this early horizon of Scythian finds east of 
the Carpathians with a tumulus grave at Avrămeni. 
Although the tomb was destroyed by municipal 

between Scythian and Getae lands, it was probably 
the River Dniester, where Strabo later mentioned the 
Tyregetae as neighbours of the Bastarnae (VII, 1, 1) 
and the country of the Getae (VII, 3, 17).

Scythian funerary monuments are easily identifi-
able in the archaeological landscape thanks to the 
arrangement of their tumuli, the inhumation rite and 
the fairly rich grave goods, which include weapons, 
Greek imports and precious metal pieces, many of 
them decorated in characteristic zoomorphic style.

As mentioned, the tumulus grave investigated at 
Ciulnița, up to 40 m in diameter and over 2 m high, 
with parallels in the forest steppes, is the first 
indication of the Scythians’ early presence on the 
Bărăgan plain, at some point in the sixth century BC. 
As field research progresses, this discovery may be 
joined by others. Another impressive burial mound, 
30 m in diameter and 2 m high, which also contains a 
wooden structure and is marked by a stone “statue”, 
was excavated at Platonești.

In the fifth century BC, the Scythian presence north 
of the Danube remained sporadic and limited to the 
Brăila and Bărăgan plains, represented by isolated 
graves, sometimes in older tumuli (one tomb at 
Chiscani and another at Gurbănești) or on tells (as 
at Râmnicelu), and by representative grave goods, 
such as the bronze cauldrons found at Scorțaru 
Vechi and Ograda.

At the same time, east of the Danube, a series of 
isolated finds offer disparate evidence of a Scythian 
funerary horizon in Dobruja around the fifth century 
BC: the stone “statues” of Sibioara and Stupina (fig. 
7), a piece found in an unknown location, the bronze 
“emblem-sword” of Medgidia, originally intended to 
adorn a funerary statue, and the bronze cauldron 
from Castelu (fig. 8). The anthropomorphic stone 
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Fig. 7. Scythian statue from Stupina (Constanța county), Institutul de Arheologie “Vasile 
Pârvan” (© Institutul de Arheologie “Vasile Pârvan” / photo: Cătălin I. Nicolae, photo 
editing and drawing: Mihai Florea, drawing based on Vulpe 1990).
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Fig. 8. Scythian cauldron from Castelu (Constanța county), Muzeul de Istorie Națională și Arheologie Constanța 
(© Muzeul de Istorie Națională și Arheologie Constanța / photo: Valeriu Sîrbu).
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the first half of the fourth century BC. According 
to Pompeius Trogus (in Justin IX, 2), in 340 BC the 
Scythians led by Ateas—there was a Scythian king 
by this name, also documented on coins—forced 
their way across the Danube, intending to settle 
south of the river, but met with stiff opposition from 
an anonymous “rex Histrianorum”, probably a Getae 
king of northern Dobruja, near the river. Ateas asked 
Philip II for help, but as his opponent died soon 
afterwards, he reneged on his agreement with the 
Macedonian king. Seizing the opportunity to take 
direct control of Dobruja, in 339 BC Philip II marched 

public works during World War II, one important item 
was rescued from it: a conical bronze cauldron with 
a central foot and two vertical handles on the rim, 
very similar to another specimen found among the 
grave goods of a fourth-century BC Scythian tomb at 
Častiye Kurgany, on the lower Don.

The major events recorded by historical sources that 
involved the Scythians of the Lower Danube hap-
pened in the fourth century BC. Some tombs, like 
the Topraisar tumulus, attest to a real, albeit more 
scattered, presence of Scythians in Dobruja from 

Fig. 9. “Răbâia Burial Mound”, the largest unexcavated 
Scythian tumulus, found at Râșești (Vaslui county), in its 
specific setting on the Right bank of the River Prut (Google 
Maps image edited by Dragoș Măndescu).



37

THE ORIGINS OF THRACIAN CIVILISATION IN THE LOWER DANUBE AND THE CARPATHIANS: 
UNITY IN DIVERSITY IN LATE IRON AGE I

north along the Black Sea coast to the mouth of the 
Danube, decimating the Scythians, whose king paid 
for having offended the royal Macedonian house 
with his life on the battlefield.

Naturally, the most relevant archaeological finds 
associated with this episode are those in the eastern 
part of the Great Romanian Plain and particularly the 
area of Brăila. The finest example is the necropolis of 
Chiscani, consisting of flat inhumation tombs with 
grave goods whose characteristics date them to the 
second half of the fourth century BC: Greek black-
glaze pottery, an amphora, a dagger (perhaps of 
the akinakes type) and ornaments. A small group 
of flat inhumation tombs at Grădiștea and secondary 
burials in older tumuli at Lișcoteanca, Unirea and 
Berteștii de Jos pertain to the same horizon.

In the third century BC, the Scythian ethnic compo-
nent made its presence increasingly felt in Dobruja. 
One author from that century, Apollonius of Rhodes 
(Argonautica IV, 320), wrote that the Scythians 
lived mingled with the Thracians near the mouth 
of the Danube, and according to Pseudo-Scymnus 
(v. 756), who we know used a “local” author of the 
late third century BC (Demetrius of Callatis) as his 
source, the dominant ethnic groups in Dobruja, at 
least between Callatis and Dionysopolis, were the 
Krobyzans and the Scythians. There are multiple 
mentions of a Scythian power structure in southern 
Dobruja, between Callatis and Dionysopolis, whose 
epicentre was probably in the vicinity of Kavarna 
(ancient Byzone), active in the third and second 
centuries BC. The spectacular tombs with vaulted 
burial chambers and dromos scattered throughout 
the hinterland of Callatis, dated to the third century 
BC, have been attributed to Scythian rulers, as has 
a specific series of bronze and very rarely silver 
coin issues, mostly dated to the second century BC. 
Numismatic evidence is supported by epigraphy in 

the case of two Scythian kings of Dobruja: Kanites 
(in a decree from Odessos) and Sariakes (in a 
decree from Callatis).

It is difficult to say if these Scythians who inhab-
ited Dobruja in the third–second century BC were 
descendants of the same Scythians once ruled by 
Ateas, who we know were crushed and pushed back 
across the Danube by Philip II in 339 BC, or if they 
were simply a band formed from small groups that 
had infiltrated Dobruja in the context of the general 
decline of Scythian power north of the Black Sea in the 
third century BC and the weakening of Macedonian 
authority in the region after the death of Lysimachus 
(281 BC). The latter hypothesis seems more logical. 
Yet we know they had already ventured south of 
the Danube by the late fourth century BC, because 
the Scythians supported Callatis’s rebellion against 
Lysimachus in 313 BC (Diodorus XIX, 72, 2, 5). Another 
possible explanation for the presence of Scythians in 
Dobruja is that they colonised this region as soldiers/
farmers. One argument in favour of this theory may be 
the fort of Albești, in the hinterland of Callatis—per-
haps a castella of the Scythian Aroteres (soil tillers) 
mentioned by Pliny the Elder (Nat. Hist. IV, 11, 44). 
It is quite likely that ethnic miscegenation occurred 
in Dobruja in the third century BC. Pseudo-Scymnus 
(756–757) mentioned the mixed Greek settlers or 
migadai Hellēnas (compare with the “Mixellenes” in 
the Protogenes decree from Olbia) who lived in “the 
border territory of the Krobyzans and Scythians”, 
probably referring to Getae, Scythian or Hellenised 
Krobyzan communities.

Between the latter half of the third and the early 
second century BC, northern Dobruja and neigh-
bouring territories across the Danube remained 
under the control of local rulers, probably Getae, 
three of which are named in epigraphic or numis-
matic sources. Moskon, who had his royal title 
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struck on coins, may have ruled in the first half of 
the third century BC. The other two, Zalmodegikos 
and Rhemaxos, mentioned in epigraphic decrees 
of Histria in the latter half of the third century and 
the late third/early second century BC, respectively, 
were the “protectors” of Histria when the city found 
itself in rather disgraceful circumstances, which 
according to some accounts may have originated 
when the neighbouring peoples—Thracians and 
Scythians—supported the Black Sea coastal towns 
in their uprising against Lysimachus in 313 BC 
(Diodorus XIX, 73, 2). 
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We will use the ethnonym “Getae”, employed by Greek 
and Latin authors, to refer to the northern Thracians 
who lived in the area delimited by the Balkans, the 
Carpathians, the Black Sea and the River Dnieper. 
Although some traits are specific to certain zones, 
the archaeological vestiges of the region do have a 
series of similar characteristics in terms of objects 
related to everyday life and spiritual beliefs.

Ancient written sources say that the Getae and 
Dacians were part of the northern Thracians 
and spoke a similar language; ancient authors often 
used these terms as generic names for all inhabi-
tants north of the Balkans or the Danube. 

Several types of finds indicate that Getae society 
was highly structured and hierarchical: a) fortified 

In the fifth century BC the “father of History”, 
Herodotus (V, III), wrote, “The Thracians are the 
biggest nation in the world, next to the Indians. If 
they were under one ruler, or united, they would, in 
my judgement, be invincible and the strongest na-
tion on earth. [...] The Thracians have many names, 
each tribe according to its region, but they are very 
similar in all their customs, save the Getae.”

According to Thucydides (II, 96), Sitalces, king of 
the Thracian Odrysians, summoned troops to his 
standard: “beyond the Haemus [the Balkans] he 
made a levy of the Getae and of all the tribes lying 
more towards the Euxine [Black Sea] on this side of 
the Ister [Danube]. Now the Getae and their neigh-
bours border on the Scythians, and are equipped 
like them, for they are all horse-archers”. 

Fig. 1. Rhyton from Poroina Mare, Mehedinți county, MNIR © MNIR © Marius Amarie.

The Getae between the 
Carpathians and the Balkans 
(fifth–third century BC)

The Geto-Dacians from the Earliest 
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(Sixth Century BC–First Century AD)

Dr Valeriu Sîrbu and Dr Dragoș Măndescu
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From the perspective of their material culture, the 
Getae who fought Darius in the middle of the first 
millennium BC appear to have had consolidated 
communities, judging by the archaeological finds 
made in their necropolises and settlements, pri-
marily located near the Danube or the Black Sea.

Their presence in the coastal area of the Greek col-
onies gave the region of Dobruja a special identity; 
to a lesser or greater extent, the settlements de-
note the visible influence of the Greek world in both 
the quality and quantity of imports and the cultural 
manifestations constantly radiating from the Greek 
towns on the western shores of the Black Sea. 

After the Persians withdrew from the southeast 
Balkan Peninsula, sometime between 480 and 470 
BC, due to defeats suffered at the hands of the 
Greeks, the Odrysian state extended its domination 
and influence northwards, as far as the Danube. 
Written Greek sources clearly indicate that the 
Odrysian kingdom’s domain extended to the Danube 
and its supremacy was recognised even by the 
Getae. Thucydides (II, 96, 1; II, 97, 3) stated that 
the Getae obeyed the Odrysian king Sitalces and, as 
his subjects, fought in Macedonia in 429 BC against 
the enemies of Athens in the Peloponnesian War.

At least six hoards of silver vessels, found alone or 
among the grave goods of lavish tombs (Agighiol, 
Aleksandrovo, Borovo, Braničevo, Radjuvene, 
Rogozen and Vratsa), bear Greek inscriptions of 
specific names of members of the Odrysian dynasty, 
the most frequent being “Kotys” (presumably King 
Cotys I, 384–359 BC). It is no coincidence that the 
vast majority of these silver vessels inscribed with 
royal names are specific forms—the phiale and 
the rhyton—associated with power and prestige in 
the Thracian world. Therefore, these sets of luxu-
ry wares found in the Thracian territory between 

residential centres illustrate the resources and 
prestige of the ruling dynasty and the community; b) 
tumulus graves reflect the “afterlife” and the pres-
tige of the deceased after death; and c) hoards of 
precious metals are suggestive of their relationship 
with the deities whom they believed determined 
their fate. The zones where these three types of 
discoveries from the fourth and third centuries BC 
coincide indicate the wealth, power and authority of 
the elite. We can assume that there were political 
structures in such areas, probably tribal unions led 
by basileis or local rulers, around which the Getae 
elite gathered.

Historical overview. Very little is known about the 
political history of the Getae, as ancient authors only 
mention these people in the context of world history 
events. The lack of first-hand information—that is, 
of texts written by the Thracians themselves—makes 
it very hard to determine even the most basic facts, 
whether general or detailed, about their history. 

The first written mention of the Getae is related 
to the Persian expedition against the Scythians led 
by Darius I in 514/513 BC to bring the Black Sea basin 
under his control. The fact that the Getae resisted the 
Great King, albeit unsuccessfully, indicates that 
they had an ample political structure, perhaps of 
confederate tribes, and a significant military force. 

One of the most important consequences of the 
Persian campaign was that it halted the Scythians’ 
westward expansion for nearly a century and a half, de-
spite sporadic Scythian invasions south of the Danube.

Another significant result of this campaign was the 
incorporation of southeast Thrace into the territory 
of the Persian Empire and the creation of a satrapy 
called Skudra.
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time that ancient sources record the presence of 
Getae on the left bank of the Danube.

Another instance of the Macedonian military pres-
ence northwest of the Black Sea was the expedition 
led by Zopyrion, a general under Alexander the 
Great and strategist of Thrace, probably in 326–325 
BC. Some believe this was simply another show of 
force, while others see it as an attempt to fulfil his 
king’s wish to unite Europe and Central Asia north 
of the Black Sea. Defeated by the Scythians, the 
Macedonians were decimated by the Getae on their 
way back, probably on the Bugeac steppe, one of the 
greatest catastrophes ever to befall the Macedonian 
army. The collection of Graeco-Macedonian bronze 
pieces (six sets of military gear comprising helmets 
and pairs of greaves and a cauldron) discovered by 
chance at Olănești on the Bugeac steppe, near the 
River Dnieper, can be considered an archaeologi-
cal vestige of Zopyrion’s ill-fated campaign against 
Olbia for Getae and Scythian lands.

In the Lower Danube, the third century BC be-
gan with a confrontation between the local ruler 
Dromichaetes and Lysimachus, the new king of 
Thrace. As possible reasons for this territorial dis-
pute in the Lower Danube, we might suspect that 
the Getae king Dromichaetes demanded posses-
sions on the river’s right bank, or that the Getae 
ruler may have been supporting the anti-Macedo-
nian political agenda of the fortified Black Sea towns 
whose rebellion had recently been suppressed by 
Lysimachus (313 BC).

With regard to the fourth–first centuries BC, the set-
tlement and cemetery near modern-day Zimnicea 
constitute the most important and representa-
tive known Getae site, not only along the Danube 
but also in a much larger area north and south 
of the river. Its location on the southernmost point of 

the Balkans and the Danube should be interpreted 
as diplomatic gifts from the Odrysian kings to lo-
cal rulers, offered as a token of acknowledgement 
of their authority in order to form political and mil-
itary alliances.

However, as expressions of Odrysian political au-
thority in the Lower Danube, such pieces did not 
make their way north of the river, where no similar 
vessels with inscriptions have been found so far, al-
though there is no lack of lavish tombs (such as the 
Peretu tomb).

When Philip II abolished the Odrysian kingdom in 
341 BC, the territory between the Balkans and the 
Danube came under Macedonian authority, at 
least in name. Shortly after the dissolution of the 
Odrysian kingdom, Dobruja became a de jure and 
de facto Macedonian possession, a status it main-
tained for at least four decades, until the death of 
Lysimachus. The destruction of Histria, document-
ed in the mid-fourth century BC, is attributed to 
Macedonian retaliation against this citadel which 
had traditionally sided with tribal rulers.

The Macedonian expeditions in the northern 
Balkans—led by Philip II in Dobruja in 339 BC 
against the Scythians of Ateas, and by Alexander 
the Great in 335 BC—should be interpreted as 
shows of force. Barely a year after he was named 
king of Macedonia, and before beginning his 
Asian campaign, Alexander the Great tried to se-
cure his rear-guard by attacking the Triballi power 
centre in the northwest Balkans. He also made a 
show of strength with the combined forces of the 
Macedonian cavalry and phalanxes, which last-
ed for a night and a day. Specifically, Alexander 
crossed the Danube, razed and burned a barely for-
tified Getae post, and returned to his camp south 
of the Danube laden with plunder. This is the first 
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Chirnogi and the residential centre of Căscioarele-
D’aia Parte; b) the western part of the Romanian 
Plain, with the sumptuous grave at Peretu and the 
fortress of Albești; c) northeast Wallachia, with 
the helmet of Coțofenești, which may have come 
from a similarly splendid tomb; and d) west Oltenia 
and southeast Banat, with another possible prince-
ly tomb, hypothetically located in the vicinity of the 
Iron Gates on the Danube, where several items have 
been found which, though seemingly disparate, are 
typical of the grave goods of a lavish tomb (a parade 
helmet, a hoard of harness fittings, a cup with zoo-
morphic designs and an aryballos). 

Transylvania and the western 
territories of the Apuseni 
Mountains in the fourth–third 
century BC 

the river course can also be interpreted as a met-
aphor for the site’s defining traits: solidly rooted 
in the cultural forms and traditions of the north-
ern Thracians, yet also leaning towards the 
southern sources of Graeco-Macedonian, and lat-
er Hellenistic, civilisation. The distribution of the 
more than 200 graves that have been investigat-
ed in the necropolis—mostly flat, but also a few 
tumuli, containing cremated remains and some 
flat interments—suggests that this funerary space 
expanded around several clusters of tombs, prob-
ably grouped by family or tribe. The grave goods at 
Zimnicea reveal a community that had its own spe-
cific culture (the pottery, weapons, ornaments and 
harness pieces placed in the graves as offerings are 
primarily Thracian) but was quite open to Hellenistic 
civilisation, the source of many high-quality im-
ports, such as ornaments made of precious metals 
and coloured glass, military equipment and weap-
ons, luxury silver and bronze wares, wine amphorae 
and even some Macedonian coins (fig. 2).

The territory framed by the Danube, the Balkans 
and the Black Sea can be divided into four areas 
of successive domination from east to west, clear-
ly identified by status symbols, where local rulers 
were buried: Dobruja, with the grave of Agighiol 
and the residential centre of Beștepe; northeast 
Bulgaria, with the tombs and residential settlement 
of Sboryanovo-Sveštari; the central region of north-
ern Bulgaria, with the grave of Borovo, all Getae 
sites; and northwest Bulgaria, with the princely 
tombs of the Triballi in Vratsa-Mogilanska Mogila.

Similarly, we could also categorise the authority 
of several Getae structures north of the Danube 
in the fourth century BC, dominated by residential 
settlements and the lavish tombs of the most im-
portant members of the ruling aristocracy: a) the 
centre of the Great Romanian Plain, with the tomb at 

The absence of fortified settlements, tumuli with 
burial chambers and precious metal hoards from 
the fourth–third centuries BC corresponding to the 
northern Thracians, similar to those found outside 
the Carpathian arc, indicates that Intra-Carpathian 
society was somewhat less developed, with fewer 
resources and a weaker structure. This is probably 
owing to the presence of the Celts, a considerable 
force in the areas they occupied, and the distance 
from Greek centres. It is worth noting that all the 
Intra-Carpathian valleys were demonstrably in-
habited by a local population, the Dacians, in the 
fourth‒third centuries BC and by the Celtic commu-
nities who primarily settled in central Transylvania. 

Although no ancient written sources mention 
the Celts inside the Carpathian arc, and this re-
gion was not on any of their principal migratory 
routes, archaeological evidence similar to that of 
central-western European Celts proves they were in 
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Fig. 2. Gold earring from Zimnicea, Teleorman 
county, MJTR © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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During this period, the material and spiritual life of 
northern Thracian society was extensively restruc-
tured as a result of internal and external factors.

Among the external factors, we will mention the fol-
lowing: a) the Celts invaded the Balkan Peninsula 
and founded the Kingdom of Tylis (280–278 BC), 
which caused a great upheaval in Thrace by sever-
ing its ties to the Aegean Greeks; b) the Scordisci, 
another Celtic people, settled in what is now 

Transylvania from the second half of the fourth cen-
tury BC. The absence of Celtic forts, barrows, oppida 
and places of worship in the Intra-Carpathian region 
can be explained by their isolation in this area. The 
reason for the disappearance of Celtic artefacts from 
Transylvania in the first quarter of the second centu-
ry BC is not entirely clear, but we do know two things. 
Firstly, it seems that their culture was not assimilated 
by indigenous peoples, as there is no evidence of the 
survival of Celtic materials or influences in the follow-
ing period; and secondly, the presence and power of 
the Dacians in this area became increasingly appar-
ent in the early second century BC. Of course, it is also 
possible that the migration of the Celts was motivated 
by events, as yet unidentified, within their own com-
munities in central Transylvania. 

There are many more archaeological traces of the 
northern Thracians in the Banat region which pro-
vide an outline of this area’s historical evolution. 
Here we will only mention the Graeco-Illyrian hel-
mets from Găvojdia and Berzovia, dated to the fifth 
century BC, and the Attic helmet of Cuptoare from 
the fourth century BC, which document a warrior 
elite linked to Mediterranean mentalities and tech-
niques of warfare.

“Dark Ages”: A time of extensive 
restructuring (circa 250–150 BC)

northwest Bulgaria, displacing the Triballi and the 
Getae; c) the Bastarnae penetrated and settled in 
central-northern Moldavia at the turn of the third 
to second century, causing the local population to 
abandon their fortresses and migrate, and wreaked 
havoc by raiding along the Lower Danube; d) Roman 
power was making its way further and further into 
the western Balkans and, in 168 BC, conquered 
Macedonia; and e) certain Greek citadels on the 
western shore of the Black Sea experienced a severe 
economic recession in the third century BC, drasti-
cally reducing the Getae aristocracy’s revenues.

Internal factors were also varied. Throughout the 
course of history, a time of glory and prosperity is 
usually followed by a period of recession and decline. 
It is possible that Getae society squandered, as we 
would say today, a large part of its income, especially 
since local rulers and aristocrats devoted a tremen-
dous amount of material and human resources to 
building impressive fortifications and grand buri-
al mounds over veritable temples and acquiring rich 
treasures made of precious metals which they later 
buried in tombs or isolated spots. 

Many fundamental changes transpired during this 
period, but we will only mention those that were 
most significant and had the greatest impact.

Large fortified settlements gave way to strictly mili-
tary fortresses made of stone blocks and built using 
techniques inspired by Hellenistic architecture.

The Getae stopped building massive tumuli with 
stone block burial chambers, bas-relief carvings 
and paintings, and the aristocracy gave up inhu-
mation, using only cremation.

Ordinary cemeteries for commoners disappeared, 
and the Getae began to practise rituals and rites 
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which cannot be detected in the archaeological 
record. At the same time, the presence of human 
bones in inhabited areas became more prevalent, 
suggesting that they even made human sacrifices.

The repertoire of pottery forms underwent substantial 
changes: imitations of certain Greek vessels (kraters, 
lekanides) were gradually replaced by others (bowls, 
kantharoi). The vessels typical of late Dacian pottery 
also appeared around this time, genuine “passports” 
certifying the presence of the Dacians: saucer lamps, 
fruit dishes, jars and bowls with decoration in relief. 

The production of several elements typical of the 
Getae “Gold and Silver Princes”—ceremonial gear 
(helmets, greaves), certain ritual vessels (chalices, 
rhytons, phialai, jars) and harness ornaments—
ceased, while other characteristic pieces like 
phalerae, bracelets and large fibulae appeared.

They also stopped using certain decorative com-
positions and motifs, such as “animal processions” 
or enthroned figures, but others endured, albeit in 
different forms, like the rider, winged characters, 
birds of prey and fabulous animals (fig. 3).

Fig. 3. Epureni hoard, Vaslui county, MMB © MNIR 
© Marius Amarie.
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They also tended to be a cosmopolitan class, open 
to foreign influences and with access to objects and 
customs imported from what they saw as presti-
gious cultures. Therefore, the artistic expression of 
these individuals can be identified by their use 
of precious materials and models which they em-
ployed in a different way from the rest of society, 
a decorative language customised to reflect the 
ideology that legitimised their elevated status. 
Archaeologists working in Thracian lands—that re-
pository of ancient peoples—have found numerous 
archaeological artefacts in graves and hoards, and 
occasionally in fortresses or as isolated elements. 

Symbols of power: Ceremonial 
gear for men and horses and 
wares for feasting 
When attempting to decipher the meaning of artis-
tic objects, it is important to know where they were 
found, the materials of which they were made, the 
types of pieces and their uses, and whether 
the decorative compositions and motifs express a 
certain ideology illustrated by independent means.

Their distribution area encompasses practically the 
entire territory occupied by northern Thracians, 
with an unusually high concentration of finds in 
certain zones, such as: a) between the Balkans and 
the Danube, the graves at Sboryanovo-Sveštari, 
Borovo, Vratsa and Agighiol, and the hoards 
of Borovo, Letnica, Lukovit and Rogozen; b) be-
tween the Danube and the Carpathians, the tombs 
of Peretu and Chirnogi, the Craiova hoard, the hel-
met of Coțofenești and the rhyton of Poroina; and 
c) east of the Carpathians, in the fortresses of 
Stâncești and Bunești-Averești, the Cucuteni tomb 
and the Băiceni hoard.

Getae leadership evolved from a constellation of lo-
cal rulers or basilieis, who valued acts of personal 
bravery and the display of wealth above all else, to 
a much more defined hierarchy, where royal power 
no longer permitted such expressions of indepen-
dence and centrifugal movements, and religion and 
the high priesthood came to play a prominent role 
in society.

The centres of power and representative monu-
ments of the Lower Danube region shifted towards 
or into Transylvania.

In summary, Danubian Getia gave way to Carpathian 
Dacia.

The age of the Getae “Gold and 
Silver Princes”: Narrative and 
symbolic art
Who were the Getae elite? We can assume that 
the elite consisted of rulers and their courtiers, 
high-ranking aristocrats and bands of warriors, and 
perhaps even the leading priests. This privileged 
status may have been obtained by virtue of birth, 
acts of personal bravery, heroisation rites, the ac-
cumulation of wealth, banquets and the exchange 
of gifts. Clearly, only rulers and high-ranking no-
bles could build fortifications (some with walls 
of dry stone and unfired bricks, using the latest 
technology at the time), raise enormous tumuli, 
occasionally with sculpted or painted burial cham-
bers, or bury hoards of gold and silver, sometimes 
weighing dozens of kilograms. Endowed with great 
wealth, these elite Getae created their own ideol-
ogy and expressed it through certain types of gold 
and silver objects and a set of specific decorative 
compositions and images.
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Chronology. All these discoveries have been dated 
to between the early or mid-fourth century and the 
mid or late third century BC, spanning a century and 
a half. Why did the Getae elite “come out” during this 
period? The subjugation of the Odrysian state by the 
Macedonians and the destruction of the Scythians’ 
power, as a result of Philip II’s expedition to the Lower 
Danube, created the ideal conditions for local rulers 
to assert themselves after the mid-fourth century BC. 
At the same time, direct contact with Odrysian and 
Macedonian rulers and courts and exposure to the 
luxury of the Greek polis made the Thracian elite ea-
ger to embrace this new living standard.

Materials, techniques, workshops. Practically all 
the pieces with figurative depictions are made of 
gold, silver or silver-gilt, revealing that the Getae, 
like other peoples, attached sacred meaning to 
these precious metals. There is no doubt that a 
large part of these pieces with figurative art were 
made by Thracian artisans, given the numerous 
gold and silversmiths’ tools and instruments that 
have been found and the unique way in which cer-
tain decorative scenes and motifs are represented. 
Moreover, several objects from the Rogozen hoard 
are incised with the undoubtedly Thracian names 
of the artisans who made them, the places where 
they were fashioned, and their intended recipients. 
Native artisans were clearly very skilled, but their 
figurative representations also evince a degree of 
creative freedom: some pieces show signs of ar-
tistic clumsiness, and at times the images are not 
identical or symmetrical. Some of the pieces may 
have been acquired as gifts, plunder or with the 
stipends paid by some Greek colonies, while others 
were probably commissioned from Greek artisans 
living in colonies or among the Getae.

Types of pieces. There are two main categories of 
artefacts: a) ceremonial pieces for people (helmets, 

greaves, diadems, pectorals, bracelets, rings, ear-
rings) and horses (especially harness fittings); 
and b) sets of drinking vessels for use at banquets 
(rhytons, phialai, bowls, cups, jars). There are also 
some rarer types of artefacts, such as the human 
head found at Peretu. In general, the items found in 
hoards are either drinking vessels (Borovo, Rogozen) 
or harness fittings (Craiova, Lukovit, Letnica); a 
noteworthy exception is the gold hoard of Băiceni, 
which includes ceremonial objects for men and 
horses (helmet, bracelets, fittings) (fig. 4).

The origins of Getae figurative art are still imperfect-
ly understood, but we can posit some hypotheses 
and draw certain conclusions. The import of luxu-
ry goods and contact with the Greek world from the 
second half of the seventh century BC were decisive 
factors in the emergence of Getae figurative art. In 
addition, we must certainly consider the Getae’s 
close relations with the Odrysians, who shared their 
Thracian roots and had been making figurative piec-
es in precious metals since the fifth century BC, as 
well as the influence of Scythian zoomorphic art. All 
of this led, in the early or mid-fourth century BC, to 
a genuine “coming out” of Getae art, whose epicen-
tre was somewhere in the northwest Balkans. From 
a political and cultural perspective, only after this 
point did the elite of Getae society have the neces-
sary resources and manage to devise a distinctive 
ideology that required the display and legitimation 
of their status and power.

Style. The question of whether or not there is a dis-
tinctive style of Thracian art has its own history, 
which over time has been defined by the number of 
known discoveries; some experts answer in the af-
firmative, others in the negative, and yet others are 
somewhere in between. So, was there really “artis-
tic intent” in the Thracian world and a unique style 
of Thracian art? To support its existence, we must 
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Fig. 4. Human representation from the grave goods of the princely 
tomb of Peretu, Teleorman county, MNIR © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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The tumulus at Agighiol, dated to 360–340 BC, is an 
impressive structure with three chambers (two of 
limestone blocks in the Greek style) containing cer-
emonial objects for the deceased and horses, sets 
of drinking vessels, weapons made of gold, silver, 
bronze and iron, and Greek or local pottery vessels. 
The helmet and greaves show the ruler at three sig-
nificant moments in his life, each represented in a 
different way: a) on the helmet, he is riding a horse 
and holding a spear, probably hunting, as a demon-
stration of his abilities; b) on the first greave, we see 
him on horseback brandishing a bow, and later on 
the throne with the attributes of power, a drinking 
horn in his left hand and a unicorn bird in his right 
(fig. 5); and c) on the chalices, an “animal proces-
sion” composition of a unicorn bird, hare and fish 
symbolises his sovereignty over the realm as they 
parade under his all-powerful gaze, illustrated by 
apotropaic eyes on the helmet visor. The pieces and 
the images they bear undoubtedly form a set de-
signed to send a coherent message to participants 
in ceremonies through symbols that “narrated” the 
ruler’s illustrious history, mythology and sover-
eignty. As these exceptional items were placed in 
the tomb, we can assume that, in the minds of the 
Getae elite, they would have the same significance 
in the “afterlife”.

Although the Peretu tumulus is not impressive in 
terms of its size or construction technique, as it is 
a simple earthen mound without stone or wooden 
burial chambers, its importance is derived from the 
lavish grave goods and a series of rituals specific to 
certain Getae princes. By way of example, this grave 
yielded a total of 61 pieces, and those made of silver 
alone weigh 2.5 kg. Among other things, the grave 
goods included ceremonial pieces of silver-gilt 
(helmet, human head, necklace), iron weapons (a 
spearhead and a knife), silver and bronze vessels for 
storing, preparing and drinking liquids (a cauldron, 

prove that there were Thracian workshops and ar-
tisans who created characteristic types of pieces 
and decorative compositions, illustrating a distinc-
tive ideology.

The existence of Thracian artisans and workshops is 
no longer questioned, having been proved both sty-
listically and epigraphically. As for types of objects, 
the helmets are undoubtedly original creations; the 
greaves, chalices and rhytons originated as types 
in the Graeco-Persian world, but their figurative 
depictions differ from the ones specific to those ci-
vilisations; harness fittings or ornaments, though 
inspired by Scythian culture, found new creative 
expression in the Thracian world (swirling horse 
heads, some highly stylised), and the representa-
tions are largely different. The widespread presence 
and significant role of geometric motifs, with a long 
history in this region, is remarkable. Themes and 
scenes typical of the Getae world include “animal 
processions”, bulging eyes, and the motif of the 
bird of prey-fish-boar/hare. Some characters in 
figurative scenes wear Thracian dress, which tal-
lies with descriptions in written sources. For these 
reasons, we believe the Getae elite did have their 
own unique artistic style.

Ideology, mythology, religion: 
Pieces, motifs, scenes and 
decorative compositions
Getae ideology, mythology and religion are illus-
trated by various tombs and treasures containing 
pieces of precious metals with characteristic figu-
rative scenes and motifs.

Although there are many exceptional finds, we will 
only briefly mention two, a tomb and a hoard, which 
best reflect the status and wealth of the Getae rulers. 
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an aryballos, a tray, a strainer, three phialai), the 
remnants of a four-wheeled ceremonial chariot and 
numerous harness pieces (appliqués, silver-coated 
bit) and indigenous clay vessels. 

The decoration and symbolism of the silver-gilt hel-
met with apotropaic eyes are remarkable, featuring 
a unicorn bird of prey with a fish in its beak and a 
hare in its talons on the cheek guards, and three 
deer on the neck guard, as is the human head, also 
made of silver-gilt, which may represent a deity or 
even the chieftain buried there (fig. 6).

The funerary ceremony was complex: the deceased 
was transported in a ritual chariot, the burial 
site was purified with fire, a horse was sacrificed, 
a cow and three dogs were buried, etc. All these 
aspects suggest that a Getae ruler, probably the 
leader of a political structure in the area, was bur-
ied here around 350 BC.

Sometime later, in the early third century BC, the 
Băiceni hoard was deposited east of the Carpathians, 
a total of 70 gold pieces weighing over 2 kg, among 
them a helmet, two bracelets and numerous harness 
fittings. This exceptional treasure may also have 
been placed in a lavish tomb; the entire set of pre-
cious metal pieces are nothing more than symbols 
of the local chieftain’s power in his role as the en-
throned ruler. In the area near where the hoard was 
found, there was a burial tradition characterised 
by spectacular funerary architecture, such as the 
tumuli necropolis of Cucuteni-Dealul Gosan or 
the impressive fortress of Cotnari-Cătălina from the 
fifth–third centuries BC. 

Fig. 5. Graphic close-up of Greave no. 1 from the grave 
goods of the princely tomb of Agighiol, Tulcea county, 
MNIR ©MNIR ©Radu Oltean.

Fig. 6. Close-up of the helmet cheekpiece from the grave 
goods of the princely tomb of Peretu, Teleorman county, 
MNIR © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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Principal decorative motifs, scenes and 
compositions: What do they symbolise?

The Thracian ruler, hero of a forgotten mythology, 
is the central iconographic motif, represented by a 
male figure, usually on horseback but sometimes 
seated on a throne,  whose gestures or symbolic at-
tributes suggest solemn acts.

The rider and the sacred hunt, the most common 
motif in the art of the Getae and of the Thracians in 
general, presents a horseman, occasionally in ar-
mour, moving to the left or the right. There are more 
than 30 known representations of the rider on differ-
ent types of pieces, most of which were discovered 
in the Lower Danube area. These riders never have 
helmets or shields, nor are they shown in true bat-
tle scenes. In some cases the scene is clearly about 
hunting, with a rider casting a spear at a lion (Lukovit, 
Oguz) or a bear (Letnica). For these reasons, we 
believe they depict hunting scenes, sporting compe-
titions or a solemn moment in the ruler’s life. It is no 
coincidence that the depicted prey are strong and 
even ferocious animals like lions, bears, wild boars 
or stags, as the future leader had to show courage 
and skill, and hunting these animals was a rite of 
passage, a test prior to his investiture.

Surprisingly, pieces of artistic metalwork do not de-
pict archers hunting or fighting a foe; the bow is 
always held in one hand or close by, as in the cases 
of the enthroned male figures on the Băiceni helmet 
and the first Agighiol greave, or the female fig-
ures on two cups from the Rogozen hoard. Whether 
they are sitting on a throne, riding a lion or racing 

Types of pieces. We will only mention helmets, 
greaves, chalices and rhytons, given their excep-
tional role in the lives of the Thracian aristocracy.

The five helmets found to date, all gold or silver, 
are the most characteristic and expressive elements 
of Getae artistic metalwork, not only because they 
are confined to the area occupied by this people (in 
graves, hoards or as isolated pieces) or represent 
a unique type, but also because they bear some 
of the most relevant figurative scenes and motifs. 
We have yet to solve the mystery of why rulers or 
nobles were never depicted wearing helmets, and 
why these items were never placed beside the dead 
man’s head in graves.

Metal greaves, all of silver-gilt and discovered in what 
are probably royal tombs, are typical elements of 
Getae representation, with decorative scenes of par-
ticular importance for their ideology. Although the 
greaves were made by Getae in the Lower Danube 
region, two pairs were probably received in gift ex-
changes, one with the Triballi (Vratsa) and another 
with the Odrysians (Malomirovo-Zlatinica).

The five silver chalices, all found in the area inhabited 
by northern Thracians (in graves or hoards), played 
a special role in their mythology; the most famous 
scene is the “animal procession”, a parade of real 
and fantastic creatures with special mythological and 
symbolic significance.

Rhytons, more than 20 of which have appeared in 
Thracian lands, were instrumental in their cere-
monies and banquets, as we know from images of 
high-ranking figures with rhytons in their hands and 
from the figurative scenes on the vessels themselves. 

Fig. 7. Graphic close-up of figures depicted on the Poroina 
Mare rhyton, Mehedinți county, MNIR ©MNIR ©Radu 
Oltean.
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show anthropo-daemons and fabulous creatures. 
The images on the helmet may convey a meaning-
ful message told in coherent scenes: the sacrifice 
of the ram was intended to ward off chaos and fear, 
suggested by the terrifying creatures on the back of 
the piece, thereby restoring balance to society, all 
under the omnipotent gaze of the ruler suggested 
by the “apotropaic eyes” on the visor.

The presence of the apotropaic eye motif on all five 
gold or silver helmets found solely in the area occu-
pied by the Getae has sparked lively debates about 
how to interpret its meaning. The idea that these 
eyes were meant to intimidate enemies in battle is 
not acceptable for two reasons: firstly, these gold 
and silver pieces could not have afforded any real 
protection in combat; and secondly, this motif does 
not appear on real battle helmets of bronze or iron. 
In our opinion, these bulging eyes depicted on the 

winged horses, the solemn attitude of the human 
figures and the presence of other objects with sa-
cred connotations, such as the rhyton, illustrate the 
high rank of the people represented on these piec-
es, probably kings or deities.

Enthroned figures, both male and female, appear 
on the Băiceni helmet, the first Agighiol greave, the 
Malomirovo-Zlatinica greave, the Poroina rhyton 
and the Borovo vase, among other pieces. Their el-
evated status is indicated by their presence on the 
throne, a symbol of authority, and by the sacred sig-
nificance of certain motifs (the unicorn bird) or the 
vessels in their hands (rhytons or phialai) (fig. 7).

The cheek guards of the gold helmet from Coțofenești 
depict the sacrifice of a ram with a dagger wield-
ed by a man wearing a breastplate and helmet (?), 
while two superimposed bands on the neck guard 
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hare; and, of course, the bird has a horn. It has been 
interpreted as a supernatural, divine being, perhaps 
even the Great God of the Getae. However, in our view 
this iconography reflects the sovereignty of the ruler 
over the cosmos (his realm), with the three animals 
metaphorically representing the heavens (bird), land 
(hare) and water (fish). Moreover, the same motif ap-
pears on the Peretu helmets and the helmet now in 
the Detroit Institute of Art, underscoring its predomi-
nant role in local mythology.

Female figures are far less frequent in Thracian ar-
tistic metalwork, perhaps because women played 
a minor role in Thracian society, especially among 
the warrior elite. However, there are some represen-
tations of particular importance for understanding 
Thracian ideology. We find female characters seat-
ed on a throne (the Poroina rhyton or the Malomirovo 
greave), with wings (on a cup from Rogozen) or pre-
senting the crown to a rider (on the fresco in the 
Sveštari tomb). In these cases, we can assume that 
they are goddesses or perhaps priestesses (?) in-
volved in important ritual ceremonies. 

In the area inhabited by the Getae and the northern 
Thracians in general, there are no known depictions 
of women in combat or bearing arms, nor inscrip-
tions on vases with female names of Thracian 
dynasties, nor deceased women associated with 
weapons—in other words, no evidence to support 
the existence of horsewomen.

The Poroina Mare rhyton is an exceptional piece in 
terms of its artistic merits and the message it con-
veys. It depicts two female figures wearing what may 
be ceremonial Thracian dress reflected in a mirror. 
Considering the symbolism of the throne and the 
vessels she is holding (especially the rhyton, which 
strengthens or doubles the significance of the piece 
on which the images are represented), the figure 

front part of helmets, just above the wearer’s eyes, 
were intended to suggest the ruler’s power to see 
and control all, as the true master of his realm; when 
these pieces were laid in the tomb, it was probably 
believed that these “double eyes” would help the de-
ceased on his daring and dangerous journey through 
darkness to the “afterlife”.

Libations. Another scene found on several types of 
gold or silver pieces features men—or, less com-
monly, women—riding or seated on a throne, 
holding rhytons, phialai or horns. The lofty status of 
those making the libations, such as kings or deities, 
is suggested by their solemn poses and the sacred 
symbolism of the vessels in their hands.

The animal procession that appears on the four silver 
chalices, with minor differences, is probably the most 
complex and difficult scene to interpret. The chalices 
present three decorative registers: a) above, a frieze of 
heads of birds of prey, occasionally joined by stag ant-
lers; b) in the middle, the “animal procession”; and c) 
below, a fabulous creature or feline with a boar in its 
claws. The standard central composition is a unicorn 
bird holding a fish in its beak and a hare in its talons, 
followed by a deer, an eight-legged animal and a bil-
ly goat, with another bird of prey facing the unicorn 
bird. This composition is an original mythological cre-
ation of the Getae, in which Scythian-Siberian and 
northern Italian influences are detectable. The uni-
corn bird can be considered the main character in 
the scene: its power is illustrated by the fact that it 
is disproportionately larger than the other animals, 
with a very exaggerated beak and talons to indicate 
its higher rank, while the horn suggests a supernatu-
ral quality. It is obviously not a scene found in nature, 
given the unrealistic details: a bird cannot hold a fish 
in its beak and grasp another animal in its talons at 
the same time; the fish is held by the head rather 
than the body; sometimes the talons barely touch the 
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prestige and leading role in society. As we can infer 
from written sources and figurative representations, 
banquets, where gifts were often exchanged, were 
conducted according to certain rules; more than so-
cial or ceremonial events, they served to ratify and 
formalise agreements between rulers, or between 
them and the aristocracy.

Why were vast riches buried with the dead in their 
tombs or separately? It is hard to imagine that items 
of such value would have been buried with the dead 
without stirring feelings of frustration among their 
surviving relatives and communities unless there 
was a strong religious reason for doing so. The in-
terment of the deceased, the impressive structures 
built beneath tumuli, the sacrifice of horses, the 
ceremonial pieces and festive wares all suggest that 
the rulers believed they could preserve their rank 
and achieve immortality in the “afterlife” through 
heroisation rites and prestigious grave goods.

The largest and most abundant treasures have 
been discovered, not in fortresses or shrines, but as 
isolated hoards. It is hard to believe that their con-
cealment was motivated solely by fear of foreign 
invasions or a desire to have a secret cache, like a 
safe for depositing valuables. A more likely hypoth-
esis is that most of these hoards were buried for 
religious reasons; the treasures were probably offer-
ings made to different deities in the hope that they 
would protect their territory, ensure their wellbeing 
and prestige in the community, and grant them im-
mortality in the “other world”.

Why did the Getae elite create their own ideology and 
figurative representations? What story do they tell? 

The social hierarchy, the creation of political 
structures, the transition from tribal confedera-
cies to kingdoms, the accumulation of wealth, and 

that accompanies her, probably a worshipper, and 
the sun motif between the bull’s horns, we can as-
sume that the main character is a goddess.

In addition, representations on Thracian artistic 
metalwork reveal important anthropological and eth-
nographic information, such as the appearance and 
hairstyles of individuals, their attire, accessories 
and ornaments, weapons and horse harnesses, etc.

It is also interesting to note that we never find scenes 
of everyday life or children depicted on Getae trea-
sures, a strong argument in favour of interpreting 
these as sacred rather than secular scenes.

Why did the Getae princes accumulate so much 
wealth? The lavish grave goods found in certain 
tombs and hoards shows that prestige and personal 
achievements, aspiring to a superhuman status ob-
tained through heroisation rites, were the supreme 
values of the Thracian elite, intended to highlight 
their wealth and social status. In order to acquire 
power and prestige in society, they accumulat-
ed riches in several ways: gift exchanges, tributes, 
purchases, commissions in their own court, and 
perhaps even looting.

On what occasions did they wear these splendid 
pieces made of precious metals? Court ceremonies, 
inaugural events, religious ceremonies, the recep-
tion of foreign emissaries, weddings, banquets or 
celebrations after a hunt or a war were all oppor-
tunities for aristocrats to display their wealth and 
prestige. We must try to imagine these “Gold 
and Silver Princes” in the context of such events, 
where their sumptuous ornaments and vessels, all 
made of precious metals, must have dazzled audi-
ences with the opulence and heroic traditions of 
their bearers, while the magical properties of the 
images depicted on them cemented their authority, 
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struggle to identify what is being said and how, but 
it is easier to figure out for whom it was intended and 
why. Without written information, modern interpre-
tations are never complete and unquestionable, only 
possible or probable, considering the many differ-
ent potential meanings of iconographic depictions. 
However, our interpretations must be logical, co-
herent, credible and within the boundaries of their 
possible imagery, based on what we know about this 
period in the development of Getae society.

Is the art of the Getae elite ahistorical? 

We believe there are several solid reasons for reject-
ing this hypothesis: Getae art evolved in a clearly 
defined geographical area (between the Balkans, 
the Carpathians and the Black Sea) and in a specific 
time period (around 400–250/200 BC); furthermore, 
the images and scenes represented on certain types 
of pieces reflect a collective imagery, ideology and 
art distinct from that of neighbouring peoples.

Despite the many unsolved mysteries and uncer-
tainties, we can safely say that archaeological finds 
support the existence of a “Getae heritage” of deco-
rative compositions and motifs, created for internal 
reasons and with a unique purpose, that constitutes 
a specific cultural paradigm. 

The kingdoms period (first 
century BC–AD 106): Historical 
overview 

exposure to the luxury of the courts of the Persian 
or Macedonian kings and to the Greek world made 
the Thracian elite eager to imitate those opulent 
lifestyles. They clearly wanted to distinguish them-
selves as individuals, so loans from other cultures 
were adapted to local possibilities and preferenc-
es. Through precious metal pieces and the images 
represented on them, they sought to flaunt their 
wealth, status and personal achievements, im-
pressing contemporaries with their importance.

On the whole, Thracian art is characterised by a 
balanced use of anthropomorphic and zoomorphic 
imagery, a unity of figures, an emphasis on feroc-
ity and a rejection of the monstrosity of animals, a 
denial of the morphic union between the plant and 
animal kingdoms, and the significant presence of 
geometric elements. 

In Thracian society, where writing was only used in 
exceptional situations, images spoke louder than 
words, and metaphorical language was the one best 
suited to convey a message conceived by a mythical 
mentality: thus, aside from its aesthetic function, 
the image communicated a message. This ideology 
could only be expressed and understood by means 
of a coherent iconographic programme, agreed 
upon and familiar to both wearers and spectators.

Thracian art is simultaneously narrative, as it “tells” 
something, and symbolic, for only those who knew 
the “codes” could understand the meaning of the 
scenes and decorative compositions. It is hard for us 
to decipher because of the scarcity of written sourc-
es and symbolisation, and also because decorative 
compositions and images were arranged accord-
ing to the internal logic of certain myths, rites and 
legends. Moreover, today we cannot reconstruct 
the original order in which pieces were placed in 
hoards and graves with any certainty. This is why we 

The name “Dacians” probably refers to a tribe of peo-
ple (apparently settled in Intra-Carpathian lands) 
which, in the works of ancient authors, became a 
generalised ethnonym. In any event, until the end 
of their history the terms “Getae” and “Dacian” were 
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the sporadic use of writing) and in artistic creation. 
The artistic repertoire incorporated new themes 
and, above all, Mediterranean ornamental mo- 
tifs and technologies never used before in lands 
north of the Danube (hewn stone walls, slips on 
luxury wares, etc.). The distinctive trait of the 
north Danubian Dacian civilisation was that all 
Mediterranean influences passed through a strong 
local filter and were adapted to local possibilities 
and tastes, sometimes altering them so much that 
they are hardly recognisable.

In contrast to the previous period, in the days of the 
Dacian kingdom social hierarchies were restructured, 
probably due to a change in the ideological values on 
which they were based. Written sources and archae-
ological research clearly point to the emergence of a 
new elite, who developed a new identity expressed 
through symbols of social status (a distinctive cap 
called a pileus, ornaments, weapons, etc.) and gen-
erally lived in fortresses or the acropolises of fortified 
towns. This cosmopolitan elite apparently derived 
their authority and legitimacy from religion. Temples 
and the custom of burying valuables (hoards of orna-
ments and coins, caches of iron pieces, etc.) illustrate 
the prestige of the aristocracy and the resources in-
vested in consolidating it. 

The first Dacian kingdom: 
Burebista’s realm

practically synonymous and often confused in the 
minds of the authors of antiquity. In this respect, 
Dio Cassius’s words (LXVII, 6, 2) are quite telling: “I 
call the people Dacians, the names used by the na-
tives themselves as well as by the Romans, though 
I am not ignorant that some Greek writers refer to 
them as Getae, whether that is the right form or 
not.” The (Intra-Carpathian) Dacians entered the 
world stage as a result of the growing politico-mili-
tary importance of these tribes and the events that 
transpired as Rome approached the natural bound-
ary of the Danube.

Based on the assertions of ancient authors, 
Romanian historiography invented a more or less 
appropriate artificial formula, “Geto-Dacians” or 
“Daco-Getae”, to suggest that the two ethnonyms 
were identical or similar.

During this period, Dacia underwent significant 
changes similar to those experienced in central and 
western continental Europe. New settlements were 
established and quickly grew into “residential cen-
tres” (davae in the Dacian language) with defensive, 
artisanal, commercial, political, religious and mon-
etary functions. They did not resemble the oppida of 
central and western Europe, but they seem to have 
played a similar role. The term davae is reflected in 
the suffixes of the names given to these settlements 
(Piroboridava, Tamasidava, Buridava, Argedava, 
etc.), as documented in certain ancient sources or 
in the toponyms of the Roman provincial period.

Cultural dialogue with the Mediterranean was an im-
portant constant in the lives of communities north 
of the Danube, who traded goods with and imported 
technology from the Hellenistic and Roman world. The 
effects of changes are specifically apparent in 
the archaeology of settlements (imported items, 
influences on architecture, pottery production or 

The sudden interest of ancient writers in the events 
and historical figures of this region can be linked 
to the political and military actions of King Burebista 
in the first century BC, whose military power and po-
litical authority were based on religion. The power 
of this fledgling kingdom was derived from its mili-
tary might, and its expeditions caught the attention 
of contemporaries. There is some debate as to when 
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As for religion, we observe the sudden appearance, 
with no notable precedents, of specific types of tem-
ples, usually associated with fortified settlements 
or fortresses. Another novelty of this period was the 
Hellenistic-inspired architecture of residential and 
military fortifications built on high elevations in 
southern Transylvania. These structures had walls of 
hewn stone blocks, towers and characteristic gates, 
symbols of the power and prestige of a priestly and 
military aristocracy.

Following the death of the king, sometime after 44 
BC, his realm was divided into several anonymous 
“states” that are hard to identify on the ground or 
at the institutional level. Written sources mention 
the succession of a line of authority, apparent-
ly a lineage of kings in central Dacia (southern 
Transylvania). In fact, archaeologists have detect-
ed continuing construction work at the ceremonial 
centre of Sarmizegetusa Regia (Grădiștea de Munte) 
and an increase in its population over the last cen-
tury prior to the Roman conquest.

In the second half of the first century AD, the 
Intra-Carpathian Dacians grew more powerful 
and intensified their raids south of the Danube, 
some of which posed a serious threat to Roman 
dominion. The Dacian tribes became increasing-
ly prevalent in Roman written sources and were 
sometimes mentioned as a real military threat, as it 
seems they deliberately took advantage of the un-
rest and power imbalances within the Roman state. 

The Dacian kingdom appears to have consolidat-
ed its achievements at this time, making better 
use of local resources and perhaps even benefiting 
from external pressure. The Romans had reached 
the Danube line, while persistent barbarian raids 
occasionally provoked military actions and even de-
portations to the south bank of the Danube.

Burebista became a powerful ruler, though this 
probably happened between 82 and 60 BC.

“Boerebistas, a Getan, on setting himself in authori-
ty over the tribe, restored the people, who had been 
reduced to an evil plight by numerous wars, and 
raised them to such a height through training, so-
briety, and obedience to his commands that within 
only a few years he had established a great empire 
and subordinated to the Getae most of the neigh-
bouring peoples. And he began to be formidable 
even to the Romans, because he would cross the 
Ister [Danube] with impunity and plunder Thrace as 
far as Macedonia and the Illyrian country; and he not 
only laid waste the country of the Celti who were in-
termingled with the Thracians and the Illyrians, but 
actually caused the complete disappearance of the 
Boii who were under the rule of Critasirus, and also of 
the Taurisci” (Strabo, VII, 3, 11). The quote refers to the 
bellicose actions initiated around 60 BC against the 
Celtic tribes of southwest Dacia: the Scordisci in the 
vicinity of modern-day Belgrade, and the Boii and 
Taurisci of northwest Dacia.

Literary and epigraphic sources mention the con-
quest of Greek towns on the western shore of the 
Black Sea, from Olbia in the north to Apollonia on 
the southern coast, in the year 55 BC. These towns 
were taken by force or surrendered; it was important 
to control them because of their economic power, 
expressed in tributes. In addition, the construction 
programme in the centre of the new realm (fortifi-
cations built using Hellenistic methods) begun by 
Greek architects and artisans proves that the king 
was not merely intent on sacking these towns. The 
king’s military triumphs strengthened his position 
in southeast Europe, so much so that, according to 
written source, he tried to get involved in the civil 
war between Caesar and Pompey by offering his sup-
port to the latter.
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Sarmatian tribes, for a long time Decebalus stub-
bornly resisted Roman offensives during two wars 
(AD 101–102 and 105–106). However, the king had 
to contend with traitors in his own camp as well as 
an overwhelming military force and an exceptional 
commander, Emperor Trajan, and eventually Dacia 
was conquered.

The primary cause of the wars, aside from Dacia’s 
rich underground resources and fabulous loot, was 
the danger that the Dacian kingdom represent-
ed for Rome in this part of the continent, with its 
armed attacks and possible alliances that might re-
group the barbarian forces hostile to Rome in the 
region. The Romans plundered a vast quantity of 
precious metal, evincing the concentration of gold 
in the hands of the highest authorities. Ancient au-
thors, summarised by others, especially Byzantine 
writes, say that the Romans seized a staggering 
1.65 million kg of gold and 3.11 million kg of silver, 
though these amounts are probably exaggerated. 
Moreover, the discoveries made by modern trea-
sure hunters have confirmed the wealth of gold 
owned by the Dacian kings.

Art in the Dacian kingdom (first 
century BC–first century AD)

Decebalus’s realm (AD 87–106): 
A challenge to the Roman state
The main causes of the reorganisation and consol-
idation of the Dacian kingdom were probably the 
extraction and processing of iron ore and the concen-
tration of gold in the hands of the most powerful elite, 
perhaps for political and religious reasons. The reli-
gious justification of the king’s power may also have 
been a factor in the broader assertion of his authority.

The second Dacian kingdom was geographically 
smaller than in Burebista’s time, but its institutions 
and political system were better organised. A series 
of forts, some of which were enlarged and rebuilt, 
formed the backbone of Dacian defence against 
Roman attacks.

Dio Cassius (LXVII, 6, 1) painted an impressive por-
trait of Decebalus, the last king of the Dacians: “At 
this time the Romans became involved in a very se-
rious war with the Dacians, whose king was then 
Decebalus. This man was shrewd in his understand-
ing of warfare and shrewd also in the waging of war; 
he judged well when to attack and chose the right 
moment to retreat; he was an expert in ambuscades 
and a master in pitched battles; and he knew not 
only how to follow up a victory well, but also how to 
manage well a defeat. Hence he showed himself a 
worthy antagonist of the Romans for a long time.” 

The scenes on Trajan’s Column in Rome depict the 
most important episodes in the Dacian-Roman 
war, but given its ideological and propagandistic 
motivation, as well as the obviously schematic na-
ture of the narrative, it can hardly be considered 
an unquestionable source, although its gener-
al historical importance is undeniable. Making the 
most of the steep, easily defensible terrain, his nu-
merous fortresses and his military alliances with 

Only a small number of artistic objects have survived 
to the present day, primarily because those made 
of organic materials such as leather, fabric or wood 
were lost. The majority can be classified as popular 
or “folk art”, used to embellish everyday items, from 
clothing accessories to wooden architectural ele-
ments. We also know that the vast treasure captured 
by the Romans contained objects made of precious 
metals and lavish decorations, and the quantity and 
value of the hoards discovered by treasure hunters 
in recent decades give us a hint of what might have 
existed in the vicinity of the Dacian capital.
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this area. The fact that these bracelets, similar to 
the silver ones, are made entirely of gold and were 
discovered in hoards in the heart of the Dacian king-
dom suggests that they were symbols of royalty and/
or the high priesthood (fig. 8). 

Many silver objects (especially phalerae and fibu-
la-phalerae) from this period have thin gold plating 
applied with the help of mercury. Most of these 
pieces were engraved or stamped with geometric or 
plant motifs and have a zoomorphic head (probably 
a snake) at the ends, indicating an understated, al-
most “severe” style.

However, there are several relevant exceptions, 
genuine works of art.

The anthropomorphic shield fibulae from the first 
century BC, found primarily outside the Carpathians 
(the Coada Malului and Bălănești hoards), feature 
a repoussé male or female figure on the front, not 
clearly identifiable as a mortal or a deity. The rest of 
the surface is decorated with dots, lines or stylised 
palmettes, suggesting a horror vacui mentality. 
Similar bust-length figures are also found on two 
phalerae from Bucharest-Herăstrău, in this case 
applied to bronze fibulae. In all likelihood, the im-
ages have some kind of religious significance, but 
they could also be “portraits” of a royal personage.

The representations on the phalerae from the 
Surcea hoard (in eastern Transylvania) are quite 
interesting. In the middle of the oval phalera we 
see the repoussé image of a rider moving to the 
left, preceded by a bird of prey and accompanied 
by an animal (a dog?) in hieratic pose, suggest-
ing victory or triumph (perhaps in battle or on a 
hunt). The round phalera presents an image of the 
front part of a flying griffin framed by incised semi-
ovals. Both depictions could be emblems, wordless 

In traditional societies that did not use writing, dec-
oration was an important means of communication, 
as images tend to speak louder than words. Their 
meanings could only be understood by the society 
that created them, because if these meanings were 
lost or changed, then the image would no longer be 
associated with its original “message”. Therefore, 
in the absence of written records, deciphering the 
symbols of these ancient images is difficult and 
fraught with risk; even so, they are still valuable 
tools for reconstructing the ideology, religion, so-
cial life and identities of the communities that made 
them.

Silver art: Hoards

The burial of hoards containing coins, vessels, orna-
ments or sets of ornaments (bracelets, ornamental 
chains, fibulae, phalerae) designed to display the 
prestige and social status of their owners is a sin-
gular phenomenon observed primarily in the late 
second and first centuries AD. The representa-
tions on certain pieces, especially the phalerae, 
suggest that some of these objects were probably 
part of ceremonial attire. Some may depict myth-
ological aspects which, in the absence of written 
sources, remain a mystery. These treasures, made 
by specialised artisans, were probably status sym-
bols commissioned by members of the elite, an idea 
supported by the fact that most of them were found 
in residential centres or fortresses.

The finds made to date seem to indicate that sil-
ver was a status symbol of the Dacian aristocracy, 
whereas gold was extremely rare, except in the area 
around the Dacian capital of Sarmizegetusa Regia, 
suggesting that it was reserved mainly for temples 
and royal treasures. This is borne out by the numer-
ous spiral bracelets and hoards of gold coins (Koson 
staters) found by treasure hunters exclusively in 
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Fig. 8. Dacian gold bracelets discovered at Sarmizegetusa 
Regia, Grădiștea de Munte, Orăștioara de Sus, Hunedoara 
county, MNIR © MNIR © Marius Amarie.

representations of “scenes” whose meaning would 
have been understood at the time. 

At Sâncrăieni, also in eastern Transylvania, a chance 
discovery revealed a splendid hoard containing, 
among other things, a set of drinking vessels made 
of partly gilded silver, incontrovertible archaeolog-
ical proof that lavish aristocratic banquets were 
celebrated in Dacia. The set includes kantharoi and 
conical or hemispherical mastoi, many of them rich-
ly decorated, especially with engravings, and partly 
gilded. The types of vessels and their decoration are 

Mediterranean in inspiration, but the details of the 
execution show that the artisan was local.

In terms of figurative art, the most interesting silver 
hoard was found at Lupu (central Transylvania). It is 
dated to the first century BC and comprises pieces 
decorated with mythological images. Consisting of 
seven silver plate discs with repoussé decoration, a 
pair of fibulae, a silver mastos and a bronze jug, it is 
probably a set of liturgical objects. This hypothesis 
is supported by the conditions in which it was found 
(buried in a shallow pit covered by a stone slab) and 
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figure, a lion, a wolf (?), solar motifs, etc. Do these 
scenes represent the quintessence of the rider my-
thology or the class of Dacian horsemen?

Iron art? In general, iron was used to make tools, 
weapons and objects for everyday use, and in the 
vicinity of Sarmizegetusa Regia there were several 
fortified centres with a quantity, quality and diver-
sity of iron objects unparalleled in all of Dacia. This 
can be explained by the abundance of iron ore in the 
mountains where these centres were established 
and by the presence of large forges, most of which 
have been found in the Dacian capital.

The most representative type of piece is the decora-
tive disc or “votive shield”, found only in the citadel 
of Alun-Piatra Roșie. We know of at least eight spec-
imens: two that were recovered during systematic 
excavations in a temple apse, and the rest found by 
treasure hunters in a well near the same building. 
These ornamental discs were made of repoussé and 
engraved plate iron, and tests done on two speci-
mens revealed that the edges were plated with tin 
(which shone like silver), while the central medal-
lion was gilded. The decorative compositions are 
circular, arranged in three concentric registers, and 
designed to draw the eye to the central field where 
the most important image is displayed: namely, real 
animals (bulls/bison, deer, lion) or fabulous crea-
tures (griffin). The rest of the decorative surface is 
covered with plant motifs, some of Mediterranean 
inspiration (a lotus flower, for example). The loca-
tions where they were found (in a temple apse and 
hidden in a nearby well), their decoration (the sol-
emn “heraldic” poses of the animals) and other 
details of the known pieces (fixture holes and nails) 
tell us that they were exhibited in this temple, se-
cured to a wooden frame, and probably had a votive 
function. The sharply bent edges of some pieces, 
with nails still in their holes, suggest that they were 

the intentional deterioration of the pieces, suggest-
ing a ritual interment. Two of the discs bear an eagle 
with a serpent in its talons—an ancient image with 
emblematic meaning that suggests the suprema-
cy of a heavenly power over an earthly one (perhaps 
the symbol of a Pantocrator-type deity?) (fig. 9). 
This theme, widely used in antiquity and also found 
in Getae art of the fourth–third century BC, has no 
“nationality” or age. Two other discs feature imag-
es of riders with an oval shield on their left side, 
raising their right arms in a gesture of greeting, 
invocation or blessing. Another two pieces depict 
female figures surrounded by various symbols, in-
cluding a twisted “coil” ending in a “head”, perhaps 
of a dragon-serpent, an amphora and a feline. The 
final piece bears another iconic image: a winged 
female figure flanked by two animals (felines?), a 
“Lady of the Beasts”-type goddess with her repre-
sentative minions. These images are exceptionally 
important and significant for two reasons: firstly, 
because they form a homogeneous set of sacred or 
mythological depictions created by a native artisan; 
and secondly, because they are clearly connected 
to certain decorative motifs and themes specific to 
the treasures of the Getae “princes” of the fourth–
third centuries BC.

During this late period (first century BC–first centu-
ry AD), the number of decorative compositions and 
scenes that combine different characters and sym-
bols is much smaller than in the previous phase. The 
most frequent is undoubtedly the representation of 
the rider theme, found on silver pieces and pottery 
items (vases, “medallions”, statuettes), particular-
ly in large settlements where secular and religious 
leaders, artisans and merchants lived. Is this rider a 
god or a hero? The most complex, albeit incomplete, 
composition is depicted in relief on the kantharos 
from Răcătău, near the River Siret: an armed rid-
er, another similar winged figure on foot, a female 
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Bronze casting was also common in the Dacian set-
tlements of the first century BC–first century AD, as 
attested by the presence of moulds, ingots, foundry 
waste and finished products.

Two extraordinary anthropomorphic masks are usu-
ally mentioned as local products in works on Dacian 
art and religion: one discovered at Ocnița, south 
of the Carpathians, which actually appears to be 
a Roman Gaulish creation; and the bronze female 
bust found at the fortress of Alun-Piatra Roșie, in 

hastily torn off and buried by the Dacians, perhaps 
fearing that they would soon fall into Roman hands. 
The sacred and possibly votive purpose of these 
splendid artistic creations is indubitable.

Ornamental studs constitute another category of 
artistic pieces. These were essentially massive nails 
used to fix wooden elements to structures (walls, 
gates, pediments?). Most feature a decorative cir-
cular composition combining geometric and plant 
motifs, many of Mediterranean inspiration. 

Fig. 9. Phalera from the Lupu hoard, Alba county, with the 
image of a female deity, MNUAI © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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Bowls with ornaments in relief, another type of 
drinking vessel, borrowed from the Mediterranean 
world and adapted to local tastes, are found in cen-
tral Wallachia in the second–first century BC. The 
Hellenistic ornamental repertoire was enhanced 
with native themes and motifs: human figures in 
specific postures (female figures dancing, armed 
riders), coins, spurs, amphorae, geometric shapes 
and plant elements associated with a distinctive 
decorative syntax. The large number of patterns 
and pieces (over 700 in total) found at the cen-
tres of Popești, Crăsanii de Jos-Piscul Crăsani, 
Cârlomănești and Zimnicea is indicative of genuine 
mass production in the region. 

There are several remarkable examples of rhyton- 
type vessels—such as the one found at Crăsanii de 
Jos-Piscul Crăsani in southern Dacia, shaped like an 
animal horn with a horse protome modelled on the 
bottom—used in rites of worship.

Two other singular pieces come from Răcătău, one 
of the three main craft and trade centres in east-
ern Dacia. One is shaped like a wineskin with a 
rider sitting on it: the horse’s limbs and head are 
schematically depicted, the harness elements 
are suggested by incisions, and the rider’s legs, 
bust and head are actually the neck and mouth of 
the vessel, which may be a ritual vase. The other 
is a kantharos with reliefs that may represent, in a 
nutshell, the essential myth of this enigmatic rider, 
possibly a local ruler, where deities, fierce animals 
(lion, wolf) and sun symbols appear.

The discoveries made at Cârlomănești-Cetățuie, 
along the Carpathian arc, are unique in the Dacian 
world, as this is the only place where statuettes of 
animals or birds and riders have been found in tem-
ples, from whence they undoubtedly came. The 
zoomorphic figurines resting on pedestals with a 

the heart of the Dacian kingdom, possibly a late La 
Tène Celtic product, which may have been attached 
to a support or used as an ornament or accessory for 
a large vessel.

Pottery art. In Dacia, as in other parts of continental 
Europe, the production of local painted pottery lasted 
from the late second century BC to the first centu-
ry AD. Major production centres have been identified 
and associated with distinctive forms, such as the 
Brad dava, or specific decorations, as in the case 
of Sarmizegetusa Regia. The majority of the forms 
are tableware: bowls, large cups, “fruit dishes” and 
two-handled wine cups imitating katharoi or skyphoi. 

A special type of painted pottery in Dacia is that 
found in the area of Sarmizegetusa Regia, proba-
bly dating from the first century AD, with a series of 
surprising and riotous figurative motifs: geometric, 
plant and zoomorphic. In the case of zoomorphic 
themes, there is an obvious predilection for pred-
ators and fantastic animals (eagles, wolves, felines, 
bulls, griffins and other hybrid creatures). This may 
reflect an ideology of strength and sovereignty, per-
haps the most suitable way to display the aristocratic 
and warrior values of social and political circles in 
the Dacian capital. Rather than “narrating” some-
thing, the decorative compositions and motifs seem 
to be highly symbolic “heraldic” elements.

Parallelepiped vessels have only been discovered in 
two of the large settlements on the River Siret (Brad 
and Răcătău). These quadrangular box-shaped 
containers, with a strainer on the top and a tube 
for pouring liquids on the opposite side, some dec-
orated with a ram protome, appear to have served 
a ritual purpose, considering the limited number 
of them, their very small capacity, and their deco-
ration (three-dimensional, painted and sometimes 
applied) (fig. 10). 
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this area, as well as hybrid creatures (a deer with 
bull’s horns or a wolf with boar’s tusks, for example). 
Fragments of statuettes of men and horses, proba-
bly riders with shields in their left hands, have also 
been found. Considering the number of temples, 
the sacred objects identified and the age of the re-
mains (around 125–25 BC), we can conclude that 
this is the location of the oldest Dacian religious 

circular base, almost all of which were found in two 
temples and nearby wells, are unparalleled in the 
three-dimensional art of the Geto-Dacians in terms 
of their number, size and variety. The more than 
one hundred pieces, approximately 20–30 cm in 
height and diameter, represent wolves, wild boars, 
deer, grouse and waterfowl (swans and geese), all 
wild animals native to or which migrate through 

Fig. 10. Parallelepiped vessel with zoomorphic 
representation from Răcătău, Bacău county, CMIABC © 
MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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with certain types of pieces and figurative repre-
sentations that are fairly recognisable; this points 
to differences of ideology and iconography which 
were probably shaped by local traditions and for-
eign influences, as well as by the tendency of local 
leaders or communities to distinguish and individu-
alise themselves in the Dacian world. We can detect 
regional preferences for certain types of pieces and 
a specific decorative language. 

What purpose did such figurative representations 
serve for these late Iron Age communities? They were 
undoubtedly an important vehicle of expression, as 
they did not use writing to communicate. Images 
have always been more eloquent than words, and 
visual messages were obviously far more accessi-
ble. Messages conveyed by graphic means also had 
the advantage of the value of convention in the re-
lationship between images and their meaning—and 
therefore, implicitly, the value of communication. 

“Society of the living” and 
“community of the sleeping”

The funerary customs of the Thracians and of an-
cient peoples in general are a valuable source of 
information, telling us not only how they envisioned 
the “afterlife” but also how they lived in society, as 
these customs illustrate the “identity” of the de-
ceased along with some of the moral and religious 
values of his or her community. Archaeological dis-
coveries from the six centuries we are examining 
here must be divided into two different periods: a) 
the fifth–third century BC, when funerary customs 

centre identified to date. The discovery of a coin 
hoard with unique features and an inscription with 
a ruler’s name on a vessel points to the existence of 
a political structure in this same place.

Several noteworthy fragments of relief-decorat-
ed bowls found at the settlement of Zimnicea on 
the left bank of the Danube, dated to 150–50 BC, 
show scenes of female figures and riders which, 
given their fragmented state, are difficult to re-
construct. We can make out scenes of riders, some 
holding a shield with a boss in one hand and a short 
sword in the other, who occasionally are received 
by a woman with a rhyton in one hand and anoth-
er vessel (a phiale?) in the other. Another possible 
scene features three female figures with a halo 
or diadem around their heads, holding hands and 
appearing to dance. The scenes illustrate myth-
ological themes found on other artistic metal or 
pottery pieces, but the combination of riders with 
haloed women, possibly goddesses, at a Getae set-
tlement is particularly important.

The group of sites at Ocnița (centre of worship, for-
tresses and settlements) in the Olt river valley, south 
of the Carpathians, has yielded several significant fig-
urative finds, almost all on the so-called Sacred Hill, 
including a human mask and three medallions of 
bronze, vessels with zoomorphic protomes, andirons 
made of clay or iron, and anthropomorphic figurines. 
Although almost all the bronze and iron pieces are 
Celtic, Roman or Gaulish Roman imports, their cul-
tic use is proved by the contexts in which they were 
found (underground chambers and votive caches of 
an obviously religious nature). An inscription on one 
vessel indicates the presence of a local ruler, suggest-
ing that there was a local political structure (fig.11).

Therefore, archaeological discoveries prove that, 
within the Geto-Dacian world, there were areas 

Fig. 11. Bronze mask from Ocnița, Vâlcea county, MJVLAS 
© MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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to his descendants and his land and stood as a sign 
of his prestige for generations.

There are also necropolises of tumuli and occasion-
ally isolated barrows with less spectacular designs, 
weapons and battle gear of iron or bronze, which 
usually contain the cremated remains of individu-
als who may have been lower-ranking members of a 
warrior aristocracy.

The common folk were generally incinerated and laid 
to rest in flat cemeteries with fairly poor grave goods 
(usually clothing accessories). The vessels found be-
side the deceased were filled with food or drink, which 
may be indicative of their belief in life after death or 
merely the remnants of a funerary feast. 

Second century BC–first century 
AD: Warriors and “invisible” 
graves

remained relatively stable, documented in over 1,700 
graves; and b) the second century BC–first century 
AD, with far fewer funerary remains (approximately 
200), when beliefs and funerary or sacrificial cus-
toms changed significantly.

The fifth–third century BC. Constructions beneath 
aristocratic tumuli: Final palace or temporary stop 
on the way to immortality? Some bodies were laid to 
rest in veritable sculpted or painted temples, accom-
panied by gold and silver treasures with figurative 
representations, ceremonial chariots, horses with 
ceremonial harnesses, and perhaps even sacrificed 
servants. In such cases, was the tomb considered 
the ruler’s final palace? A series of Thracian tombs 
in the areas of Kazanluk-Plovdiv and Sboryanovo-
Sveštari, as well as those of Agighiol and Vratsa, fall 
under this category. In other cases, however, we 
have only found partial skeletons or isolated bones 
that suggest the dead were dismembered in com-
plicated rituals; this may indicate that the body was 
considered a “vessel” which had to be destroyed in 
order to release the “soul”, the only way to achieve 
immortality. If so, was the funerary structure mere-
ly regarded as a stopping place on the road to the 
world of the “immortals”?

Cremated remains were also deposited in aristo-
cratic barrows, although the grave goods were less 
lavish: does this reflect a deeper, more “spiritu-
al” notion of the “afterlife” or merely local or family 
traditions?

These funerary structures were probably used to 
bury rulers and high-ranking aristocrats. Only in 
a few cases have elements of iron or bronze battle 
gear—helmets, breastplates, greaves, shields and 
more frequently spearheads and arrowheads—been 
found in these graves. The tumulus, as a perpetual-
ly visible monument, symbolised the deceased’s ties 

The Dacian aristocracy. The grave goods in these 
cremation tumuli are richer and more varied in the 
tombs of Transylvania and Wallachia, dated to the 
first century BC, but first-century AD barrows in 
central Moldavia contain hardly any goods, suggest-
ing a sharp decline in traditional funerary customs. 
Considering that these are tumuli whose grave goods 
consist primarily of offensive and defensive weap-
ons and equipment (helmets, chain mail, shields, 
swords, curved daggers, spear and arrowheads, har-
ness pieces and, rarely, war chariots), we can assume 
that they are aristocratic tombs, perhaps of riders. 
This hypothesis is supported by the fact that the indi-
viduals resting under the mounds are always mature 
adult men, alone or with other human remains. These 
barrow clusters are located near certain large Dacian 
settlements and fortresses, and the pottery vessels, 
apart from Hellenistic imports, are Dacian.
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that there is an important gap spanning roughly 
one and a half centuries (circa 40/30 BC–AD 106): 
so far, not a single grave from that period has been 
positively identified in this area! However, there are 
other clusters of cremation graves, mostly belong-
ing to warriors, in the northeast (upper Dniester 
basin) and northwest (upper Tisza) sections of the 
territory inhabited by the Dacians.

We know very little about what was done with the 
rest of the population (women and children). Even 
so, in some cremation graves, anthropological 
analyses have identified women alongside the men, 
which could qualify certain conclusions formulat-
ed to date.

Nevertheless, it is odd that no necropolises for 
commoners have been found near the main Dacian 
centres (davae), such as Brad, Răcătău, Poiana 
and Popești, not even in the Orăștiei Mountains or 
southeast Transylvania, where there should have 
been hundreds of graves.

Archaeological discoveries have certified, beyond 
all doubt, that the transition from the third to the 
second century BC witnessed fundamental chang-
es in Geto-Dacian society in terms of their funerary 
practices and beliefs that led to the concealment 
and eventual disappearance of traditional buri-
als, as well as a gradual reduction in the amount of 
goods buried with the dead.

This sharp drop in the number of ordinary graves 
and the marked decline of funerary rites coincides 
with a significant increase in the presence of hu-
man bones in non-funerary contexts. The state of 
these bones (skeletons in abnormal positions or 
bearing signs of violence, partial skeletons or iso-
lated bones), the absence of burial and orientation 
standards, the lack of characteristic grave goods, 

The unification of the Geto-Dacians under a strong 
political structure during Burebista’s reign, their 
territorial expansion and the wealth accumulated 
during their military campaigns against the Celts 
and later in Thrace, as well as their subjugation, 
by force or diplomacy, of most of the Greek towns 
of the western Pontic area are not reflected in the 
richness of their funerary monuments. 

The gold and silver status symbols (helmets, greaves, 
ornaments, vessels, harness fittings) found in tu-
muli graves from the fourth–third century BC were 
replaced by practical battle gear (helmets, spear 
and arrowheads, swords and daggers, shields and 
chain mail made of bronze and iron) in tombs from 
the second–first century BC. The reason for this 
change was obviously religious, but perhaps it also 
had a political motivation, as the constellation of 
local rulers gave way to a hierarchic court aristoc-
racy that was more strictly controlled. Only Grave 
2 at Cugir, in southwest Transylvania, dated to the 
first half of the first century BC, retains some of 
the splendour and richness of the burials typical 
of the days of the Getae princes, as the deceased 
was cremated alongside lavish grave goods that in-
cluded a war chariot, three horses and their trappings, 
a helmet, chain mail, weapons and a gold piece.

Bands of warriors. In southern Romania, especially 
near the Danube, and southern Transylvania, there 
are over 60 recorded discoveries, mostly accidental, 
of more than 100 graves, isolated or in small groups. 
All are flat cremation graves, the vast majority with 
bones placed in the pit, whose grave goods consist 
of arrow and spearheads, swords, daggers, shields, 
horse bits, clothing accessories and ornaments 
and, occasionally, pottery vessels. Based on the in-
ventory of items, most of these graves are typical of 
warriors, many of them horsemen, and are dated to 
around  160/150–40/30 BC. It should also be noted 
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Approximately 700 anthropomorphic and zoomor-
phic figurines from the fourth century BC to the 
first century AD have been found at more than 120 
sites. Most were discovered in dwellings, usually 
near hearths, or “cached” in vessels and wells, and 
less frequently in graves. Interestingly, none have 
been documented in situ at Geto-Dacian temples. 
Around one third of the anthropomorphic figurines 
have holes, cavities or punctures made at the time 
they were modelled, while others have their hands 
tied behind their back; this indicates that they 
were used in “black magic”, based on the belief 
that whatever was done to the figurines would be 
felt by the intended real-life victims. If these figu-
rines had been used in a religious context, it seems 
highly improbable that the devout would have de-
liberately massacred their gods from the moment 
their images were shaped. Anthropomorphic figu-
rines without such signs of abuse may have been 
used in family worship rituals.

As the zoomorphic figurines bear no similar marks 
of violence, it is likely that they were used in “white 
magic” rituals to ensure the prosperity of the herd 
or success in the hunt by channelling the goodwill 
of animal “spirits”. They only depict animals spe-
cific to the area inhabited by the Thracians, with a 
particular emphasis on strong and even fierce wild 
animals such as bears, boars and eagles, as well 
as useful domesticated animals like bulls, horses, 
sheep and goats, but no fantastic creatures.

With very few exceptions, these anthropomorphic 
and zoomorphic figurines have little artistic merit, 
as they were probably made merely to comply with 
the magical “precepts” or rules required for their 
use. Moreover, such pieces were normally used in 
secret rituals, and therefore would not have been 
publicly displayed.

and the distribution by age (the vast majority are 
small children and there are no elderly individuals) 
tells us that these were not normal tombs but rath-
er the result of unusual ritual practices and perhaps 
even human sacrifices. We do not know what was 
done with the majority of deceased Dacians, es-
pecially commoners, for over a century and a half, 
whose fate is a mystery yet to be solved.

We can postulate two possible reasons for this: a) 
the generalisation of cremation and the scattering 
or placement of remains from the funerary pyre 
in water bodies, marshes, ravines, caves or other 
“discreet” locations where they would only be found 
by chance; or b) a ritual of exposing corpses to let 
them decompose in which, after a certain time, 
once all the “rites of passage” had been complet-
ed, the remains were disposed of or abandoned. In 
the latter case, the body would no longer have been 
considered sacred and could be neglected, a phe-
nomenon that would explain the discovery of partial 
skeletons or isolated bones at different places in 
settlements.

The Dacians only resumed normal funerary practic-
es, in both the province of Dacia and the territory of 
the free Dacians, after the Roman conquest in AD 
106 and the destruction of the Dacian state and re-
ligious hierarchy, when human sacrifices ceased.

Magic and witchcraft: Beliefs and 
practices
Objects commonly used in magic and witchcraft 
sometimes form genuine kits comprising anthro-
pomorphic and zoomorphic figurines, clay pieces 
shaped like seeds and grains, small bread loaves, 
ring cakes or different geometric forms, miniature 
vessels, exotic shells, tortoise shells, etc.
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performed, followed by rich and varied offerings. 
At these sacred centres, archaeologists have found 
zoomorphic and anthropomorphic clay figurines 
and statuettes and figurative depictions, occasion-
ally partial or whole human skeletons, an abundant 
and varied collection often comprising pieces intact 
or broken pieces in one place. Some notable differ-
ences among them in terms of the type of complex 
and the liturgical objects and offerings suggest ei-
ther the existence of beliefs and rituals specific to 
certain communities in those areas, or shared men-
talities expressed in different specific ways.

Worship centres of smaller communities, with a lo-
cal scope, are represented by fewer complexes with 
less valuable and less varied objects. Located out-
side settlements or fortresses, these centres had 
wells containing different types of pieces, skeletons 
or isolated human bones, and groups of furnacesand 
materials.

Sacred sites, mostly rectangular shrines with an 
apse or simple circular shrines, have been identi-
fied at every major davae (Brad, Pecica, Popești and 
Piscul Crăsani, for example). There is generally a 
single shrine, with others erected later around the 
perimeter. On certain occasions, ceremonies held 
at these sites may have been attended by members 
of neighbouring communities. Valuable figurative 
representations are also absent from these shrines.

The sacred monumental architecture specific to the 
period of the Dacian kingdom (first century BC–
first century AD) appeared suddenly, without any 
noteworthy precedents, probably in the middle 
of the last century of the pre-Christian era, when 
stone and wooden temples of an original type never 
seen before were built. This phenomenon has been 
linked to the activity of King Burebista and, above 
all, to the initiatives of the high priest Deceneus. 

In our opinion, these magic kits and the anthro-
pomorphic and zoomorphic figurines highlight 
the existence of two different sacred spheres for 
the Geto-Dacians under Burebista and Decebalus: the 
temples, as public buildings of worship, represent-
ed “official” religion and were acknowledged and 
controlled as such by the clergy and royalty; 
and a host of magical and witchcraft practices, 
deeply rooted in the mentality of the common peo-
ple and carried out in private family circles or to 
meet immediate practical needs. 

Society, religion, art

Places of worship in the Dacian world can be divided 
into several categories according to their purpose 
and importance.

Large religious centres like Sarmizegetusa Regia and 
Racoș were characterised by a concentration of cir-
cular and rectangular shrines for cults sanctioned by 
the central political and religious authorities and of-
ficiated by priests with an internal hierarchy. All save 
one have been found in the mountains, the majority in 
the vicinity of the Dacian capital, and, with a few rare 
exceptions, have not yielded any important figurative 
representations, treasures or copious offerings. The 
one exception is the religious centre at Cârlomănești, 
in the Buzău river valley, where so far five rectangu-
lar temples have been identified, some with an apse, 
which contained decorated altars and zoomorphic 
and anthropomorphic statuettes and other items 
(pottery vessels, ornaments, coins) (fig. 12).

Regional religious centres are fortified complexes 
which, given their size and the rich offerings dis-
covered there, could only have been “managed” 
by larger communities. Some sites, like Ocnița, 
have underground chambers where rituals were 
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Fig. 12. Graphic recreation of the religious centre 
of Racoș, Brașov county ©Radu Oltean.
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The sovereign’s military success and authority may 
have received support from religion. Certain reports 
by ancient authors indicate that the high priest was 
the king’s successor to the throne, thereby combin-
ing secular and religious authority.

The houses of worship erected in this time were 
destroyed during the Roman conquest and never re-
built, and the religion of the Dacian kingdom was 
eradicated. Some scholars believe that the temples 
in the vicinity of the Dacian capital were sacked, 
burned and razed by Roman troops. However, we 
think that this was done by the Dacians themselves, 
based on several important facts. The votive piec-
es and treasures were concealed by the Dacians so 
that they would not be stolen, the temples were torn 

down or burned, and the bases of the stone columns 
were destroyed with chisels and hammers—in oth-
er words, deconsecrated to avoid profanation. There 
are even two scenes on Trajan’s Column (CXIX and 
CXX) that show the Dacians burning monumental 
buildings in their capital, Sarmizegetusa Regia. We 
must also remember that the Dacian fortresses in 
the Orăștiei Mountains were not taken by surprise 
but besieged by Roman troops for a long period; 
therefore, the Dacians had time to conceal their sa-
cred objects (as proved by the many hoards that 
treasure hunters have found around Sarmizegetusa 
Regia) and deconsecrate their temples. In antiquity 
there are several similar cases of conquered peoples 
who destroyed their temples so that they would not 
be profaned by the Romans (fig. 13).
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knowledge and suggests that public sacrifices may 
have been made in this impressive setting.

The grandeur, originality and importance of the 
religious monuments in the sacred area of 
Sarmizegetusa Regia convinced UNESCO to declare 
it a World Heritage Site, along with several other 
nearby fortresses.

Temples of the same type have been found at sever-
al other contemporary sites; the most impressive is 
the one at Racoșul de Jos-Tipia Ormenișului (Braşov 
county), the second largest in Dacia. The building 
materials and certain aspects of the floor plan point 
to the use of local artisans and resources, but the 
repetition of a particular model suggests that 
the architecture was inspired by the same religious 
concepts. 

All these monumental structures denote the tremen-
dous efforts and resources that the central authority 
of the Dacian kingdom dedicated to displaying its 
strength and prestige and justifying its legitimacy. 

Figurative representations: From 
Getae heroes to Dacian gods? 

The most complex and complete floor plans of such 
buildings—quadrangular and circular, respective-
ly—are found at the ceremonial and cult centre of 
Sarmizegetusa Regia, where the size and propor-
tions of the structures are indeed monumental. 
This coherent complex of buildings, access roads 
and other facilities was designed to be a “stage” for 
cult rituals and activities, conducted according to 
the as-yet unknown rules of an “official” religion. The 
location of the temples and the orientation of their 
entrances and the “Andesite Sun”/altar suggest 
mandatory itineraries based on the dogmas and 
rites observed there. The complex floor plans, the 
astronomical orientations, the scope of the archi-
tectural programme and the vast resources used to 
build them indicate a structured cult and a priest-
hood specialised in performing public ceremonies. 
This complex was built on terraces reached by a 
sacred road paved with limestone slabs, on which 
religious processions were probably held.

After the Roman conquest, the only parts that 
remained of these massive structures were the foun-
dations and perimeters, all made of stone. We do not 
know what deities were worshipped in each shrine 
or what rituals were performed to honour them. 

The floor plan of the quadrangular temples is sur-
prising, because it actually consists of several rows 
of columns occupying the entire sacred space, de-
limited by stone pilasters. In other words, there was 
no cella or room housing an image of the deity or the 
offerings made to him or her. 

The enormous “Andesite Sun”—an altar and sundial 
approximately 7 m in diameter—evinces astronomical 

Fig. 13. General view of the sacred zone of Sarmizegetusa 
Regia, Grădiștea de Munte, Orăștioara de Sus, Hunedoara 
county © MNIR © Marius Amarie.

No written sources tell us whether the Getae repre-
sented their gods and, if so, how.

There are no figurative representations with the 
name of some indigenous god written underneath. 
Consequently, it is very difficult and risky to at-
tempt to identify the figurative images found by 
archaeologists with the Getae deities mentioned 
in written sources. 

Since the fifth century BC, Greek authors, especial-
ly Herodotus (IV, 94–95), wrote that the Getae had 
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underscore the importance of hunting in Thracian 
aristocratic life.

A god of war (similar to the Roman Mars?) is men-
tioned in connection with the Dacians, whose cult 
required human sacrifices according to Jordanes 
(Getica, 40–41). If we consider that war was one of 
the primary occupations of the aristocracy, and that 
in the last two decades before the Roman conquest 
there were frequent armed conflicts among Dacian 
tribes or with foreign peoples, it is likely that the rit-
uals dedicated to this god were widely practised. 

It seems clear that the religion of the Geto-Dacians 
was an evolved, polytheistic, anthropomorphic 
faith that entailed the existence of temples and 
priests. 

What messages might the 
figurative representations 
convey?

a surprisingly sophisticated, polytheistic, anthro-
pomorphic religion with firmly established notions 
of life and death and specific rituals. According to 
ancient authors, the principal deities of the Getae 
were Zalmoxis/Zamolxis, Gebeleisis (Gebeleizis), 
Dionysos (Dionysus) and Bendida (Bendis).

Zalmoxis—or Salmoxis, according to Herodotus 
(IV 94–95)—was undoubtedly the most famous 
Getae god in ancient sources because his doc-
trine seemed surprisingly evolved for “barbarians”. 
Written sources alternately portray Zalmoxis as a 
deity, daemon, prophet, reformer or even a king. 
Based on available information, we can infer that 
Zalmoxis had an initiatory cult that catered for 
rulers and aristocrats and required human sacrific-
es. Unfortunately, his cult cannot be identified in 
figurative representations from the fifth–third cen-
turies BC, nor do we know if it endured, in one form 
or another, until the period of the Dacian kingdom.

Gebeleizis, probably a celestial deity, is only men-
tioned once by Herodotus (IV, 94), after which he 
became a “silent god”, about whom we have noth-
ing more to add.

According to some Greek traditions and certain 
authors, Dionysus originated in Thrace, but we 
must be very cautious about accepting this asser-
tion. However, we do know that his cult was widely 
practised among the Thracians, as proved by the 
numerous sets of gold or silver drinking vessels and 
depictions of the god on some of these pieces found 
in Thracian lands.

Written sources describe the goddess Bendis as 
a deity worshipped by the Thracians, so we can 
conjecture that female figures riding animals or por-
trayed as the “Lady of the Beasts” may be her iconic 
image; in fact, these figurative representations 

Upon examining the figurative images that appear on 
precious metal treasures, we find a common heritage 
of typical Getae motifs and scenes: riders hunting or 
throwing spears (in sporting contests?), enthroned 
high-ranking aristocrats pouring libations or par-
ticipating in banquets, winged or enthroned female 
figures, apotropaic eyes and the “animal procession” 
are the principal scenes that illustrate the pomp of 
the courts of the minor Getae kings. But what are 
the “stories” behind these images? In the absence of 
written texts, we will never know for certain.

We can only imagine that, in addition to the religion 
of the elite, there were many other local or region-
al deities, perhaps only worshipped by certain social 
or professional classes or groups of people, with spe-
cific rituals.
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cults and the disappearance of indigenous shrines 
after Dacia became a Roman province seem to 
corroborate the close relationship between the po-
litico-military authority of the Dacian kingdom and 
religion. It is likely that the Roman authorities’ in-
tolerant measures after the conquest of Dacia in AD 
106 were a consequence of the role that religious 
beliefs had played in the war.

The large number of zoomorphic images found in 
northern Thracian art and the presence of both real 
and imaginary beasts suggest that such symbols 
were widely used in artistic expression. A certain 
preference for large carnivores and birds of prey 
seems consistent with the values embraced by this 
society, especially its elite. They can be considered 
images that “encoded” warlike virtues and the attri-
butes of sovereignty, which that elite held in high 
esteem. 

Is it accurate to speak of a style of Dacian art 
in the Late Iron Age? 

Archaeology has given us knowledge primarily of dec-
orated objects made from non-perishable materials 
and religious buildings that illustrate monumental ar-
chitecture, revealing original architectural elements 
related to specific religious beliefs and rites. In ad-
dition to objects for everyday use, with common 
decorative features, there are pieces that exemplify 
what we might call “aristocratic art”. This art is main-
ly expressed through status symbols that promote 
themes and motifs specific to the elite. Production 
techniques (forging, repoussage, gilding, stamping, 
engraving, etc.) were combined with this anthropo-
morphic, zoomorphic, plant and geometric decoration 
in a unique way specific to the geographical, cultural 
and chronological parameters of the Dacian kingdom. 
The defining characteristic of this style appears to be 
eclecticism: the association of traditional themes 

Ancient authors (Strabo, Jordanes) tell us that, at 
least in the time of the high priest Deceneus (first 
century BC), religious (re)organisation or reform was 
used to legitimise authority and ideologically support 
the secular power structure. Burebista’s successors, 
according to historical information, had royal as well 
as priestly and judicial powers. These ancient reports 
appear to be confirmed by the impressive temples 
built in the vicinity of the Dacian capital, pointing to a 
link between sacred and secular power. 

Archaeologists have uncovered a wide variety of 
material remains that can be explained in terms 
of rituals: cult buildings, caches of objects and sets of 
pieces, human and animal sacrifices, etc. However, 
archaeology can only reveal the material aspects of 
the ritual practices of individuals and communities, 
and the absence of reliable written sources makes it 
hard to comprehend their significance.

The resources invested in these expressions of faith 
vary widely, and many details of how these ritual ac-
tivities were performed differ from one site to the 
next and from one region to another. The explana-
tion probably lies in the complex nature of what we 
now call the “religion of the Dacians”: in addition 
to an “official religion”, managed by a hierarchical 
priesthood, there was a host of local and region-
al gods, beliefs and practices reserved for certain 
social or professional groups. Furthermore, archae-
ological evidence points to the practice of white and 
black magic.

The existence of a ceremonial and cult centre and 
of shrines indicates the involvement of a special-
ised priesthood, and references in written sources 
to a high priest implies an organised hierarchy, 
although we can only assume it existed at ma-
jor settlements where such sacred buildings have 
been discovered. The eradication of the “official” 
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between rationalism and mythical thought, specific 
to a culture where the sacred and the secular were 
truly two inseparable sides of the same world.

Archaeological discoveries have revealed a rich and 
varied array of monuments and objects related to the 
spiritual life of the Geto-Dacians, elite and common-
ers alike, and many of them reflect the originality 
and skill of local artisans. The intrinsic value and 
iconographic symbolism of the treasures, the mon-
umental quality of the funerary structures buried 
beneath the enormous tumuli of the Getae “Gold and 
Silver Princes”, the majesty of the mountaintop tem-
ples and the splendid Dacian silver and iron art were 
exceptional achievements in antiquity, but they also 
constitute the spiritual legacy that the Geto-Dacians 
left for all humankind. 

and motifs, borrowed from the aristocratic art of ear-
lier centuries, with contemporary Mediterranean 
influences. The abundance of secondary ornamental 
motifs, a tendency towards horror vacui, the absence 
of perspective, and the preference for hieratic ex-
pression (considered significant) rather than realistic 
representation all combine to create a recognisable 
decorative atmosphere typical of its time.

To the observer, these pieces are both impressive 
and frustrating because the significance of the im-
ages remains hidden. There are clearly “stories” 
behind these depictions, but the lack of written 
sources that might shed light on their meaning 
leaves many questions unanswered, enhancing 
their enigmatic appeal. These images are the prod-
uct of a mentality marked by a delicate balance 
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the Middle Danube and the Tisza to the west, and 
the northern Carpathians to the north.

During this time, there were Greek cities (poleis) 
and emporia on the western coast of the Euxine 
Pontus or Black Sea, founded in the latter half 
of the seventh century and the sixth century BC 
and primarily inhabited by Milesians—Odessos 
(modern-day Varna), Tomis (Constanța), Histria 
and Tyras (at the mouth of the River Dniester 
on the Black Sea)—and other Greek colonists—
Dionysopolis (Balcic), Callatis (Mangalia, founded 
by Heraclea Pontica), Orgame and Argamum (Capul 
Dolojman, Jurilovca). In the same period, the North 
Pontic region—the steppes north of the Black Sea, 
bounded by Thracian lands to the east—was part of 
the territory pertaining to the Scythian culture and 
civilisation, although recently certain historians 
have also deemed the term “Scythian” too 
academic or conventional. Yet there are Scythian 

The ancient Greek authors Hesiod (Theogony, 339), 
Simonides of Ceos (fr. 114–64), Hecataeus of Miletus 
(in Stephanus of Byzantium, fr. 170, 171), Sophocles 
(Oedipus Rex, Triptolemos, fr. 547), Herodotus (IV) 
and Thucydides (II, 96, 1) were among the first to 
refer to the geopolitical situation of the northern 
Balkans and Lower Danube between the eighth and 
fifth centuries BC. In their works we find the earliest 
mentions of names such as Getai/Getae, Ister/Istros, 
Ordessos, Naparis, Araros, Tiarantos, Porata/Pyretos 
or Maris (later called Marisos by Strabo). Based on 
their accounts, and on archaeological excavations 
conducted since the mid-19th century, we know 
that, from the eighth to the third century BC, the 
Lower Danube region was occupied by the northern 
branch of the Thracian peoples, the Getae and 
Dacians, also known by the more academic term 
Geto-Dacians. Geographically, the area inhabited 
by the Geto-Dacians was bounded by the Balkans 
to the south, the Black Sea and Dniester to the east, 

Fig. 1. Gold helmet from Poiana-Coțofenești, Prahova county, MNIR collection. ©MNIR ©Marius Amarie.

Gold and Silver Art in the Carpathian-
Danubian-Pontic Region in the Sixth-Third 
Centuries BC

Dr George Trohani
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and an anonymous “rex Istrianorum”, leader of 
the Getae of northern Dobruja in the vicinity of the 
Istros (Danube). After the death of the two kings, 
all of Dobruja was occupied by Philip II, leading 
us to believe that, if not in its entirety, at least the 
northern part of this region was excluded from 
the Odrysian kingdom of the southern Thracians, 
which extended across what is now Bulgaria.

The north-Danubian Getae are only explicitly 
mentioned in connection with Alexander the Great’s 
expedition of 335 BC when, during his campaign 
against the “Triballi”, he crossed the Danube, 
repelled a Getae army and ultimately set fire to 
their fortress. After this show of strength, which 
only lasted a day, Alexander retreated south of the 
Danube. The events were recorded by Alexander’s 
general and companion Ptolemy, son of Lagus, 
and reiterated in the second century BC by Arrian 
(Anabasis I, 3–4). From these texts, we gather that 
the Getae living north of the Danube mustered 
14,000 soldiers (10,000 infantry and 4,000 cavalry) 
to face the Macedonian army, that their primary 
occupation was wheat farming, that they used 
dugout canoes (carved from tree trunks) and that 
they inhabited a poorly fortified settlement located 
one “parasang” (i.e., 5.5 km) from the river. Some 
contemporary Romanian historians believe that 
this fort may have been Zimnicea; others situate it 
upriver from the Iron Gates; and yet others place 
it in the vicinity of Sucidava (now the Celei quarter 
of the town of Corabia, Olt county).

Another episode involving the north-Danubian 
Getae occurred in 334/331, 331/330 or 326/325 
BC, when Zopyrion, one of Alexander the Great’s 
generals, and his entire army of 30,000 warriors 
perished. However, this probably happened 
somewhere in the area delimited by the Danube, 
the Prut and the Dniester. The precise location 

elements in the Carpathian-Danubian region of 
modern-day Moldavia, on both the right and left 
banks of the River Prut, on the Bărăgan Plain, in 
Dobruja and in central Transylvania, home of the 
Agathyrsi—a people who have been attributed 
various ethnicities by modern historians—from 
whose territory the River Maris (now Mureș) flowed, 
according to Herodotus (IV, 48). To the southwest, 
on the western half of the Balkan Peninsula, there 
were communities of Illyrians, whose weapons 
and ornaments circulated among their neighbours 
across a very wide area. And in northern Moldavia, 
Maramureș, part of the Ukraine and Slovakia, the 
Podolian-Moldavian cultural group, a Thracian 
people with Scythian and Baltic influences, settled 
in the second half of the seventh century and the 
sixth century BC.

In this melting pot of ethnicities, customs and in-
terests, their influences on each other are often 
open to interpretation. It should be noted that 
Herodotus (V, 3), speaking of the Thracians, and 
Thucydides (II, 97, 50), referring to the Scythians, 
described these two peoples in almost exactly the 
same way. 

Darius, King of the Persians, launched his expedition 
against the Scythians in the year 514 BC, although the 
exact date is controversial (some say 519 or 513). 
The only people to oppose him were the Getae in the 
region of Dobruja, leading Herodotus to hail them 
as “the bravest and most just of all the Thracians”. 
Armed incursions from the south into the north 
became increasingly prevalent in the second half 
of the fourth century BC, during the reign of Philip 
II (359–336 BC), ruler of the Macedonian kingdom. 
For instance, in 341 BC, Philip II stopped somewhere 
in southern Dobruja while campaigning in the 
area. Two years later, in 339 BC, a conflict arose 
between the nonagenarian Scythian King Ateas 
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addition to relatively modest settlements scattered 
throughout the area, archaeologists have identi- 
fied several fairly large necropolises and fortresses 
and princely tombs. The fortresses were tribal 
centres of government, the seats of local chieftains 
who, in times of need, provided shelter and 
protection for nearby communities. But there are 
also cases of fortifications that were simple sacred 
enclosures, and others which delimited settlements 
or protected livestock from wild animals. Some 
of these structures may also have been status 
symbols. The “constructive zeal” that led the Getae 

of the area ruled by Dromichaetes (circa 313–280 
BC), leader of the north-Danubian Getae, who had 
a royal residence at Helis and became embroiled 
in a conflict with Lysimachus, king of Hellenistic 
Thrace, is also uncertain. Some scholars situate 
it in Wallachia, others on the Bugeac steppe north 
of the Danube delta, and yet others on both banks of 
the Danube and northeast Bulgaria.

From a strictly archaeological perspective, surface 
surveys and, above all, systematic excavations 
have yielded a number of very telling finds. In 

Fig. 2. Băiceni-Cucuteni hoard, Iași county. ©MNIR ©Marius 
Amarie, published in Aurul și Argintul Antic al României, 
Bucharest, 2014: 250.
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The abandonment of some fortresses in the third 
century BC may have been due to their deliberate 
destruction by enemies in war or by fire, or merely 
to the ravages of time, as the primary building 
materials (wood and earth) were perishable or 
easily eroded. Those that had walls of stone or brick 
collapsed due to a lack of mortar. We must also 
consider the potential effects of the earthquakes 
that hit the area in the third century BC.

Necropolises are the primary source of information 
on the Getae society of the sixth–third centuries 
BC. In general, these cemeteries contained groups 

to build fortifications in northern-central Moldavia, 
between the Carpathians and the Dniester, and in 
Oltenia and Dobruja, especially in the fourth century 
BC, was also undoubtedly motivated by external 
factors such as the threat of foreign invasions and 
contact with Graeco-Macedonian culture. Very few 
fortresses (Stâncești and Beidaud, for example) 
were built outside the Carpathians in the sixth–
fifth centuries BC. In the face of danger, Getae 
communities adopted different solutions depending 
on their relative strength, from resistance in 
impressive fortifications to coexistence.

Fig. 3. Agighiol hoard, Tulcea county. ©MNIR 
©Marius Amarie.
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The lavish “princely” tombs with richer grave goods, 
discovered in necropolises or alone but always 
beneath tumuli, are in a class by themselves. Certain 
gold or silver pieces discovered by chance may also 
have come from such tombs. Among these finds 
are helmets, vessels, appliques, harness pieces, 
ornaments, weapons and pottery vessels. 

The association of three important types of finds—
fortress/fortification, aristocratic tomb and hoard 
of precious objects—in the same area between 
+  350 and +  250  a.  C. is quite significant. This 
“triad” reflects the power and opulence of a wealthy 

of tumuli or flat graves. The predominant funerary 
rite was cremation, but lately archaeologists 
have discovered numerous inhumation graves in 
cremation necropolises, which in the future may 
give rise to new interpretations of Getae religious 
beliefs. Interments were only predominant in central 
Transylvania, within a cultural group which scholars 
have associated with the Agathyrsi (Scythians or 
Thracians?). The necropolises of Blaj and Băița, 
attributed to this people, contained tombs of 
warriors buried with weapons and occasionally 
harness pieces, as well as poorer graves with 
nothing but pottery vessels.

Fig. 4. Peretu hoard, Teleorman county. ©MNIR 
©Marius Amarie.



90

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

the Black Sea and even as far as Siberia, but with 
elements unique to each people or people group 
in different geographical areas. And within this 
diversity in singularity, Thracian-Getae art stands 
out by virtue of several remarkable discoveries. 

After the episode involving Dromichaetes and 
Lysimachus, written sources remained silent on 
the Getae of Wallachia for two centuries. This may 
be due to the fact that most sources on this period 
were lost, and to the sharp decline in the territory’s 
population after 280–277 BC, when the Celts invaded 
the Balkan Peninsula, an event that, to a certain 

aristocratic class that was determined to flaunt its 
prestige. By corroborating archaeological finds with 
written historical information, we can conclude that 
the north-Danubian and Carpathian Geto-Dacian 
society of the fifth–third centuries BC attained a 
level comparable to that of the rest of Europe, in 
both Graeco-Roman and barbarian contexts.

From an artistic perspective, the pieces of gold and 
silver metalwork, richly decorated with repoussé, 
hammered, punched and impressed motifs, pertain 
to the “zoomorphic style” found from Persia and 
Anatolia to the Balkan Peninsula, the lands north of 

Fig. 5. Harness applique from the Craiova hoard, Dolj 
county, MNIR collection. ©MNIR ©Marius Amarie.
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50), Peretu (Teleorman county, west of Bucharest), 
Găvani (Brăila county, on the left bank of the Lower 
Danube), Craiova, the vicinity of the Iron Gates and 
Poroina (Mehedinți county), Poiana-Coțofenești 
(Prahova county, north of the city of Ploiești and 
near the Carpathians), Băiceni (Iași county, in 
central Moldavia, Chirnogi (Călărași county) and 
Bunești (Vaslui county, on the right bank of the 
River Prut) (fig. 2).

The ceremonial gold helmets from Poiana-
Coțofenești and Băiceni, as well as the silver 
helmets from Agighiol, Peretu and the Iron Gates 
have two highly expressive apotropaic eyes on the 
front and mythological scenes and highly complex 
symbolic elements on the cheekpieces or neck 
guards. Elements with similar anthropomorphic or 
zoomorphic symbolism are also found on the two 
greaves from Agighiol, one made of silver and the 
other silver-gilt.

The phiale-type silver vessels from Agighiol, Peretu 
and Zimnicea, used for libations, can be divided 
into three categories: a) simple, undecorated and 
occasionally with inscriptions in Greek letters; b) with 
embossed decoration; and c) richly decorated with 
floral/plant motifs. The two silver cups from Agighiol 
are shaped like truncated cones and decorated with 
zoo-ornithomorphic motifs, symbolic aspects with 
telluric and Uranian interpretations. The Poroina 
rhyton, a ritual vessel used in religious or secular 
ceremonies, is shaped like the head of a bull and has 
stylised images of seated female figures, holding 
vessels of the same type, on the neck.

The Bunești diadem, decorated with floral and 
zoomorphic motifs, is unlike anything found in 
the Getae world to date. This piece poses many 
questions about the person who used it in the third 
century BC, as such objects could only be worn 

extent, disrupted the way of life in this region and 
throughout southeastern Europe. An exception is the 
mention of two rulers, Zalmodegikos and Rhemaxos, 
recorded in two inscriptions at Histria towards the 
end of the third century BC. However, they must have 
“ruled” lands in northeast Wallachia and southern 
Moldavia, and perhaps even northern Dobruja.

The case of the Intra-Carpathian region is more 
complex. The Celts settled in some areas, while 
others continued to be occupied by the local 
population of northern Thracian origin, whose 
descendants were the Dacians. In the late third and 
early second century BC, foreign peoples entered 
and settled in the northern half of Moldavia: Celts 
(Galatians) arrived in the north, while Bastarnae, a 
Germanic tribe from north-central Europe, occupied 
the central area. The presence of the Bastarnae in 
Moldavia is also associated with King Oroles, who 
successfully opposed them around the year 200 
BC. According to historical sources, his “kingdom” 
encompassed eastern Transylvania and a region 
beyond the mountains, in western Moldavia. 

The transformation of metals has always been a 
mystery to man, and those who mastered the art 
and made it their profession were viewed with 
respect in their communities. At the same time, the 
owners of metal pieces had a certain social status 
and prestige. All sorts of metals were widely used in 
Iron Age II. 

A fairly large number of gold and silver objects, 
found alone or in hoards, have been dated to 
between the sixth and third centuries BD, proving 
the existence of numerous local aristocrats with a 
high appreciation for art. The variety and vivacity of 
Getae art in the fourth and third centuries BC are 
eloquently illustrated by the princely items found in 
Agighiol (Tulcea county, northeast Dobruja, cat. no. 



92

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

these workshops, metals were hammered, wrought, 
punched, die-cut and fashioned into openwork 
designs. The existence of dies has been proved by 
the discovery of such pieces at Oprișor (Mehedinți 
county).

Artistic metalwork, like other art forms, expresses 
the unique ideology and mythology of the Geto-
Dacian aristocracy. Theirs was an anepigraphic 
society, and the decorative compositions and motifs 
represent genuine ideograms that narrate historical 
and mythological scenes. These images are not 
merely decorative: they convey underlying symbolic 
meanings, and each ornamental feature had a 
purpose and significance. 

Thracian-Getae art was clearly zoomorphic, 
although it also incorporated geometric designs 
from an earlier time, heavily influenced by Greek, 
Achaemenid and Scythian art. In addition, we find 
an abundance of plant motifs (lotus flowers) and 
palmettes, nor are these pieces lacking human 
representations. The male figure on horseback or in 
majestic poses appears in hunting scenes, probably 
of a ritual nature, and must represent the ruler at the 
triumphant moment of his accession to the supreme 
title of basileus or perhaps high priest (fig. 5).

The hunters’ prey include wild game—boars, 
bears, lions—as well as domestic animals—rams, 
billy goats—being sacrificed to honour a god. The 
unicorn bird with a fish in its beak and a rabbit in 
its talons depicted on one of the Agighiol cups may 
represent the epiphany of a deity who controlled 
the air, water and earth, the Great God, all-powerful 
lord of the three elements. The image of an eight-
legged animal like the one found at Agighiol may 
signify the combined attributes of four different 
species—horse, stag, billy goat and bird—as a 
metaphorical expression of speed, regeneration, 

by individuals with a certain degree of political or 
military authority. Another equally unprecedented 
piece of particular artistic value is the silver-
gilt vessel shaped like a human head found at 
Peretu. It is, of course, an object with special 
symbolic significance—the Scythians, the Getae’s 
neighbours to the east, often drank beer from the 
skulls of their enemies (Herodotus IV, 64–65; Strabo 
VII, 3, 7)—or perhaps the upper part of a sceptre.

The numerous metal accessories discovered at 
Agighiol, Peretu and Găvani, but also at Craiova, are 
representative of Thracian-Getae art of the fourth 
century BC and were probably owned by prominent 
members of the military aristocracy. These pieces 
can be divided into four typological series: a) 
zoomorphic openwork appliques with three or 
four horse’s heads (triskeles and quadriskeles); b) 
zoomorphic appliques representing an animal—
lion, stag or griffin—or two animals fighting; 
c) frontal pieces with an animal protome in the 
round—lion, griffin, bear—on an openwork plate; 
and d) bucrania, bull’s heads with a solar motif on 
the forehead, between the horns. There are also 
buttons of various sizes, fibulae, necklaces and 
other items that served utilitarian, decorative or 
magical-religious purposes (figs. 3 and 4).

The Geto-Dacians obtained gold and silver from 
surface mining and, above all, from gold-bearing 
river sand, especially in the Apuseni Mountains. They 
could also acquire these precious metals in wars or 
raids or by melting down coins. Metals were smelted 
in specialised workshops, some of which have been 
identified by archaeological artefacts found in 
practically every area of Moldavia, Wallachia, Banat 
and Transylvania inhabited by the Geto-Dacians: 
small anvils, very fine chisels, crucibles, metal 
bars, punches, matrices and moulds, as well as 
smithy furnaces with ore residue around them. In 
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sacrificial scene on the cheekpieces of the Poiana-
Coțofenești helmet. The fish, a rarity in Getae art, 
must have been borrowed from Greek and Scythian 
symbolism and adapted to the local style. The lion 
played an important role in aristocratic ideology as 
a sign of power and courage. We should not forget 
that, in those days, there were apparently still 
lions in the Balkan Peninsula, and practically every 
heroic legend included a struggle with this animal. 
The horse is also considered a symbol of the sun, as 
are the deer and the bull, other animals often found 

fertility and flight. Stags are often found on objects 
from the fourth and third centuries BC and may 
symbolise fertility and fecundity, the cyclical 
rebirth of all living things. We should also recall 
that the stag grows a new set of antlers every year; 
moreover, given the complexity and difficulty of 
catching it, the stag was only pursued by seasoned 
hunters. The billy goat and the ram are notoriously 
rapacious, but they also represent regeneration 
and multiplication, making them sacrificial animals 
with contradictory traits—see, for example, the 

Fig. 6. Complete grave goods from the tumulus tomb of 
Găvani, village of Gemenele, Brăila county, Museum «King 
Charles I» of Braila collection. ©MNIR ©Marius Amarie, 
published in Aurul și Argintul Antic al României, Bucharest, 
2014: 257.
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clear-cut ethnic differences is difficult in a context 
where neighbouring peoples had similar customs 
and, in many cases, even lived together (fig. 6). 

In conclusion, it seems safe to say that the 
similarities between Geto-Dacian gold and silver 
pieces and others found in nearby or distant regions 
can be explained by the different ways in which 
each group assimilated Greek, Scythian, Celtic and 
even Roman influences. Furthermore, the artistic 
metalwork of the northern Balkans in the fifth–third 
centuries BC, as a subset of Thracian-Getae art, 
the art of the Geto-Dacians, clearly constitutes a 
distinctive art form in the ancient world. 

in Scythian, Thracian, Hellenistic and even eastern 
artistic metalwork.

However, the obvious predominance of appliques 
with horse’s heads arranged in spirals or circles 
recalls the Scythian custom of sacrificing horses and 
placing their heads and hooves in a circle, facing 
the four cardinal points, in princely tombs. Yet the 
custom of burying a horse in a hero’s grave has also 
been documented among the Thracians. Herodotus 
mentioned that the Scythians sacrificed horses, 
Sophocles described them as horse lovers, and 
Thucydides, speaking of the Getae, said that they 
were equestrian warriors. Consequently, identifying 
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their own (autonomous) bronze, silver and gold 
coins from the first quarter of the sixth century to 
the end of the first century BC. Histria was followed 
by Callatis, a more recent Megarian colony, which 
minted coins from the fourth to the late first centu-
ry BC, and Tomis which, though founded in the sixth 
century BC, developed more slowly and only began 
minting its own money in the latter half of the third 
century, continuing until the late first century BC. 
Subsequently, as allies of Rome, the three Greek 
poleis on what is now the Romanian Black Sea coast 
issued bronze coins that were pseudo-autonomous 
or bore imperial effigies in the first–third centu-
ries AD, from the time of Augustus to the reign of 
Philip I (AD 244–249).

Of these, as confirmed by finds, two types of mon-
etary issues of the Greek towns on the west Pontic 
coast played an important role in the economic 
and political life of the Geto-Dacian population in 
the fourth–first centuries BC. The first were the 

Geto-Dacian numismatics
(Mid-third century BC–first century AD)

One of the most important social, economic and po-
litical innovations to occur in the territory inhabited 
by Geto-Dacian tribes in the sixth–third centuries 
BC was the introduction of the use of coins and, 
subsequently, the minting of local currency. The 
phenomenon originated with the Greek cities on 
the western coast of the Black Sea and spread 
from there, by means of economic and political 
contacts, to the neighbouring Geto-Dacian lands 
east and north of the coast between the fifth and 
third centuries BC. The second monetary model and 
source of inspiration came from the Macedonian 
and Thracian Odrysian kingdoms, as well as the 
Hellenistic states of the Balkans and Asia Minor, 
from whence the use and issue of coins also spread 
northwards and westwards, in the third–second 
centuries BC, into territories located north of the 
Danube and of the Carpathians.

The Greek towns on the west coast of the Black Sea, 
starting with the ancient Ionic city of Histria, issued 

Dr Ernest Oberländer-Târnoveanu

Fig. 1.  Histria, silver drachm, 5th–4th century BC (MNIR).
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used to manufacture ornaments, fashion acces-
sories, harness appliqués and parade armour and 
weapons. Their use skyrocketed in the fourth centu-
ry BC as more and more of these issues found their 
way into Getae territory, which had no silver deposits 
of its own. The currency issues of the other Greek 
towns, Callatis and Tomis, were less instrumental in 
the spread of coinage across the Geto-Dacian world 
until the late second century BC, as their coins pri-
marily circulated in their respective territoria.

The second type of coins issued by the Greek cit-
ies on the western coast of the Black Sea that 
played an important role was the gold staters of 
Lysimachus type, issued by Tomis and Callatis in the 
final decades of the second and first half of the first 

silver drachms of Histria, which circulated in a very 
wide area of Getae-occupied territory, from inland 
Dobruja and the Danube region to the south in the 
Balkans, west in Wallachia and north in southern and 
central Moldavia, with a high concentration of finds 
in the Siret and Prut river basins, extending as far 
east as the River Bug. These coins outline the sphere 
of influence or the economic, commercial and even 
political hinterland of Histria which, between the 
sixth and fourth centuries BC, was the primary in-
terface for contacts between the Geto-Dacian and 
Mediterranean worlds and the initial monetisation 
of the local economy. Aside from their financial and 
political uses (payment of “gifts” to local chieftains 
and mercenaries), Histria’s silver coins were also 
undoubtedly an important source of white metal, 

Fig. 2. Histria, bronze imitation, 4th century BC (MNIR).
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Although they circulated widely in territories in-
habited by the Getae of Dobruja, eastern Wallachia 
and Moldavia, and there have been sporadic finds 
of barbarised imitations of Histria’s silver drachms, 
these did not serve as models for local mints in the 
fifth–fourth centuries BC. However, the custom 
of issuing coins modelled on those of Hellenistic 
sovereigns, with their corresponding cachet of 
prestige, and the desire to make a profit from mint-
ing and putting coinage into circulation were both 
decisive factors that motivated several ambitious 
local Getae or Scythian rulers in inland Dobruja 
to issue their own silver and bronze coins. These 
leaders ruled small “kingdoms” of no more than a 
few thousand square kilometres which bordered on 
the territoria of the Greek cities of Histria, Tomis, 

century BC (fig. 2). Hundreds and even thousands 
of these staters have appeared in numerous hoards 
found in the vicinity of Sarmizegetusa Regia. These 
coins made their way to the capital of pre-Roman 
Dacia in the form of political payments (tributes) 
that the coastal towns made to the Dacian kingdom 
of Burebista, and as part of the effort to finance 
the wars of the coalition led by the King of Pontus, 
Mithridates VI (120-63 BC), against the Romans, 
in which Tomis, Callatis, Histria and the Geto-
Dacians all participated. The metrology of the late 
Lysimachus-type staters issued by Tomis, Callatis 
and Histria in the first half of the first century BC 
influenced the standard weight of the only Dacian 
gold issues, minted in the name of King Koson (cir-
ca 44–20 BC).

Fig. 3. Tomis and Callatis, gold staters of Lysimachus, 
posthumous issue from the late 2nd–first half of the 1st 
century BC (MNIR).
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Callatis, Dionysopolis and Odessos. All these issues 
bear Greek inscriptions mentioning their status 
as basileis or kings. The first was apparently King 
Moskon, who ruled lands in central and northern 
Dobruja adjacent to the territorium of Histria in the 
third–second century BC. Moskon is the only issuer 
depicted in two royal poses on his silver coins: on 
the obverse, imitating Hellenistic sovereigns, he 
is pictured with a ribbon tied round his head and 
riding a horse, and he also appears as a rider on 
the reverse, following the example of the old Getae 
rulers of the fourth century BC (fig. 4).

Further south, in the hinterlands of Callatis and the 
city of Dionysopolis and, with increasing frequency, 
that of Tomis, we find an almost exclusive series of 

bronze issues bearing the names of kings Kanites, 
Charaspes, Tanousa, Akrosas, Ailios and Sariakes 
(the latter also issued silver drachms) (fig. 5). 
Most scholars attribute these issues to “Scythian” 
kings, but the documentary basis for this claim, 
whether historical or philological, is rather flimsy, 
as we have only a vague and general knowledge of 
the language or, more accurately, the various lan-
guages and dialects concealed behind the generic 
label of “Scythian” which the Greeks applied to sev-
eral peoples who inhabited the open and wooded 
steppes of eastern Europe. Moreover, in antiquity 
it was not uncommon for a foreign elite group to 
forcibly take control of territory occupied by anoth-
er ethnicity. In most cases, the coins of these rulers 
imitate the types of bronze issues and even bear the 

Fig. 4. Silver didrachm of King Moskon, second half of the 
3rd–early 2nd century BC (MNIR).
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monograms of magistrates that appeared on coins 
minted in Callatis, Dionysopolis and Tomis. This 
suggests that they were struck at these mints in 
the second–first century BC, perhaps in the context 
of bilateral political relations. The high concentra-
tion of bronze issues among coins struck by the 
rulers of Dobruja reflects the maturity of the mone-
tary economy of the peoples they governed and the 
very high degree of economic integration with 
the Greek coastal towns, where small denomina-
tions were habitually used in everyday transactions. 
The presence of certain images of Greek deities 
(Zeus, Demeter, Helios, the Dioscuri, etc.) and the 
use of Greek language and script on the coins of 
these local rulers are indicative of the high level 
of acculturation, a fairly profound Hellenisation, 

achieved between the third and first centuries 
BC by the communities that maintained constant 
contact and even coexisted with the Greek coastal 
cities for centuries. 

The monetary experiences of Dobruja’s local polit-
ical entities in the third–first centuries BC did not 
extend beyond the Danube, where the bulk of Geto-
Dacian tribes lived. Starting in the second half of the 
fourth century BC, these tribes were joined by Celts 
(who settled in Transylvania, primarily the west 
and northwest area, in Banat and in Oltenia) and, 
from the mid-third century BC, the Bastarnae in 
central Moldavia. Geto-Dacian coins and the coins 
of the eastern Celts who settled in Dacia pertain to 
the large family of imitation coins that appeared 

Fig. 5. Bronze imitation of King Kanites, late 2nd–early 1st 
century BC (MNIR).



104

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

in “barbarian” Europe between the third and first 
centuries BC and circulated in a vast geographical 
area outside the Hellenistic and Roman world, from 
Britannia to the mouth of the Danube and the inland 
Balkan regions. As was the case throughout central 
and southeastern Europe, local coin issues north of 
the Lower Danube were the work of the Celtic tribes 
who had settled alongside the Geto-Dacian tribes 
in Banat, Oltenia, Transylvania and perhaps cen-
tral Moldavia, as well as of the local population, the 
Geto-Dacian tribes of Wallachia, Transylvania and 
southern Moldavia. Most Danubian Celtic and Geto-
Dacian issues were modelled on the tetradrachms 
of Philip II of Macedonia (fig. 6), a large number of 
which found their way to the inland Balkan regions 
and the Lower and Middle Danube after the Celtic 

invasions of Greece in the early third century BC. 
Philip II-type coins were distributed far and wide 
thanks to mercenaries and, to a certain extent, 
trade, especially of salt and slaves.

For nearly two centuries, most Geto-Dacian 
and Danubian Celtic monetary representations 
copied the Macedonian prototype: a bearded, lau-
rel-wreathed head on the obverse (inspired by the 
depiction of Zeus on the coins of Philip II), and 
the image of a moving rider on the reverse (taken 
from the reverse of the same issues). In all like-
lihood, the decision to use these two images on 
local coins from north of the Lower Danube, and 
especially the fact that they endured for nearly 200 
years, was not entirely due to the conservative use 

Fig. 6. Macedonia – Philip II (359–336 BC) – silver 
tetradrachm, posthumous issue (MNIR).
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of coinage in pre- and protohistoric societies; it 
probably also had to do with the fact that, in the 
pantheon of the issuing authorities and tribes, 
these representations were associated with two 
important deities who unfortunately remain anon-
ymous. Of these, the rider god would continue to 
appear on other artistic representations until the 
third century AD, a figure conventionally referred to 
by archaeologists and historians as the “Thracian 
Horseman” or the “Danubian Riders”.

Shortly after local issues began to be minted, 
around 250–230 BC, the engravers who made coin 
dies quickly ceased to be concerned with mak-
ing accurate, realistic copies of the imagery on 
Macedonian coins, and the design of Geto-Dacian 

coins became significantly more stylised and sche-
matic, reinterpreting symbols and acquiring new 
graphic details (acolytes and new attributes of de-
picted deities, such as wolves or dogs, wild boars, 
felines, birds of prey, sun crosses, triskeles, swasti-
kas, leafy branches, etc.). In the early first century 
BC, this pronounced stylisation led to the appear-
ance of representations on coins that only vaguely 
resembled the original images: the bearded male 
head and the rider, often reduced to a mere horse. 
Obviously, the first element of the original designs 
to disappear was the inscription of the legend, 
which made little sense in a society that had no 
written language. The letters initially became a few 
random lines and dots and eventually disappeared 
altogether (figs. 7–13). The only Dacian issues with 

Fig. 7. Imitation tetradrachm of the Prundu-Jiblea type, 
specific to northern Oltenia and the northeast corner of 
Transylvania (MNIR).
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inscriptions in Greek are the gold coins of King 
Koson (circa 44–20 BC) (fig. 17), but a series of early 
issues imitating the tetradrachms of Philip II also 
have graphic elements resembling the letters of 
the Greek alphabet.

Exceptionally, particularly in the late phase of local 
coinage, in the latter half of the second century BC, 
some Geto-Dacian groups in Wallachia, Oltenia and 
southern Moldavia also produced issues inspired by 
the representations on coins of Alexander the Great/
Philip III (figs. 14–15) or the province of Macedonia 
Prima. Also in the late second century BC, we find 
combined monetary types: for example, a highly 
stylised image of Herakles wearing the Nemean li-
on’s hide (featured on the coins of Alexander the 

Great) on the obverse, and a stylised horse remi-
niscent of the design on tetradrachms of Philip II 
on the reverse (fig. 12). Another innovation—the 
combination of a new image on the obverse, a male 
deity with a Janiform head, with the customary rid-
er on the reverse, borrowed from the tetradrachms 
of Philip II—appeared in the mid-second century 
BC on coins issued by a Celtic-Dacian political en-
tity associated with the Padea-Panagjurski Kolonii 
cultural group, which controlled both banks of the 
Danube below the Iron Gates (fig. 9).

As all silver issues of the Danubian Celts in modern- 
day Romania and those of the Geto-Dacians are 
anepigraphic (with no legends mentioning the 
name of the authority who ordered them to be 

Fig. 8. Imitation tetradrachm of the Huși-Vovriești type, 
specific to central Moldavia (MNIR).
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struck), these coins were classified according to 
stylistic and metrological criteria, reinforced by 
studying their areas of distribution. The principal 
Geto-Dacian monetary types were conventionally 
named after the hoard or hoards where a cer-
tain type of coin was discovered and described 
for the first time. The geographical distribution of 
the finds indicates that these issues were minted 
by the authorities of fairly stable political entities, 
which controlled areas of between several thou-
sand and tens of thousands of square kilometres. 
The territories of these small “kingdoms”, undoubt-
edly established prior to Burebista’s state, were 
situated in the basins of major rivers like the Mureș, 
the Olt or the Siret, lands rich in important min-
eral resources such as salt and gold and crossed 

by strategic trade routes that linked the Black Sea 
coast or the Balkans to the intra-Carpathian re-
gions and central Europe. The early phase of local 
minting is predominant in the southwestern and 
western regions of present-day Romania, in Banat, 
Oltenia (figs. 7 and 9), western and northwestern 
Transylvania (fig. 10) and central Moldavia (fig. 8), 
where we find typical archaeological artefacts re-
lated to the politico-military presence of the Celts 
or the Bastarnae (in central Moldavia). Later, in 
the second and first centuries BC, the predomi-
nant coins were those issued by the Geto-Dacian 
political entities of Oltenia (fig. 11), Wallachia 
(figs. 13–15), southern Transylvania (fig. 12) and 
Moldavia. Obviously, this expansion of coin-mint-
ing activity can be linked to the political rise of the 

Fig. 9. Imitation tetradrachm of the Janiform head type, 
specific to southern Oltenia (MNIR).
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Geto-Dacians, which in the early decades culmi-
nated in the creation of a powerful kingdom that 
dominated the military panorama of the northern 
Balkans and Middle Danube between the second 
century BC and first century AD. Of particular in-
terest are the Rădulești-Hunedoara coins, issued 
by the political entity in the Orăștiei Mountains 
that later became the core around which Burebista 
forged his Dacian kingdom (fig. 12).

With the exception of the aforementioned gold 
staters of King Koson, all local issues north of 
the Lower Danube used silver as the sole mone-
tary metal, and the principal denomination was, as 
for the Macedonian prototype, the tetradrachm. Until  
the mid-second century BC, smaller denominations 

like the drachm (fig. 15) or hemidrachm (1/2 drachm) 
were quite rare.

Studying the metrology of Geto-Dacian and Danubian 
Celtic coins, we find that, in the third–first century BC, 
they used a Mediterranean weight system practical-
ly copied from the Greeks, although we do not know 
the local names of weight units. Research has also 
revealed that the weight of these coins decreased 
quite rapidly; by the middle of the century, they 
weighed about 8–10 g, closer to the didrachm than 
the tetradrachm standard. Throughout the lands 
north of the Lower Danube, the tendency towards 
increasingly stylised designs and the reduction in 
coin weight coincided with the peak of development 
and diversification in coin production. The decrease 

Fig. 10. Imitation tetradrachm of the Tulghieș-Mireșu Mare 
type, specific to northern Banat and Maramureș (MNIR).
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in weight was also accompanied by a considerable 
reduction in the silver content of these coins. At the 
same time, archaeological finds reveal an increase 
in both the number and size of coin hoards. These 
details tell us that, in the late second and early first 
century BC, Geto-Dacian society witnessed a signif-
icant increase in the volume of currency issues. The 
steady decline in the purity of the silver alloy used to 
mint local coins was not owing to a shortage of the 
metal needed to make them; in fact, in the first cen-
tury BC, we observe a massive influx of coins from 
the second issue of Thasos, the cities of Apollonia 
and Dyrrachium, from the Adriatic region, and es-
pecially of Roman Republican denarii, all potential 
sources of quality silver. The explanation for the re-
duced silver content of local coins must therefore 

lie in the economic and demographic factors of that 
period. Economic and demographic growth led to an 
expansion in the use of the currency, even for small 
payments, which meant that an increasingly large 
number of coins needed to be made from the same 
amount of white metal. Nor should we overlook the 
fact that, in the absence of bronze coins, local issues 
minted from an alloy with low silver content (billon) 
bridged the excessive gap between high-value for-
eign coins and everyday payment needs.

An examination of the structure and chronology 
of the hoards indicates that, in the first half of the 
first century BC, the local minting of imitations of 
the tetradrachms of Philip II of Macedonia expe-
rienced a sudden geographical decline and had 

Fig. 11. Imitation tetradrachm of the Aninoasa-Dobrești 
type, specific to Oltenia (MNIR).
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ceased altogether by the middle of that century. 
Historians have associated this phenomenon with 
the disappearance of the centres of power that ex-
isted during King Burebista’s reign (circa 82–44 BC) 
and the process of political unification around the 
religious centre of Sarmizegetusa in the Orăștiei 
Mountains. The old coin issues may have been 
victims of the dissolution of local identities in the 
context of a process of state unification, achieved 
by force or diplomacy.

The discovery of more or less accurate imitations of 
Roman Republican denarii and coin dies for strik-
ing perfect copies of them in the last 50 years has 
opened a new chapter in Geto-Dacian numismatics. 
Today we know that, between the first centuries BC 

and AD, there was an impressive industry of imita-
tion coin production in the territory of Dacia, using 
the Roman Republican denarius as a prototype. 
Dies used to create imitations of the Roman denar-
ius, some of remarkable quality, have been found 
at the Dacian fortress of Tilișca (village of Tilișca, 
Sibiu county) (Fig. 16), and at Sarmizegetusa Regia 
and other politico-military centres in the Orăștiei 
Mountains, and even further afield (for example, 
at Poiana, Galați county, a major military and eco-
nomic centre on the River Siret, probably ancient 
Piroboridava). Recent research has confirmed the 
high quality of the alloy used to mint Dacian im-
itations of the Roman Republican denarius, and 
that these coins were issued in the first century 
AD, probably up to the first Dacian-Roman war (AD 

Fig. 12. Imitation tetradrachm of the Rădulești-Hunedoara 
type, specific to the Orăștiei Mountains and the middle 
valley of the River Mureș (MNIR).
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101–102). Such coins were primarily intended to 
support the war effort, part of which entailed hir-
ing mercenaries who wanted to be paid for their 
services in coins whose good quality would be rec-
ognised and accepted even outside the empire’s 
borders.

In addition to more or less faithful copies of the 
Roman Republican denarius (such as hybrid issues, 
which combined top and bottom dies of different 
issuers), in the second half of the first century AD 
gold coins with representations inspired by Roman 
Republican denarii were also minted in Dacia. 
These staters, bearing the Greek inscription 
“KOΣΩN” (Koson) (fig. 17), can also be classified 
among Dacian issues of the Roman Republican 

type. Their design was inspired by the denarius 
issued in 71 BC by Q. Pomponius Rufus and the 54 
BC issues of M. Junius Brutus. Despite these simi-
larities, the Koson staters also borrowed elements 
from the late Hellenistic coins of the Greek cities on 
the Black Sea coast. The monetary standard used to 
mint Koson staters is obviously linked to that used 
for issues of the pseudo-Lysimachus type, which 
were put into circulation in the second and first 
centuries BC by the western Pontic towns of Tomis, 
Callatis and Histria. 

Their attribution to the Dacian King Cotys, men-
tioned by Horace, Florus and Suetonius, is probably 
erroneous. A more likely hypothesis is that these 
coins were issued by a Dacian ruler not mentioned 

Fig. 13. Imitation tetradrachm of the Vârteju-Bucureşti 
type, specific to central Wallachia (MNIR).
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in other sources who controlled Sarmizegetusa and 
part of the Dacian kingdom after Burebista’s death, 
sometime between the 40’s and 20’s BC. The mono-
gram formerly believed to represent an abbreviation 
of the name of Brutus, or the royal title of basileus, 
actually appears to be a mint and issue mark. This 
monogram would have served to recognise two dif-
ferent issues with different metrological standards. 
Analyses done on hundreds of specimens have 
proved that the monogrammed coins were minted 
from refined gold of variable purity (960‰–990‰), 
while the staters without monograms were made 
from native alluvial gold that was not refined before 
minting. As a result, the percentage of pure gold in 
these issues varies significantly but is consistently 
lower than that of the monogrammed coins.

Figs. 14-15. Imitation drachm and tetradrachm of the 
Alexander the Great-Philip III type, specific to Wallachia 
and Oltenia (MNIR).
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Two top or obverse dies (fixed) and six bottom or 
reverse dies (moveable) were used to create the 
monogrammed staters. Many of the dies became 
very worn during the minting process and some 
were even re-engraved, indicating that production 
of this issue lasted a fairly long time. Based on the 
number of dies used to obtain the Koson staters 
with monograms, it has been estimated that this 
issue had a volume of about 180,000–200,000 
coins which, with an average weight of 8.2–8.4 g, 
would have entailed monetising approximately 
1,550–1,700 kg of refined gold. To this we must add 
the as-yet inestimable but undoubtedly signifi-
cant amount of unrefined alluvial gold used to mint 
Koson staters without monograms.

The vast majority of known Koson coins were found in 
hoards containing hundreds and even thousands of 
pieces. None of the coins in these hoards were ever 
circulated, meaning they were stowed away imme-
diately after being minted. The Dacian Koson staters 
were probably struck to finance a major war that, 
for one reason or another, never took place. Instead 
of being used to pay mercenaries, the coins were 
stored in the royal coffers and only part of them 
were presented as offerings in religious ceremonies 
of the royal court. The rest were kept in the royal 
treasury and passed down from generation to gener-
ation for over a century, until the days of Decebalus.

During the dramatic events of the summer of AD 
106, when Sarmizegetusa was besieged by Trajan’s 

Fig. 16. Collection of dies used to mint accurate copies of 
Roman Republican denarii, discovered at Tilișca (Sibiu 
county) (MNIR).
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troops, Decebalus abandoned the city and fled 
northwards, and the riches that had not been used 
to finance the war against the Romans—coins, jew-
els, costly fabrics—were hidden in various spots, 
including the diverted course of the River Sargetia. 
Guided by a noble member of the Dacian royal en-
tourage named Bicilis, the Romans were able to 
recover a large part of the Dacian treasure. Even so, 
as attested by the massive hoard of 40,000 staters 

discovered in 1543 (which contained around 330 kg 
of gold), important portions of the royal treasure es-
caped the notice of the Roman authorities in their 
feverish search for gold and silver after Decebalus’s 
defeat and demise.

More than two centuries of Dacian coin-minting 
history came to an end when part of the Dacian ter-
ritory became a Roman province.

Fig. 17. Gold stater of King Koson (MNIR).



115

GETO-DACIAN NUMISMATICS (MID-THIRD CENTURY BC–FIRST CENTURY AD)

CanaraCHe, V., “Monedele sciților din Dobrogea”, 
SCIV 1 (1950) 1, 213–257.

davis, Ph., “Dacian imitations of the Roman 
Republican denarii”, Apulum, 43 (2006), 
321–356.

iliesCu, O., “Sur les monnaies d’or à la légende 
KOΣΩN”, NAC, 19 (1999), 185–214.

MiHăilesCu-BîrliBa, V., Dacia răsăriteană în 
secolele vi–i î.e.n. Economie și monedă (Iași: 
Ed. Junimea, 1990).

oBerländer-târnoveanu, E., “Aspecte ale 
circulației monedei grecești în Dobrogea 
de Nord (sec. vi î. e. n.–i e. n.)”, Pontica, 11 
(1978), 59–88.

oBerländer-târnoveanu, E., “Tezaurul monetar 
de pe dealul Muncelului”, in Aurul și argintul 
antic al României. Catalog de expoziție, edited 
by Rodica Oanță-Marghitu (Bucharest: Muzeul 
National de Istorie a României, 2013), 411–412. 

poenaru Bordea, Gh., “Issues of Greek mints 
on the Romanian coasts of the Black Sea 
(Sixth Century B. C. to Third Century A. 
D.). A Stage of the Question”, in 130 years 
since the establishment of the modern 
Romanian monetary system, edited by 
Sorana Georgescu-Gorjan and Caterina Radu 

(Bucharest: Editura Enciclopedica, 1997), 
58–70.

poenaru Bordea, Gh., “La diffusion des monnaies 
d’Istros, Callatis et Tomi du vie au ier 
siècle av. J.-C. dans leurs territoires, zones 
d’influences et ailleurs”, in Presenza e 
funzioni della moneta nelle chorai delle 
colonie greche dall’Iberia al Mar Nero, Atti 
del XII Convegno organizzato dall’Università 
«Federico II» e dal Centro Internazionale di 
Studi Numismatici, Napoli 16–17 giugno 2000, 
edited by V. Marrazzo, D. Romagnoli, A. Stazio 
and M. Taliercio (Rome: Università di Napoli, 
2004), 27–70. 

petolesCu, C., Monedele regelui Coson (Bucharest: 
Editura Academiei Române, 1997).

preda, C., Monedele geto-dacilor (Bucharest: 
Editura Academiei Republicii Socialiste 
România, 1973).

preda, C., Istoria monedei în Dacia preromană, 
edited by M. Isărescu, Biblioteca Băncii 
Naţionale collection (Bucharest: Editura 
Enciclopedică, 1998).

WoyteCH, B. E., rodrigues, M., Cappa, E., sCHreiner, 
M., Radtke, M., and Reinholz, U., “Imitations of 
Roman Republican denarii: New metallurgical 
data”, AJN, 24 (2012), 133–162.

Bibliography





117

commentaries of M. Vipsanius Agrippa during the 
reign of Augustus. Pliny the Elder mentioned Dacia 
later, and the geographer Ptolemy (Geographica, 
III, 8, 4) provided detailed information on the loca-
tion and size of this state: “Dacia is bounded on 
the north by that part of European Sarmatia, which 
extends from the Carpathian mountains to the 
bend in the river Tyras [Dniester]; on the west by 
Iazyges Metanastae near the river Tibiscus [actually 
Thaissus, now Tisza]; and on the south by that part 
of the Danube river between the mouth of the river 
Tibiscus [Tisza] and Axiopolis, from which town as far 
as the Pontus and the mouth of the Danube it is called 
the Istros.” In other words, Dacia was bounded to the 
south by the Danube, to the west by the Tisza, to 
the north by the Wooded Carpathians, and to the 
east by the Tyras (the lower course of the rivers 
Tyras/Dniester and Borystenes/Bug, where histori-
cal sources say that the Tyragetæ or “Getæ of the 
Tyras” lived). The Roman province created by Trajan 
was much smaller from a territorial perspective.

As an ethnic notion, Dacia describes the terri-
tory inhabited since antiquity by the Dacians, the 
northern branch of the Thracians. The most promi-
nent peoples of the northern Thracian group, whose 
early military and political manifestations caught 
the attention of Graeco-Roman historians, were the 
Getae and the Daci or Dacians. The history of these 
two tribes is closely intertwined, which explains why 
ancient historians often confused them and why 
contemporary historiography refers to them as Geto-
Dacians. Other Thracian-Dacian tribes made a later 
appearance on the stage of history: the Costoboci, 
in the third quarter of the second century AD; the 
free Dacians of the northwest (the “great Dacians” or 
Μεγάλοι Δάκαι mentioned in the Oracula Sibyllina) 
in the second–third centuries; and the Carpi, pri-
marily in the third century AD.

The notion of Dacia was a relatively late invention of 
Roman scholars. The first certain mention of it prior 
to the Roman conquest is found in the geographical 

Fig. 1. Statuette-applique depicting the goddess Victoria, Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, 
village of Sarmizegetusa, Hunedoara county, MNIT Collection, © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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expedition to fight the Dacians, this time led by 
Tettius Julianus, governor of Upper Moesia. The 
Dacians waited for the Roman army in the Tapae Pass, 
a place identified as the Iron Gates in Transylvania, 
and were defeated. King Decebalus sued for peace, 
and this time the emperor agreed. Diegis, brother 
of the Dacian king, appeared before the emperor, 
who placed a diadem on his head to signify his rec-
ognition of the Dacian monarch as a friend and ally 
of the Roman people (rex amicus et socius populi 
Romani). The peace terms were mutually beneficial: 
the empire gained an important ally in the barbar-
ian world, as Decebalus honoured his commitment 
to the emperor, and the Dacians received subsidies 
and other advantages to strengthen their kingdom’s 
ability to resist the hostile barbarian peoples who 
coveted Dacia’s lands.

Though postponed by Domitian’s less aggressive 
attitude, as this ruler wanted to follow Augustus’s 
ancient principle of maintaining the Roman bor-
ders in Europe on the Rhine and the Danube, the 
conflict was resumed when Trajan took the impe-
rial throne.

The only relatively complete account of this event 
is found in Dio Cassius’s Roman History; however, 
all that remains of Book LXVIII, which discusses 
Trajan’s Dacian war, are excerpts from Xiphilinus 
and Zonaras written in the 11th and 12th centuries, 
respectively. Emperor Trajan’s commentaries in De 
bello Dacico, the Getica by Criton the physician, the 
writings of Appian and Arrian on Trajan’s war, and 
the beginning of Ammianus Marcellinus’s Roman 
History, which discussed the reigns of Nerva and 
Trajan, have all been lost, except for a few meagre 
fragments. Pliny the Younger’s panegyric in praise 
of Trajan, composed in 102, provides little valuable 
information on the history of the war. A rich albeit 
controversial source is the famous monument of 

The first attempt to unify the Geto-Dacian world was 
made by the Getae king Burebista (circa 80–44 BC), 
whose domain (arché in Greek) surpassed the ethnic 
borders of Dacia. After his death, power was divided 
among four and later five groups led by local rulers. 
The most important of them was located inside the 
Carpathian arc and had its seat at Sarmizegetusa 
Regia. According to Roman historians, these peo-
ple were ruled by several kings, the last and most 
important of which was Decebalus.

The Dacian Wars

The Dacian-Roman military conflict—latent while 
the Roman Empire did not have direct contact with 
Dacia (first century BC) and overt after the Lower 
Danube became an imperial border in the days 
of Augustus—came to a head during the reign of 
Emperor Domitian. In the year 86, the Dacians led 
by King Diurpaneus (Dorpaneus) crossed the fro-
zen Danube and sacked Moesia, killing its governor. 
The emperor travelled to the Danube and took sev-
eral administrative and military measures, dividing 
Moesia into two provinces: Moesia Superior, partly 
corresponding to modern-day Serbia, and Moesia 
Inferior, which included northern Bulgaria and the 
Romanian region of Dobruja. He also prepared for 
war with the aim of subjugating the Dacians.

The Dacian ruling class must have been quite con-
cerned about this situation, as the former king was 
replaced by Decebalus, who soon “sent envoys to 
Domitian and promised him peace”. Domitian dis-
dainfully rejected the offer of peace and sent an army 
under the command of praetorian prefect Cornelius 
Fuscus against the Dacians. However, this expedi-
tionary force was ambushed by the Dacians in the 
mountains and annihilated, along with its com-
mander. The following year Domitian sent another 
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Trajan’s Column in Rome, as well as the inscrip-
tions found in Rome and elsewhere in the Roman 
world, the coins issued to commemorate these 
events and, increasingly, archaeological research 
throughout Dacia.

Trajan’s reason for going to war was explained by the 
historian Dio Cassius (LXVIII, 6, 1) in the following 
words: “He took into account their [the Dacians’] past 
deeds and was grieved at the amount of money they 
were receiving annually, and he also observed that 
their power and their pride were increasing.” 
The atmosphere of feverish preparations in the 
Dacian camp was also described by the rhetorician 
Dio Chrysostom, who had visited Dacia in the year 96, 
in one of his discourses. The motivation described by 
Cassius was not the only pretext, for Trajan was also 
eager to lay his hands on the Dacian treasure, which 
would (and ultimately did) allow him to put Rome’s 
finances back on a solid footing, and to exploit the 
province’s rich resources, both of which explain 
the tremendous military effort made to conquer Dacia.

The stipends were discontinued, but the Dacian 
king did not retaliate as in Domitian’s time. A large 
number of troops had been mustered in Upper 
Moesia (around 80,000 men, by some estimates). 
The Acta fratrum Arvalium tells us that the Roman 
emperor set out on 25 March 101. The Romans 
crossed the Danube on a pontoon bridge, as 
depicted on Trajan’s Column, and marched through 
what is now the region of Banat (see the frag-
ment of Trajan’s commentaries reproduced by the 
grammarian Priscian: inde Berzobim, deinde Aizi 
processimus). The invading troops met with the 
heroic resistance of the Dacians at Tapae, the Iron 
Gates of Transylvania, an easily defensible moun-
tain pass. Decebalus tried to sue for peace, logically 
hoping to gain some time, although he had actu-
ally planned an attack on Lower Moesia in alliance 

with the Sarmatian Roxolani and other barbar-
ian tribes for the winter of 101/102. Operations in 
the mountains were put on hold, and the emperor 
himself marched to Lower Moesia at the head of 
an expeditionary force to roust the invaders. In 
the spring, the Roman forces resumed their push 
towards the Dacian capital. “Trajan seized some 
fortified mountains and on them found the arms 
and the engines captured [during the Roman 
fiasco in Domitian’s day], as well as the standard 
which had been taken in the time of Fuscus” (Dio 
Cassius). Meanwhile, Laberius Maximus, governor 
of Moesia Inferior, attacked from the east and took 
another fortress, where he captured the sister of 
Decebalus (Dio Cassius, Trajan’s Column) (fig. 2). 
Decebalus was forced to sue for peace and accept 
the terms imposed by the victor: “to surrender his 
arms, engines and engine-makers, to give back the 

Fig. 2. Trajan’s Column, scene XXX, interpreted as the capture 
of Decebalus’s sister. Close-up photo of a copy of Trajan’s 
Column © MNIR © George Dumitriu.
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deserters, to demolish the forts, to withdraw from 
captured territory, and furthermore to consider the 
same persons enemies and friends as the Romans 
did, and neither to give shelter to any of the desert-
ers nor to employ any soldier from their empire; for 
he had been acquiring the largest and best part of 
his force by persuading men to come to him from 
Roman territory”. The peace treaty was concluded 
at a meeting between the Dacian king and Emperor 
Trajan, who wrote to the senate asking them to rat-
ify the agreement. A Roman garrison remained at 
Sarmizegetusa Regia to watch the king’s move-
ments. In fact, much of the Dacian kingdom’s 
territory remained under Roman military occupa-
tion. The emperor later returned to Rome.

However, for both sides the peace was only tempo-
rary, a truce prior to a new confrontation. Trajan 
intended to conquer Dacia and make it a Roman prov-
ince, as he openly and repeatedly declared in public: 
“As I hope to see Dacia reduced to the form of a prov-
ince, as I hope to cross the Hister and the Euphrates 

on bridges” (Sic in provinciarum speciem redactam 
videam Daciam, sic pontibus Histrum et Euphratem 
superem, Ammianus Marcellinus, XXIV, 3, 9). Indeed, 
Trajan commissioned the architect Apollodorus of 
Damascus to build a bridge over the Danube, the 
northern end of which was at Drobeta (fig. 3).

Decebalus could not afford to do nothing: he sent 
envoys to Pacorus II, King of the Parthians, urging 
him to resist the Romans. It therefore seems that 
Trajan’s excuse for resuming military operations in 
Dacia—that the Dacian king had violated the terms 
of the peace treaty—was not entirely unfounded. 
“Inasmuch as Decebalus was reported to him to 
be acting contrary to the treaty in many ways, was 
collecting arms, receiving those who deserted, 
repairing the forts, sending envoys to his neigh-
bours and injuring those who had previously differed 
with him [...] therefore the senate again declared 
him an enemy, and Trajan once more conducted the 
war against him in person instead of entrusting it to 
the others” (Dio Cassius). On 4 June 105 the emperor 

Fig. 3. Trajan’s Column, scenes XCVIII–XCIX, depicting the 
inauguration of the bridge over the Danube from Drobeta. 
Close-up photo of a copy of Trajan’s Column © MNIR © George 
Dumitriu.
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again set out from Rome. “As numerous Dacians 
kept transferring their allegiance to Trajan, and also 
for certain other reasons, Decebalus again sued for 
peace”, Cassius tells us. “But since he could not be 
persuaded to surrender both his arms and himself, 
he proceeded openly to collect troops and summon 
the surrounding nations to his aid, declaring that 
if they deserted him they themselves would be 
imperilled, and that it was safer and easier for them, 
by fighting on his side before suffering any harm, 
to preserve their freedom, than if they should allow 
his people to be destroyed and then later be sub-
jugated themselves when bereft of allies”. However, 
this time the diplomatic overtures were ignored by 
Dacia’s neighbours, who had probably learned some-
thing from the defeat of the winter and spring of 102. 
The desperate Decebalus took extreme measures: 
he planned to assassinate Trajan while the emperor 
was still in Moesia, but the plot failed. He then cap-
tured General Longinus, probably the commander 
of the Roman army in Dacia, putting the occupying 
Roman forces in danger.

Trajan crossed the Danube over his stone bridge, 
inaugurated in the summer of 105, and “con-
ducted the war with safe prudence rather than 
with haste, and eventually, after a hard strug-
gle, vanquished the Dacians” (Dio Cassius). The 
Dacians put up a heroic resistance, as attested 
on Trajan’s Column, but the royal capital again 
fell into Roman hands. Decebalus tried to escape, 
perhaps with the idea of continuing the fight. On 
the verge of being taken by a cavalry squad with 
the Ala II Pannoniorum, Decebalus committed sui-
cide. This dramatic moment is captured in a scene 
on Trajan’s Column (CXIX) and briefly described 
in the inscription of Tiberius Claudius Maximus at 
Grammeni (Macedonia). The Dacian capital and 
other fortresses were destroyed by fire and sword 
(igni ferroque). Dacia’s riches made their way to 

Rome, and prisoners of war who surrendered were 
sent to various provinces throughout the empire 
and assigned to the Roman auxiliary forces.

Provincial organisation

For a long time, it was believed that the entire ter-
ritory north of the Danube conquered by Emperor 
Trajan was originally a single administrative 
unit, the province of Dacia (as attested by sev-
eral military diplomas from 109, 110 and 114). At 
the beginning of Hadrian’s reign, it was suppos-
edly divided into two provinces (Dacia Superior 
and Dacia Inferior), which became three with the 
addition of Dacia Porolissensis under Antoninus 
Pius (circa 158–159). Although some historians 
still defend this outdated idea, epigraphic finds 
made after 1960 have completely altered our 
understanding of how Dacia was organised.

Even before the end of the war, the Romans annexed 
part of southern Dacia: the present-day region of 
Banat and western Oltenia, occupied by Roman 
troops from the province of Upper Moesia. The his-
torian Dio Cassius tells us that, after concluding the 
armistice of 102, Emperor Trajan “left the camp at 
Zermizegethusa [Sarmizegetusa] and having sta-
tioned garrisons here and there throughout the 
remainder of the territory, returned to Italy”. The 
ancient historian was referring primarily to what 
are now the regions of Oltenia (the western part, 
where the architect Apollodorus of Damascus began 
building the bridge over the Danube at Drobeta), 
Banat and Hațeg Country. Other territories, such 
as eastern Oltenia, Wallachia, southern Moldavia 
and even south-eastern Transylvania (as far as the 
River Olt) were occupied by troops from the prov-
ince of Moesia Inferior, according to information 
supplied by Hunt’s Pridianum, dated to early 105, 
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auxiliary troops stationed in the region. Epigraphic 
evidence has revealed the names of the first gover-
nors of Dacia: Julius Sabinus, followed by Decimus 
Terentius Scaurianus, who founded the provin-
cial capital, Colonia Ulpia Traiana Augusta Dacica 
Sarmizegetusa, in the emperor’s name (fig. 4).

During Trajan’s reign, the territories occupied by the 
armies of Lower Moesia (see above) still belonged to 
this province.

and to epigraphic discoveries. This explains why, 
in the spring of 105, after rebelling against Rome, 
Decebalus asked of Trajan “that he might receive 
back his territory as far as the Ister [Danube]” (Dio 
Cassius). This provisional situation came to an 
end after the second Dacian War and the defeat of 
Decebalus in the summer of 106.

A large part of the former Dacian kingdom became a 
Roman province called Dacia, which included most of 
Transylvania, Banat and western Oltenia. Dacia was 
an imperial province ruled by a representative of the 
emperor (legatus Augusti pro prætore) of consular 
rank (vir consularis), as there were three legions—I 
Adiutrix, IIII Flavia and XIII Gemina—and many 

Fig. 4. Map showing the organisation of the province in 
Trajan’s time (C. C. Petolescu).

Fig. 5. The Gherla diploma, dated 2 July 133, which mentions 
Dacia Porolissensis, MNIR collection © MNIR 
© Marius Amarie.
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Fig. 6. Map showing the organisation of the province in 
Hadrian’s time (C. C. Petolescu).

A larger workforce was needed to exploit the prov-
ince’s rich resources more effectively, which 
explains Trajan’s decision to undertake a mass col-
onisation campaign. According to the historian 
Eutropius, “Trajan, after he had subdued Dacia, 
had transplanted thither an infinite number of men 
from the whole Roman world, to people the coun-
try and the cities” (Traianus, victa Dacia, ex toto 
orbe Romano infinitas eo copias hominum tran-
stulerat ad agros et urbes colendas). Dio Cassius 
also says that Trajan founded cities of colonists in 
Dacia. Significantly, the old Dacia capta coins were 
replaced by a large issue of new pieces bearing the 
legend DACIA AVG(usti) PROVINCIA that featured a 

personification of Dacia on the reverse, seated on a 
rock, with an eagle vexillum and a child holding 
a bunch of grapes before her. 

However, the peace that Trajan brought to the 
Lower Danube would prove fragile. The Parthian 
War of 114–117 required a great military effort from 
the Roman Empire, and Dacia had to do its part. 
Disturbances began immediately after the emper-
or’s death at Selinus, Cilicia (renamed Traianopolis) 
in August 117. The new emperor, Hadrian, had to 
make a difficult choice: hold on to the province of 
Dacia, or abandon it. He had the bridge over the 
Danube dismantled, but according to Eutropius 
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Black Sea, Hadrian negotiated peace in exchange 
for increasing the stipends that Trajan had drasti-
cally reduced.

Hadrian also instigated administrative reforms. 
Specifically, epigraphic sources (military diplo-
mas from 118–120) indicate the existence of two 
provinces. The first, Dacia Superior, included 
the regions of western Oltenia, Banat and most 
of Transylvania and was governed by a legatus 
Augusti pro prætore, but this time of the vir praeto-
rius class (in other words, a former praetor), as only 
one legion was left in the province, the Legio XIII 
Gemina based at Apulum (modern-day Alba Iulia). 

his friends (generals) made him reconsider, as 
otherwise many Roman citizens would fall into 
barbarian hands (ne multi cives Romani barbaris 
traderentur). Of course, this positive decision was 
also influenced by the fact that the local popula-
tion had remained calm, as they benefitted from 
the establishment of Roman peace. The most vio-
lent opposition to the Roman presence north of the 
Danube actually came from the Sarmatian Iazyges 
on the Pannonian Plain, who longed to occupy 
Dacia. General Quintus Marcius Turbo was sent to 
deal with them and restored peace on the borders 
of the provinces of Lower Pannonia and Dacia. With 
the rest of the Sarmatian tribes from north of the 

Fig. 7. Map showing the organisation of the province in 
Marcus Aurelius’s time (C. C. Petolescu).
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However, the three provinces retained their sepa-
rate administrative identities and each had its own 
procurator Augusti, although this post only entailed 
financial responsibilities. These administrative dis-
tricts were given uniform names: Dacia Apulensis 
(formerly Dacia Superior), Dacia Malvensis (formerly 
Dacia Inferior) and Dacia Porolissensis (fig. 7).

It should also be mentioned that Emperor Marcus 
Aurelius promoted the civilian settlement of Apulum 
to Municipium Aurelium Apulense (Apulensium), 
and the municipium of Napoca became Colonia 
Aurelia Napocensis.

The restoration of peace ushered in a new period 
of prosperity, especially under the Severan dynasty 
(193–235).

The urbanisation process continued with new pro-
motions. Several settlements obtained municipium 
status: Dierna (now Orșova), Tibiscum (Jupa, near the 
present-day city of Caransebeș), Apelam (Zlatna), a 
new municipium, Septimium Apulense (perhaps the 
canabæ associated with the castrum?), Potaissa, 
Porolissum, and maybe Sucidava in Dacia Malvensis. 
Other towns attained the rank of colonia: Drobeta 
(Septimia Drobetensis), Potaissa and Romula 
in Dacia Malvensis. The considerable number of 
chartered towns (six municipia and five coloniae) 
suggests the expansion of the Romanisation pro-
cess successfully implemented in the province’s first 
century of existence.

We must also recall that, in the early third cen-
tury, perhaps in Caracalla’s time, the western part 
of Wallachia was annexed, an area extending from 
the Danube to the mountains and bounded on the 
east by a fortified line (a vallum with castra) conven-
tionally called the limes Transalutanus by historical 
archaeologists.

The second, Dacia Inferior, included the territo-
ries that had belonged to Moesia Inferior in Trajan’s 
time, specifically eastern Oltenia and south-east-
ern Transylvania (Wallachia was abandoned); as 
there were only auxiliary troops stationed here, 
the province was ruled by a procurator Augusti 
of equestrian rank. Two military diplomas from 
14 April and 10 August 123 (and many later diplo-
mas) mention a third province, Dacia Porolissensis, 
which occupied northern Transylvania. This region 
was also governed by a procurator Augusti and only 
had an army of auxiliary troops (fig. 5 and 6). 

At the same time, the progress of Romanisation con-
vinced Hadrian to grant municipium status to several 
settlements: Hadrianum Drobetense (Drobetensium), 
modern-day Drobeta-Turnu Severin, and Hadrianum 
Napocense (Napocensium), now Cluj-Napoca; in 
Lower Dacia, Romula was promoted to the same sta-
tus, and Malva became a colonia.

After half a century of peace, the imperial frontier 
along the Rhine and Danube once again found itself 
beset by conflict: “all the peoples, from the borders 
of Illyria to Gaul, conspired together” (gentes omnes 
Illyrici limitis usque in Galliam conspiraverunt), 
drawing Emperor Marcus Aurelius into a lengthy war 
against the barbarian peoples (168–180). Dacia was 
also affected by these invasions, causing Marcus 
Aurelius to undertake administrative and military 
reforms in 168. An additional legion was posted to 
Dacia, the Legio V Macedonica, which established 
its camp at Potaissa (modern-day Turda). The three 
Dacian provinces were reunited and placed under 
the authority of a single governor: legatus Augusti 
pro prætore trium Daciarum. As two legions were now 
stationed in Dacia (V Macedonica and XIII Gemina), 
the requirement of consular rank was reinstated for 
this governor, which is why he appears in inscrip-
tions with the title consularis III (trium) Daciarum. 
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As the lands south of the Danube were war-ravaged 
and suffering a plague outbreak, part of the civilian 
population, especially Romanised Dacians, decided to 
remain in the former province. Strong imperial ambi-
tions influenced the policy of the emperors during the 
Dominate, especially under Constantine the Great, 
who re-annexed part of Dacia and connected it to the 
empire by means of a new bridge between the urban 
and military centres of Oescus and Sucidava. The 
spread of Christianity played a decisive role in main-
taining and expanding Roman culture in Dacia; the 
faith of salvation facilitated the assimilation of what 
remained of the migratory Germanic and Slavic peo-
ples. This gave rise to a new ethnic and linguistic 
synthesis that produced the Romanian people and 
the Romanian language, a historical phenomenon 
which developed parallel to and simultaneously with 
the emergence of the western Romance peoples.
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Starting in 238, the provinces of south-eastern 
Europe again found themselves embroiled in a major 
armed conflict when the Germanic people known as 
the Goths settled on the northern Pontic steppes, 
a land known as Scythia in ancient times. Sources 
refer to this war as bellum Scythium, given the mot-
ley composition of the great barbarian coalition 
comprising Goths and Scythian peoples. For a time, 
Dacia managed to avoid major invasions, but it was 
seriously affected by the great invasion of 267 during 
the reign of Gallienus. The situation became quite 
desperate in the days of Emperor Aurelian, who 
pulled the army out of Dacia and decided to abandon 
the province in 271, according to the fairly unani-
mous opinion of historians.
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development, but also in the ethnic composition of 
the local population, whose coexistence with the 
Romans was the first stage in the formation of a new 
people who spoke an eastern Neo-Latin language—
namely, the Romanians.

The ethnic name Dacians, used to designate all 
Geto-Dacian gens, appeared quite late (first century 
BC) in the texts of Roman historians and geogra-
phers. Reflecting the political reality of their time, 
the Romans only used the word Dacia to refer to the 
territory north of the Danube where the Dacians had 
established a powerful kingdom.

In this context, when discussing the history of 
Dacia in the Roman period, I will consider the entire 
area occupied by the Dacians, including the territory 
between the Danube and the Black Sea now known 
as Dobruja (Dobrogea), the bulk of which (15,485 
km2) currently lies within the borders of Romania.

Dr Liviu Petculescu

The first contacts between the Romans and the 
Geto-Dacians, the native inhabitants of the geo-
graphical area now largely occupied by the modern 
state of Romania, date back to the first century BC. 
Over a century later, the Roman Empire conquered 
the territory between the Danube and the Black Sea, 
and later, in the early second century AD, took the 
lands north of the Danube, which would become 
Roman Dacia. The province of Dacia was aban-
doned in 271, and the Roman-Byzantine Empire, 
successor of the Roman Empire, lost the Lower 
Danube region forever in the early seventh cen-
tury when Avars and Slavs, migratory peoples from 
the border lands of northwest China and northeast 
Europe, respectively, occupied the northern part of 
the Balkan Peninsula.

During this long period, fundamental changes 
took place in what is now the country of Romania, 
not only in terms of economic, social and cultural 

Fig. 1. Shield boss from Hălmeag, MNIR Collection © MNIR © Marius Amarie.

Dacia, the last European frontier 
of the Roman Empire
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Histria by the allies, who rebelled as a consequence 
of the abuses they had suffered under Roman 
rule. The anti-Roman coalition that defeated 
Hybrida was formed mainly of Getae from northern 
Dobruja, whose principal fortress of Genucla was 
located on the bank of the Danube, as well as other 
Transdanubian “barbarians” of uncertain ethnicity. 
As a result, Rome lost control of Scythia Minor for 
three decades.

After the end of the civil wars, in 29–28 BC, M. 
Licinius Crassus, then proconsul of Macedonia, allied 
with Roles, a Getae king from southern Dobruja, 
and together they finally drove off the Germanic 
Bastarnae invaders and later conquered two small 
Getae kingdoms, recovering the territory that 
Hybrida had lost. At the end of that war, for which 
Crassus was honoured with a triumph, only the 
Greek towns of Histria, Tomis and Callatis—formerly 
allied but actually annexed to the empire—remained 
under direct Roman control, while the rest of Lesser 
Scythia was assigned to the dependent (vassal) 
Kingdom of Thrace. As the limited military force of 
the Thracians was unable to repel the attacks of the 
Transdanubian Sarmatians and Getae, in the first 
decade of the first century BC, if not earlier, the 
Romans took charge of defending the Danube line. 
This mission was entrusted to an official, probably a 
prefect or praefectus, who was also responsible for 
overseeing the Greek towns.

During the reign of Emperor Augustus (27 BC–AD 14), 
the Roman military took control of the Danube line, 
from the river’s source to its mouth on the Black 
Sea. The section of the river that flows through the 
modern states of Serbia and Bulgaria marked 
the dividing line between Romans and Dacians. 
In response to Dacian sacking raids, the Romans 
launched retaliatory expeditions into Dacian ter-
ritory; in addition, around the year AD 4, General 

1. The first contacts between 
Dacians and Romans: 
The annexation of lands south 
of the Danube inhabited by 
Geto-Dacians to the Roman 
province of Moesia

After reaching the western coast of the Balkan 
Peninsula in 229–228 BC, the Romans became 
actively involved in the political life of this region, 
but it took them more than a half a century and sev-
eral hard-fought wars to annex Macedonia in 148 BC 
and Greece two years later.

From the new province of Macedonia, the Romans 
continued their frequent confrontations with 
neighbouring “barbarian” peoples. The Romans 
generally adopted a defensive policy on the Balkan 
Peninsula until the early first century BC, but from 
the second quarter of that century until the mid-
first century AD, they launched a series of offensive 
campaigns to first gain control of and later annex all 
the territory between the northern Balkans and the 
Danube. Thus, in 72–71 BC, during the war against 
King Mithridates of Pontus, who had occupied the 
entire Black Sea coast, the proconsul of Macedonia, 
M. Terentius Varro Lucullus, led the first Roman 
campaign in Dobruja, a region called Scythia 
Minor in geographical-historical works. Along the 
way, he defeated the Thracian Bessi tribe and later 
conquered the coastal Greek towns allied with 
Mithridates: Callatis, Tomis and Histria. The first 
Latin diplomatic document in this part of Europe 
was probably written at that time, the treaty of alli-
ance between Rome and Callatis, which cemented 
the Dobrujan town’s allegiance to Rome.

Ten years later, the army of another Macedonian 
governor, G. Antonius Hybrida, was smashed near 
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Aelius Catus deported 50,000 Getae from the 
Romanian Plain to south of the Danube.

Early in the reign of Tiberius, the second Roman 
emperor, probably in AD 14, the province of Moesia 
was organised in the territory between the Balkans 
and the Danube, an area now occupied by Serbia 
and western Bulgaria. Moesia was an imperial prov-
ince ruled by a legate of the emperor, chosen from 
among those senators who had held a consulship, 
the highest magistrate’s office in Rome; it had a large 
military garrison that included legions, designed to 
withstand the danger that the Dacians represented 
and, if possible, control them, which it managed to 
do for approximately half a century.

When Emperor Claudius annexed the Kingdom of 
Thrace in AD 46, the southern Balkan part became a 
new province, Thrace, while the territory that largely 
corresponds to the modern-day region of Dobruja 
was absorbed into Moesia, which stretched all the 
way to the Black Sea. As was customary after any 
new annexation, the Roman provincial adminis-
tration, under the governor’s orders, conducted a 
census of people and property to determine future 
taxes. The exact date of the census in Moesia’s new 
region is provided by a famous inscription at Histria, 
the horothesia of Laberius Maximus, which shows 
that the municipal boundaries of Tomis were first 
fixed by the provincial governor during his visit to 
the town in the year 47 (fig. 2).

Plautius Silvanus Aelianus’s term as governor of 
Moesia (57–67) is an important period in the his-
tory of the Lower Danube region. He led several 

Fig. 2. “Decree of Laberius Maximus” discovered at Histria, 
Istria, Constanța county, MNIR collection © MNIR  
© George Nica
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the province’s military fleet, Classis Flavia Moesica, 
to guarantee security along the Danube and the 
northern coast of the Black Sea.

Contacts between Geto-Dacians and Romans were 
not limited to politico-military relations; they also 
involved economic and even cultural interactions. 
From the mid-first century BC, and especially in 
the first century AD, the Dacians imported Roman 
products, including accessories such as fibulae, 
bronze and glass vases, lamps and candelabra, 
luxury wares and even writing implements. In addi-
tion to these ornaments or luxury items, numerous 
Roman-type tools have appeared in Dacian for-
tresses, indicating an effective integration in the 
economic circuits of the time. 

The presence of two other kinds of Roman artefacts 
in Dacia—silver coins and military gear—require 
further explanation.

More than 25,000 Roman denarii have been found 
in Dacia, the vast majority of which were issued 
between 130 and 30 BC—in other words, during the 
republican period. A very small percentage are imi-
tations discovered in the Dacian fortresses of Tilișca, 
Poiana and Sarmizegetusa. However, even exclud-
ing the estimated number of imitations, the total 
amount of denarii in Dacia is enormous compared to 
those found outside Roman territories. 

In any event, most Roman Republican denarii 
arrived in Dacia in the first century AD, long after 
they were issued, because, like the Germanic peo-
ples, the Dacians preferred the old coins to the new, 
as the former had a high silver content and they 
had gotten used to them.

It is hard to believe that Roman coins made their 
way to Dacia primarily through trade, because the 

campaigns north of the Danube in which he defeated 
the Sarmatians, an Iranian people who had recently 
arrived in the region, established diplomatic rela-
tions with the kings of the Bastarnae, Dacians 
and Sarmatian Roxolani, and relocated more than 
100,000 people of unknown ethnicity from across 
the Danube to this Roman province. The fact that 
Moesia was colonised by a large number of “bar-
barians” clearly indicates the province was sparsely 
populated at the time. Brought into the province to 
pay taxes, these immigrants undoubtedly contrib-
uted to one of Aelianus’s greatest achievements: 
sending the first wheat shipments from Moesia to 
Rome.

Despite Aelianus’s success, in a few short years the 
political situation in the Lower Danube took a dra-
matic turn for the worse, at least for the Romans. 
The Sarmatian Roxolani took advantage of the demo-
graphic void created by the Roman deportations and 
moved westwards en masse, occupying the steppe 
lands of the Romanian Plain along the Danube. In 
addition, the Dacians who lived in the Carpathians 
and nearby hilly regions underwent a process of 
political unification that significantly increased 
their strength. Consequently, beginning in the win-
ter of 67/68 and throughout the period of internal 
strife and civil war in Rome (68–70), the Sarmatians 
and later the Dacians crossed the Danube—usually 
in winter, when the river froze over—and attacked 
Moesia in search of plunder. These raids penetrated 
so far into Roman territory that in the year 70 the 
Sarmatians even managed to kill the provincial gov-
ernor and were only beaten back with great difficulty. 

Once the political crisis in Rome had ended, the new 
emperor, Vespasian (69–79), a seasoned military 
man, took several steps to prevent future “barbarian” 
attacks along the empire’s borders. Specifically, he 
sent new troops to the Moesian border and organised 
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2. The Dacian-Roman Wars and 
the conquest of Dacia: 
The administrative organisation 
of Roman Dacia 

vast majority were found in hoards and ancient 
historical sources do not mention large-scale 
exports of Dacian goods to Rome. Therefore, we 
must conclude that Roman denarii entered Dacia 
primarily in the form of war booty and/or subsidies 
which Rome paid to vassal kings, and that their 
presence is a reflection of Dacian military might 
during that period.

The highest concentration of Roman military 
equipment is found in fortresses on both sides of 
the Southern Carpathians, relatively close to the 
Danube, which were important tribal centres. 
The oldest Roman military artefacts in Dacia date 
from the reign of Augustus and the first half of the 
first century AD, although they are still quite rare in 
this period. In the second half of the first century AD, 
they are more abundant and include all sorts of mil-
itary gear: swords and daggers, dagger sheaths and 
ornamented shield bosses, and decorated belt 
and harness pieces.

As the Roman Empire closely controlled the pro-
duction and distribution of military equipment and 
prohibited unauthorised exports, there are only two 
possible explanations for its presence in Dacia: the 
Romans supplied it to vassal kingdoms, or it was war 
plunder. Weapons probably entered Dacia by both 
means, depending on political relations—of alliance 
or warfare—with the empire at any given time.

At the fortresses where Roman military artefacts 
have been found, local weapons are almost non-ex-
istent, giving the impression that, after the second 
half of the first century AD, the Dacians who lived 
in the Southern Carpathians and adjacent hills—the 
heart of the kingdom—adopted elements of Roman 
military gear on a wide scale.

In the winter of 85/86, the unified kingdom of the 
Dacians launched a major attack against the Roman 
Empire. The Dacians crossed the Danube, defeated 
the provincial army of Moesia and killed its governor, 
and subsequently laid siege to the legions’ castra. 

Realising that this was more than just another pil-
laging raid, Emperor Domitian (81–96) arrived in the 
theatre of operations with a large army which, after 
several intense battles, forced the Dacians out of 
Roman territory. As it was obvious that one of the 
main reasons for the Romans’ initial failure was 
the fact that the governor of Moesia had to defend 
an excessively long border, he decided to remedy 
the situation. Therefore, the emperor divided the 
province of Moesia into Moesia Superior and Moesia 
Inferior, named according to their position along 
the course of the Danube, upstream (superior) or 
downstream (inferior). Upper Moesia comprised 
what is now Serbia and a small portion of far west-
ern Bulgaria, while Lower Moesia occupied the rest 
of the territory to the Danube’s mouth and there-
fore included Dobruja, largely inhabited by the 
Geto-Dacians.

After the Dacians were repelled in 86, a Roman army 
led by Cornelius Fuscus, praetorian prefect or com-
mander of the imperial guard, began an offensive 
north of the Danube in 87 but was defeated by the 
new Dacian king, Decebalus. A legion’s standard, 
weapons and war machinery were lost in this mili-
tary fiasco, and Cornelius Fuscus lost his life.
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The following year Rome launched a second cam-
paign across the Danube, this time with a larger 
army commanded by a seasoned senatorial general, 
Tettius Julianus. He won a decisive victory over the 
Dacians, who were forced to sue for peace.

Considering the losses sustained during three years 
of fierce fighting—and probably, more importantly, 
that the political goal of the war, to weaken the 
Dacians and remove the threat of future attacks, had 
been achieved—the emperor accepted the peace 
treaty in 89 and celebrated the first Roman triumph 
over the Dacians in Rome. 

Although his army had been victorious, Domitian did 
not annex Dacian territories because the traditional 
Roman strategy, which he respected, was to keep 
the empire within natural borders, especially large 
waterways like the Danube, as these were easier to 
defend. Instead, the emperor forced Decebalus 
to enter an alliance whereby the Dacian king pledged 
not to attack the Roman frontier and to help the 
Roman army in any regional conflict in exchange for 
subsidies and artisans to modernise his own army, 
the standard terms offered to vassal kingdoms.

For 12 years after the end of Domitian’s war, the 
Dacians conscientiously fulfilled their obligations as 
allies, as evidenced by an inscription which reveals 
that a Roman expeditionary force passed through 
Decebalus’s kingdom to attack the Marcomanni, the 
Germanic Quadi and the Sarmatian Iazyges in 
the course of military campaigns conducted north 
and east of the Middle Danube.

The situation altered dramatically after the imperial 
throne was given to Trajan (98–117), an aristocrat 
enamoured of military life who was the last great 
Roman conqueror. Like his role model, Alexander 
the Great, Trajan’s primary military ambition was to 

conquer the east, but first he decided to annex the 
Dacian kingdom, the only military power in Europe 
capable of threatening the empire’s safety.

In the year 101, with absolutely no provocation from 
the Dacians, the emperor arrived in Moesia Superior 
at the head of a large army, which modern scholars 
estimate contained at least 80,000 soldiers, crossed 
the Danube on a pontoon bridge and began march-
ing towards the Dacian capital of Sarmizegetusa, 
located in the mountains. Despite suffering great 
losses, he won a resounding victory at Tapae, the 
same place where the Romans had triumphed in 
Domitian’s day (fig. 3).

Decebalus retaliated by crossing the Danube and 
attacking eastern Moesia Inferior, in alliance with 
Roxolani horsemen. Taking advantage of the absence 
of most of the provincial troops, which were occu-
pied north of the Danube, the Dacian-Roxolani forces 
sacked Dobruja and even the residence of gover-
nor Laberius Maximus, where they captured a slave 
named Callidromus whom Decebalus later sent to 
King Pacorus of the Parthians in the course of nego-
tiations. The arrival of a Roman expeditionary force in 
Lower Moesia led to the defeat of the Dacian-Roxolani 
army, whose survivors retreated back over the 
Danube (fig. 4). At the end of the war, to commemo-
rate these battles Trajan built a monumental complex 
at Adamclisi, in the centre of Dobruja, consisting of 
an altar, a large funerary monument and a triumphal 
monument, the Tropaeum Traiani, inaugurated in 109. 
He also founded a town further west, in what is now 
Bulgaria, with the suggestive name of Nicopolis ad 
Istrum, meaning “city of the victory on the Danube”.

The campaign of 102 continued with a concentric 
assault on Sarmizegetusa, during which the Romans 
took several fortresses near the capital, making 
Decebalus decide to sue for peace.
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As his troops were exhausted after two years of non-
stop campaigning far from their bases in rugged 
terrain where they had faced tough and tenacious 
warriors, Trajan agreed to make peace with the 
Dacians, but his terms were extremely harsh. 
The region north of the Danube, across from Moesia 
Superior, was to be placed under Roman rule, 
organised as a separate entity with a garrison of two 
legions; the area between the Southern Carpathians 
and the Danube, where the troops of Moesia Inferior 
had fought, would be added to this province; and the 
capital, Sarmizegetusa, was to be supervised by a 
Roman garrison stationed in a 3-hectare castrum. 
Moreover, the Dacians would stop receiving sub-
sidies, be forced to send the Roman artisans back, 
and tear down their remaining fortresses.

Fig. 3. Trajan’s Column, scenes IV–V, depicting the Roman 
armies crossing the Danube. Close-up photo of a copy of 
Trajan’s Column © MNIR © George Dumitriu.

Fig. 4. Trajan’s Column, scene XXXVII, depicting the battle of 
the Sarmatian cavalry. Close-up photo of a copy of Trajan’s 
Column © MNIR © George Dumitriu.
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aforementioned Tropaeum Traiani monument com-
plex, a new port for Rome, and Trajan’s massive 
Roman forum with his own iconic column whose 
relief carvings tell the story of the Dacian Wars.

After more fighting, Decebalus and his last warri-
ors were overtaken by the Roman cavalry, at which 
point the Dacian king, wounded and unable to keep 
fighting, committed suicide. Roman cavalryman T. 
Claudius Maximus, whose gravestone was recently 
found, cut off Decebalus’s head and brought it to 
Trajan at the Ranisstorum camp, where he showed it 
to the troops (fig. 6).

The war was practically over by the summer of 106, 
and after duly honouring the soldiers who had dis-
tinguished themselves in combat, Trajan returned 
to Rome in 107 and celebrated his second Dacian 
triumph.

The territories occupied by the Romans north of the 
Danube after Trajan’s wars were divided into two 
provinces. The majority of the annexed Dacian king-
dom—the modern-day regions of central and eastern 
Banat, western Oltenia and the area of Transylvania 
inside the Carpathian arc, except the southeast cor-
ner—was assigned to a new province called Dacia. The 
rest of the lands south and east of the Carpathians—
the bulk of present-day Oltenia, western and central 
Wallachia, and the southeast corner of Transylvania—
that had been conquered by the army of Lower Moesia 
were added to this province.

Like the two Moesias, Dacia was an imperial prov-
ince ruled by a representative of the emperor who 
bore the title legatus Augusti pro praetore, chosen 
from among those senators who had also been con-
suls. The governor’s high rank was a reflection of his 
great responsibility, as he oversaw a provincial army 
made up of various legions—three, in Dacia’s case.

Upon his return to Rome after negotiating this peace, 
Trajan took the title of Dacicus and celebrated his 
first Dacian triumph in 103. Although Dacia was no 
longer a military power under the 102 peace treaty 
terms, the emperor remained determined to con-
quer it completely, as proved by the construction of 
the first stone bridge over the Danube at Drobeta in 
103–105 as soon as hostilities ceased.

Trajan’s second Dacian war began in June 105, after 
the senate declared Decebalus a public enemy, 
and the emperor left Rome for Dacia. Trajan mus-
tered a considerably smaller army than on the 
previous occasion, as Dacian military might had 
waned and Dacia, or what was left of it, had not 
managed to secure any allies.

Decebalus again sued for peace, but after the 
emperor, who was still on imperial soil, refused, he 
captured Longinus, commander of the Roman army 
in Dacia, and attacked the castra where his sol-
diers were posted. Trajan crossed the Danube over 
the Drobeta bridge, taking the occasion to officially 
inaugurate it, and swiftly marched to Sarmizegetusa, 
placing the capital under siege. Although they 
fended off the first attacks, the defenders soon real-
ised that they could not hold out for long. After setting 
fire to the capital, some of the Dacian nobles killed 
themselves by drinking poison, and the remaining 
defenders slipped through enemy lines in the night 
and withdrew to territories not yet occupied by the 
Romans, planning to continue the fight (fig. 5).

After the conquest of Sarmizegetusa, the Romans 
discovered the burial place of the fabulous Dacian 
treasure, with its vast quantities of gold and silver. 
When hostilities ceased, Trajan used this treasure 
to finance games of unprecedented pomp, sus-
pend tax collection and build an impressive number 
of structures throughout the empire, including the 
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superstructure so the barbarians could not use it to 
continue raiding south of the Danube. Q. Marcius 
Turbo, one of the best Roman generals, though only 
a member of the equestrian class, was sent to deal 
with the aggressors. He fought several hard bat-
tles against the Iazyges who had occupied the Tisza 
plain, between the provinces of Lower Pannonia and 
Dacia, in which the Romans ultimately prevailed. 
However, under the terms of the peace treaty signed 
with the Iazyges, the Romans abandoned the castra 
west of the Banat Mountains, thereby relinquishing 

This administrative organisation, a product of the 
idiosyncrasies of the conquest, only endured dur-
ing the reign of Trajan. In 117, immediately after the 
emperor’s death, the Sarmatian Roxolani from 
the east and the Sarmatian Iazyges from the west 
attacked the provinces north of the Danube, taking 
advantage of the fact that their army was dimin-
ished as many military units had been transferred 
to Asia to fight against the Parthians. This attack 
was so serious that the new emperor, Hadrian (117–
138), ordered the destruction of the Drobeta bridge’s 

Fig. 5. General view of the sacred area of Sarmizegetusa 
Regia, Grădiștea Muncelului, Orăștioara de Sus, Hunedoara 
county © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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This system of administrative organisation lasted 
until the Marcomannic Wars began in 166, when 
the success of the “barbarian” attacks on Roman 
Dacia revealed the weaknesses in its defen-
sive system due to insufficient troops and the 
lack of coordination among the three provin-
cial armies. Emperor Marcus Aurelius responded 
to the military crisis by posting a second legion 
in Dacia and, in 168, uniting the Dacian pro- 
vinces under one governor. The fact that these 
provinces were still separate administrative entities 
is reflected in the general governor’s official title, 

“Governor of the Three Dacias”. Around the same 
time, Dacia Superior was renamed Dacia Apulensis 
and Dacia Inferior became Dacia Malvensis, adopt-
ing the names of their governors’ respective seats 
so that even their titles would show that they had 
ceased to be independent provinces under the 
direct rule of the emperor, like all the other prov-
inces whose names included the words “Superior” 
or “Inferior”. The highest rank, that of former consul, 
was once again required to be governor of the three 
Dacias, as its army included two legions.

Created for military reasons during a time of cri-
sis, this administrative organisation remained 
in place from 168 to 271, when Roman Dacia was 
abandoned as a result of the empire-wide political 
and military crisis.

control of the plain between the Danube and the 
Tisza. Meanwhile, another treaty negotiated with 
the Roxolani stipulated an increase in subsidies 
and the evacuation of the troops of Moesia Inferior 
from the castra built in Wallachia along natu-
ral routes between the Danube and the Southern 
Carpathians, which meant that the Roman border 
was pushed back to the River Olt.

After defeating the Iazyges, Turbo stayed on in Dacia, 
at least until the end of 119, to reorganise the terri-
tory. Thus, the province of Dacia was renamed Dacia 
Superior, while the regions north of the Danube 
that had belonged to Moesia Inferior and remained 
under Roman rule—east Oltenia and southeast 
Transylvania—formed the province of Dacia Inferior. 
Finally, the province of Dacia Porolissensis was cre-
ated in the north-eastern part of Transylvania, north 
of the rivers Mureș and Arieș. While Dacia Superior 
and Inferior were named according to their positions 
along the Danube, Dacia Porolissensis took its name 
from Porolissum, the region’s principal military cen-
tre. Of the three Dacian provinces, Upper Dacia had 
a governor appointed from among senators who 
had held a praetorship, the second highest magis-
tracy in Rome. As only one legion was left stationed 
in its territory, the province was accorded a lower 
rank than in Trajan’s time. The other two provinces 
had just one garrison of auxiliary troops and were 
therefore ruled by governors from the second aris-
tocratic class, the equestrians. However, regardless 
of the lower social status of the governors of Dacia 
Inferior and Dacia Porolissensis, they were not sub-
ordinate to the governor of Dacia Superior, instead 
answering directly to the emperor.

Fig. 6. Trajan’s Column, scene CXLV, depicting the death 
of King Decebalus. Close-up photo of a copy of Trajan’s 
Column © MNIR © George Dumitriu.
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delta. Consequently, in this region the Danube only 
had a few fords, specifically at Durostorum, Carsium, 
Dinogetia and Noviodunum. But, of course, in the 
harsh winters, the river froze over in many areas and 
could be crossed easily, which is precisely what the 
Dacians and Sarmatians used to do.

Therefore, the Romans did not need a large mili-
tary force to control the fords and navigation on the 
Danube, according to the principle of linear border 
defence that was the rule in the first three centu-
ries AD. As for the seacoast, there is no definitive 
proof that it was considered a true border in need 
of defence until after the Goths attacked in the third 
century. For these reasons, all military units in this 
part of Lower Moesia were stationed along the right 
bank of the Danube and at two bridgeheads on the 
opposite bank, at Barboși and Aliobrix.

When they annexed Dacia, the Romans had to organ-
ise the defence of a territory north of the Danube 
that lacked the natural protection of rivers to sep-
arate them from belligerent neighbouring peoples. 
It is quite likely that Trajan’s direct involvement in 
the military organisation of the limes between the 
Rhine and the Danube—the first conventional for-
tified Roman border—convinced him that he could 
also defend Dacia by applying the same kind of solu-
tion on a much larger scale.

The province of Dacia initially received a large mil-
itary force of three legions and at least 27 auxiliary 
units, together amounting to approximately 30,000 
soldiers. The Legio IV Flavia was stationed at Berzovia 
in Banat, while the I Adiutrix and XIII Gemina were 
based at Apulum. However, the first two legions left 
Dacia towards the end of Trajan’s reign, never to 
return. Some of the auxiliary troops left behind in 
Dacia after the conquest were later withdrawn by 
Trajan. Specifically, in the year 110, four units were 

3. The military organisation 
of Lower Moesia and Dacia: 
The army as a factor of 
Romanisation

After Trajan’s occupation of Dacia, the Lower Danube 
frontier remained practically unchanged until 
the final years of the early empire. The Danubian 
limes between Viminacium and Novae, endowed 
with a substantial military force to ward off Dacian 
attacks, was abandoned, as this area was now pro-
tected by Roman Dacia. Some of the units stationed 
above Novae were sent to the province of Dacia and 
the territories north of the Danube annexed to Lower 
Moesia, while the rest were sent east to protect the 
right bank of the Danube down to the Black Sea.

The moment had finally come to establish the first 
legions in Dobruja: the Legio XI Claudia at Durostorum, 
very near the present-day Romanian border, and the 
Legio V Macedonia at Troesmis. Additionally, there 
is evidence of several auxiliary infantry and cavalry 
units in Dobruja from the reign of Trajan, as well as 
the fleet based at Noviodunum. The total number 
of soldiers stationed in Dobruja between the reigns 
of Trajan and Marcus Aurelius was probably around 
12,000–14,000, which fell to roughly 8,000 after the 
5th Macedonian Legion was transferred to Dacia in 
167‒170 (fig. 7).

The relatively small size of the Roman army in 
Dobruja during the Principate is explained by the 
nature of its frontier. The Lower Danube is in itself 
a major obstacle: in addition to the river proper, the 
area is dotted with countless ponds and lakes. In 
western Dobruja, the river splits into two branches 
and forms two huge ponds, now known as Balta 
Ialomiței and Balta Brăilei; to the north are many 
lakes, and further to the northeast lies the Danube 
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Fig. 7. Distribution of Roman military fortifications in the 
provinces of Dacia and Lower Moesia, published in Florian-
Matei Popescu, Ovidiu Țentea, Auxiliæ Moesiæ Superioris, 
Bucharest: 2018.
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The same offensive strategy that prioritized troop 
manoeuvrability led to the transfer of certain mil-
itary units from Lower Moesia to eastern Oltenia 
and Wallachia, along the rivers that connected the 
Danube to the Carpathians and, through the moun-
tains, to Transylvania: on the River Olt, possibly the 
castrum of Slăveni and certainly Castra Traiana; on 
the road to the Bran Pass, the castra of Voinești and 
Rucăr; on the River Ialomița, the castra of Drajna de 
Sus, Mălăiești and Târgșor; and where the River Siret 
flows into the Danube, the Barboși bridgehead. This 
same placement of troops meant that the army of 
Moesia Inferior was not deployed along an actual 
border in Wallachia; instead, it merely guarded the 
roads running through it, ensuring political con-
trol of those routes and the safety of military traffic 
between the Danubian limes and its territory in 
southeast Transylvania (figs. 8 and 9).

With a few exceptions, Trajan’s auxiliary castra in 
Dacia were built with ramparts of earth or stakes 
and earth: firstly, because the entire defence sys-
tem had to be put up as quickly as possible, and 
secondly, because troop mobility often required old 
forts to be abandoned and new ones built. Despite 
this provisional nature, imposed by Trajan’s offen-
sive approach, it is important to note that the 
province’s first castra were so strategically situated 
that when the military units occupying them were 
replaced or reinforced by new arrivals, these gener-
ally erected their fortifications on the same spot, as 
was the case of Tibiscum, Micia, Gilău, Porolissum, 
Cășei and Ilișua. Apparently, castra were always 
designed to accommodate a single military unit and 
were generally small in size (fig. 10).

Roman Dacia, the only territory annexed by Trajan 
and maintained by his successor Hadrian (117–138), 
was reorganised by the latter on both the admi- 
nistrative and military levels. Once Roman Dacia had 

transferred to Upper Pannonia and another five were 
sent to Lower Pannonia and Upper Moesia.

The province could afford to lose such a large num-
ber of soldiers because of the calm situation on its 
borders. We should also remember that the army 
was the main source of labour for the major build-
ing works required after annexing a province. As 
soon as the main roads, the castra and a few civil-
ian settlements—first and foremost Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa, Trajan’s colonia—were ready, the 
troops used to build them could be assigned to other 
provinces.

As mentioned earlier, Dacia’s situation was unu-
sual in that its location beyond the Danube meant 
it was surrounded by barbarians on three sides, 
with no significant natural barriers between them, 
making it impossible to organise a linear defence 
system as in other European border provinces. In 
any case, Trajan only managed to lay the ground-
work of frontier organisation in Roman Dacia: firstly, 
because he did not have time to do more, and sec-
ondly, because he took a more offensive approach 
to troop placement. As a large part of the province 
lay within the Carpathians, which are not very high 
and crossed by numerous rivers and passes, the first 
line of defence consisted of castra to block these 
valleys. The legions, supported by several auxiliary 
units, were clustered in the southwest and centre of 
the province along the main roads, where they could 
guarantee access to the Danube and, consequently, 
the rest of the empire, but they could also intervene 
in any other threatened area. There was a precedent 
for using castra to cut off mountain passes, namely 
in Asia Minor on the border with Armenia; however, 
the concentric deployment of troops, adapted to 
Dacia to facilitate inland defence or mustering for 
offensive operations, bears the stamp of the origi-
nal military thinking of Trajan and his general staff.
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frontier, or at the entrance to the main valleys through 
which traffic flowed from Barbaricum to the interior 
of the province. This arrangement of the castra far 
behind defensive lines rather than on the border, 
as was the norm in the empire, is explained by the 
need to prevent attackers from avoiding or blocking 
them and to ensure rapid troop deployment, even in 
wartime, along the border road and the radial roads 
to any threatened section of the limes.

As a result of all the military works created during 
Hadrian’s time, the frontier of the Dacias gradu-
ally took on its classical form and only underwent 
minor or localised changes during the reigns of his 
successors.

The Marcomannic Wars of Emperor Marcus Aurelius 
(161–180) marked a turning point in the military his-
tory of the Roman Empire, as these conflicts proved 
that no border, no matter how heavily fortified, could 
withstand large-scale attacks. This led the Roman 
emperors of the late second and early third centuries 
to take various measures to consolidate the empire’s 
defence through an increase in military force, bor-
der defence and limited territorial annexations.

After the Marcomannic Wars, the military command 
of the three Dacian provinces was unified, and the 
5th Macedonian Legion was transferred from Lower 
Moesia to Potaissa. Consequently, after 168 the three 
Dacian provinces had a total force of approximately 
40,000 soldiers. Later, once peace had been restored, 
Dacia’s frontiers were strengthened—especially the 
western border, the one most affected by the wars—
and more stone castra were built (fig. 11). 

In the same period, during the reign of Septimius 
Severus (193–211) or his successor Caracalla (211–
217), the southern part of Lower Dacia’s border along 
the Olt was moved east 10–50 km, to the Wallachian 

been divided into three separate provinces, their 
governors focused on structuring their defensive 
systems, and the first step in this process was rein-
forcement. Hadrian complemented the province’s 
own military force with a series of auxiliary units, 
deployed along the limes and inside the territory, 
that were sent to replace the two legions which had 
been transferred to the neighbouring provinces of 
Upper Pannonia and Upper Moesia. Where the fron-
tier had been established by Trajan, small castra 
were usually replaced by larger ones to accommo-
date the greater number of troops posted to forward 
positions; at the same time, the army began build-
ing stone castra throughout the Dacian provinces.

The limes of Lower Dacia was organised along the 
River Olt, which joined the two stretches of 
the provincial border south and north of the 
Southern Carpathians by running a military-grade 
road through the river gorge. This road was defended 
by castra, some of which were small, designed to be 
manned by irregular troops or numerii who special-
ised in patrolling travel routes and borders.

The limes of the Dacias took advantage of every natural 
obstacle in the region, its mountains and rivers, and 
complemented them with castra to cover every 
possible route of access to the province’s interior. 
However, as the Transylvanian courses of the rivers 
Someș and Olt were so small that they could only 
serve as demarcation lines, here the true obstacles 
remained the Eastern and Southern Carpathian 
Mountains. Therefore, except for the part of the limes 
in Lower Dacia located south of the Carpathians and 
marked by the River Olt, the rest of Dacia’s defence 
system was adapted to make use of the Carpathians. 
Unusually, here military units were not deployed on 
the front line, in the mountains, but at a distance—
sometimes a considerable one—from the border: on 
the Someș and upper Olt, on the road that ran along the 
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did not continue into the Subcarpathian region, 
interrupted in the central section by the course of 
a small river, the Vedea, which served as a natu-
ral barrier.

The reason for moving the frontier from the River Olt, 
a natural barrier though not really a major obstacle, 
and creating another, manmade border probably 
had less to do with the Romans’ desire to annex the 
poor region of western Wallachia than with the need 
to guarantee the safety of the strategic road that 
connected Lower Moesia and southeast Transylvania 
through the Rucăr-Bran Pass.

Plain. The new border, called limes Transalutanus 
by modern scholars, was approximately 235 km 
long, stretching from the Danube to the Carpathian 
foothills. It consisted of a chain of castra—the 
majority made of earth, although there was one of 
brick and another of stone, which had an earthen 
barricade in front with stakes but no trench—that 

Fig. 9. Baths of the Mălăiești camp, © Ovidiu Țentea.

Fig. 8. Roman camp at Mălăiești, Prahova county: 
overlapping plans of different research phases, published 
in Ovidiu Țentea, Florian-Matei Popescu, Between Dacia 
and Moesia Inferior: The Roman forts in Muntenia under 
Trajan, Bucharest, 2016: 23.
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staff requirements in the provincial government, as 
using soldiers did not entail additional costs. The 
practice of assigning administrative tasks to soldiers 
began in the early Principate and continued until the 
late third century, as imperial power increased while 
the prerogatives of local autonomous communities 
shrank. This custom was undoubtedly practised in 
both provinces, where inscriptions mention many 
beneficiarii, non-commissioned officers assigned 
to military commanders and even provincial gov-
ernors. The higher the superior’s rank, the more 
beneficiarii he had. These men performed clerical 

The evolution of the Dacian limes ended in the 
early third century, and only minor repairs were 
made inside existing fortresses until the end of the 
Severan dynasty in 235. Later, during the crisis of 
the third century, we only find evidence of the decay, 
destruction and abandonment of castra or even 
entire border sections.

The role of the Roman army in Dacia and Moesia 
Inferior, as in the rest of the empire, extended 
far beyond its military and construction duties. 
Governors often relied on the army to supplement 

Fig. 10. Aerial view of the Porolissum camp, Moigrad, Zalău 
county © Horațiu Cociș/MJIAZ.
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Until the early third century, the social status of sol-
diers varied depending on which unit they belonged 
to: Roman citizens were in legions, while non-citizen 
free men were in auxiliary units. Upon retirement, the 
latter became veterans and were rewarded with citi-
zenship. In 212, Emperor Caracalla extended Roman 
citizenship to all free inhabitants of the empire, thus 
eliminating distinctions between the ranks of differ-
ent military units. As men were recruited throughout 
the empire, the ethnic background of Roman soldiers 

duties in their commanders’ offices, while the gov-
ernors’ subordinates also acted as a police force, 
especially on road surveillance. In Dobruja, moreo-
ver, there is evidence that the army was involved in 
settling conflicts related to property boundaries. The 
use of military men to establish territorial limits was 
only logical, as they had the technical know-how 
required to take topographical measurements and 
the ability to enforce measures adopted in the gov-
ernor’s name.

Fig. 11. Aerial view of the 5th Macedonian Legion’s camp at 
Potaissa, Turda, Cluj county © Horațiu Cociș/MJIAZ.
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composed verses in it. Additionally, apart from the 
Greeks in the coastal towns allied with—in other 
words, subordinate to—the Romans, he mentions 
the Sarmatians (in reality Scythians, whose life-
style was very similar) living in southern Dobruja 
and the Thracian Bessi.

The Sarmatians and the Dacians launched numer-
ous attacks in the first century AD in the territory 
of Dobruja, before and after its annexation by the 
Romans, which caused great destruction and even 
the partial depopulation of the region. However, as 
information on the situation in following centuries 
proves, they did not alter its ethnic composition.

Trajan’s reorganisation of the border of Lower Moesia 
divided Dobruja into three parts: the banks of the 
Danube, the inland area and the seacoast. In addi-
tion to comprising a geographical unit, each of these 
zones also developed administrative peculiarities 
and distinctive ethnic traits.

As mentioned, the banks of the Danube were organ-
ised as a military district and became the most 
Romanised part of Dobruja. At Troesmis, near the 
castrum of the Legio V Macedonica, we know there 
were two civilian settlements, one under the legion 
commander’s control, called canabae, and another, 
vicus or civitas, that was not. In any case, both were 
self-managing entities governed by magistrates and 
councils that imitated those of chartered Roman 
towns and, ultimately, Rome itself. After the legion 
moved to Potaissa, Dacia, in 167, the situation of 
these settlements grew critical as they had lost their 
main business activity, supplying soldiers. To offset 
the negative effects of the legion’s departure with 

was quite diverse, but during their 25-year military 
service, even the least Romanised members of the 
auxiliary units ended up assimilating Roman culture, 
even learning to speak and write in Latin.

Military units were followed by the soldiers’ fami-
lies and many people who made a living by meeting 
their needs: artisans, merchants, prostitutes, etc. 
Consequently, near every castrum in Dobruja and 
Dacia, civilian settlements organised according to 
Roman law were built on public land, ager publicus. 
These settlements ended up becoming two of the 
three Roman municipia in Dobruja, Troesmis and 
Noviodunum, and seven of Dacia’s ten legally char-
tered towns: Drobeta, Dierna, Tibiscum, Apulum 
(two towns), Potaissa and Porolissum. As a result, 
the areas surrounding the castra on the border of 
Dobruja and in the frontier and interior regions 
of Dacia were heavily Romanised. Moreover, Roman 
veterans also settled, though less compactly, outside 
the military zone proper, meaning that the army’s 
influence on the spread of Latin language and civili-
sation in these outlying provinces was actually much 
more extensive (fig. 12).

4. Population and settlements 
of northeast Moesia Inferior 
(Dobruja) and Dacia

The great Latin poet Ovid, exiled to Tomis in AD 9–18, 
provided the most complete information about the 
ethnic makeup of Dobruja several decades before it 
was annexed by the Romans, when it was still part 
of the Kingdom of Thrace. From him we learn that 
the Getae—more accurately, the Geto-Dacians—
were the most numerous people in the region, and 
that they also lived in the coastal Greek towns; in 
fact, the poet learned their language and even 

Fig. 12. Parade helmet mask from Carsium, Hârșova, Constanța 
county. © MNIR © Ing. Marius Amarie.
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On the coast were the ancient Greek city-states 
of Callatis, Tomis and Histria and, further north, 
the small town of Argamum, on which we have no 
epigraphic information. During the first three cen-
turies AD, the three main Greek towns of Dobruja 
were civitates peregrinae, independent communi-
ties without Roman status. The inhabitants of these 
towns predominantly spoke Greek, but each had a 
community of Roman citizens known as a conventus 
or tribe, most of which were long-time Latin speak-
ers. Moreover, at Histria and especially Tomis, there 
is evidence of soldiers who served or were buried in 
their place of origin or residence. These three towns 
of Dobruja, together with Dionysopolis and Odessos, 
formed the community of the five—which, with the 
addition of Mesembria, became six—Greek towns 
on the Black Sea coast belonging to Moesia Inferior. 
The leader of this community was the pontarch, a 
priest of the imperial cult, who lived in Tomis. The 
considerable number of troops stationed at Tomis 
and its status as the principal Greek town of Lower 
Moesia both support the theory that Tomis was also 
the seat of the governor of Moesia Inferior.

Inland Dobruja was a predominantly rural area 
divided between the territory of military settle-
ments and Roman towns along the Danube and 
that of the Greek coastal towns. Only at the south-
ernmost end of this region did a town develop, 
Tropæum Traiani, the third in Dobruja with offi-
cial Roman status. This settlement in the vicinity 
of the Adamclisi trophy was founded at the same 
time or immediately after the monument’s inaugu-
ration in 109, according to a dedication to Trajan 
made by its inhabitants in the year 116/117. There 
were several detachments of soldiers from the 
1st Italian and 5th Macedonian Legions, the larg-
est of which, with 1,500 soldiers, probably worked 
on the construction of the monument and possi-
bly of the settlement. Later, during the reigns of 

administrative privileges, Marcus Aurelius decided 
to promote one of the settlements to municipium 
status. The recent discovery of two of the approxi-
mately fifty bronze tablets on which the municipal 
laws of Troesmis were written reveals that it was 
officially made a town between 177 and 180. The 
importance of Troesmis is confirmed by the fact that 
two of the priests of the imperial cult in the province 
came from here, which could mean it was also the 
seat of the provincial council.

Noviodunum was located halfway between Novae 
and Crimea, in the centre of the naval border sec-
tor patrolled by the provincial fleet, and therefore 
was probably the fleet’s primary base and command 
headquarters. An important civilian settlement 
flourished here and was promoted to municipium 
status probably around the year 200.

There were also civilian settlements near other 
auxiliary castra that never achieved official town 
status, although some did have a pseudo-munici-
pal organisation, such as Capidava, Aegyssus and 
Halmyris. Predictably, the vast majority of bor-
der settlements have pre-Roman and especially 
Geto-Dacian names. In southwest Dobruja, there 
is a cluster of toponyms ending in “-dava”, typical 
of Geto-Dacian fortresses, which tells us that at 
the time of annexation the local population of this 
region lived in fortified settlements, as was their 
custom. However, in the vicinity of the limes we 
only know of a handful of small local settlements 
that survived until the mid-second century and just 
a few Dacian settlements that had contact with the 
Roman army. At the same time, throughout 
the border region there was a compact cosmopol-
itan population that relied on soldiers and lived in 
communities with different Roman legal statuses. 
These people shared Rome’s civilisation and only 
spoke Latin, at least in official settings.
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statistics, Dobruja had 26+2 (?) vici, 8+6 (?) Greek-
type rural administrative units, 68 villæ rusticæ, 27 
cemeteries and 74 individual Roman-type graves.

The vici, mostly with Roman names, had a stand-
ard Roman organisational system, with one or more 
often two annually elected magistri and, if they 
were larger, also a financial officer. The presence of 
Roman citizens and veterans in some of the vici is 
quite significant. Vici populated by Roman citizens 
and veterans are more numerous in the territory 
(regio) of Histria. This is partly because we have a 

Antoninus Pius (138–161) and Marcus Aurelius 
(161–180), officers of the Legio XI Claudia from 
Durostorum put up dedications which, in conjunc-
tion with other inscriptions made by soldiers that 
cannot be precisely dated, point to ongoing mili-
tary activity in this place. At some point before 170, 
probably in Hadrian’s day, Tropaeum Traiani was 
promoted to municipium status (fig. 13).

In the rest of inland Dobruja there were only rural 
settlements, mostly Roman in type, vici (villages) 
and villæ rusticæ (estates). According to recent 

Fig. 13. Foundation inscription of the temple of the 
Palmyrene gods at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, MNIR 
collection © MNIR © George Nica.
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In comparison with the other provinces, Dacia had 
a distinctive ethnic makeup in Roman times due to 
how it was conquered and later organised by Trajan. 
In the fourth century, Eutropius, author of a short 
treatise on Roman history, summed up the conven-
tional Roman opinion of the demographic situation of 
Dacia just before its annexation. We learn that, after 
the depopulation of Dacia during the wars, Trajan 
brought a large number of colonists from across the 
empire to settle his newly conquered territories. Just 
a decade later, when his successor Hadrian wanted 
to abandon Dacia and all the other lands Trajan had 
conquered, his counsellors advised against this plan 
as it would leave many Romans in barbarian hands.

Modern historical research has revealed new infor-
mation on the demographics of Roman Dacia, 
which generally confirm Eutropius’s accounts. It 
has been established that the new province’s pop-
ulation was made up of native Dacians and Roman 
colonists. Many Dacians lost their lives in the wars 
against the Romans, and 50,000 Dacian prisoners 
were sent to Rome and forced to fight as gladia-
tors in the games Trajan organised to celebrate his 
victory. Later, as in the case of other warring peo-
ples like the Batavi, auxiliary forces were recruited 
from among those who still remained in their home-
land. These recruitments aimed to make use of their 
battle skills while also thinning out the population 
of the recruits’ native territories to prevent a pos-
sible rebellion of the conquered people. Trajan only 
organised two auxiliary military units of Dacians, 
one cavalry and the other infantry. However, the 
discovery of numerous military diplomas granted 
to Dacian-born veterans proves that most infan-
try and cavalry recruits from the new province were 
assigned to other units deployed on the empire’s 
borders, sometimes even in hard-to-reach locations 
like the Egyptian desert, with the intention of keep-
ing them far from their homeland.

better knowledge of the rural settlements in this 
area, but it is hard to believe that the concentration 
of inscriptions mentioning communities of Roman 
citizens and veterans in northern Dobruja is mere 
coincidence. It therefore seems that the Roman 
administration partially populated this region with 
veterans. Further proof of the systematic colonisa-
tion policy in this area is the fact that, in addition 
to Roman citizens, the vici of Quinctionis and 
Ulmetum were also home to Bessi, people who had 
been in Dobruja since Ovid’s day—in other words, 
since the time of the Thracian Kingdom’s dominion. 
In the vici of Secundini and Turris Muca, Roman 
citizens coexisted with a group known as the “Lai”. 
If, as it seems, this word is merely a Latin transcrip-
tion of the Greek term laoi, then it refers to native 
peasants, most likely Geto-Dacians. From this we 
can infer that it was common for people of differ-
ent backgrounds and/or social statuses to live in 
the same vicus. The Roman authorities adopted 
this system because of the small number of people 
available for colonisation at any given time, as well 
as the fact that there were limited tracts of free 
land, as the rest belonged to the region’s original 
inhabitants, Bessi or natives, whose property rights 
had to be respected.

Consequently, with the exception of the Greek 
towns, which preserved their traditions and even 
their own language despite the strong influence 
of Roman civilisation, the rest of Dobruja was thor-
oughly Romanised in the early imperial period, 
especially as a result of the presence of a consid-
erable number of soldiers and colonisation with 
Roman citizens and veterans. Furthermore, the 
fact that none of Dobruja’s three chartered Roman 
towns were promoted from municipium to colonia, 
as in Dacia, was probably owing to the presence of 
the coastal Greek towns, which remained the prin-
cipal urban centres in the region.
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emperor—and was actually an advantage in certain 
situations, such as during the wars in the Danube 
region.

Unlike the rest of the provinces, where Roman ele-
ments were adopted slowly and, for the most part, 
as a result of individual initiatives, under Trajan’s 
orders the imperial administration organised the 
mass colonisation of the province of Dacia in a 
single decade. In order to achieve this kind of col-
onisation, the entire annexed territory had to be 
declared Roman public property, ager publicus. On 
this land the province’s second governor founded 
the first town of Dacia in Trajan’s name, the colo-
nia of Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, and populated it 
with Roman citizens, many of Italic origin, making it 
one of the last Roman towns to be founded by a gen-
uine colonisation process.

In addition to this traditional form of colonisation, 
another more customary method was used in Dacia, 
given the limited number of Roman citizens who 
were eager to settle in a region on the outskirts of the 
empire that had yet to be urbanised and still seemed 
relatively unsafe. Tracts of public land were granted 
to groups of peregrini, free inhabitants without 
Roman citizenship, peasants or artisans who estab-
lished rural settlements and semi-urban market 
and fair sites. In the Western Carpathians, miners 
were brought from the province of Dalmatia to work 
the gold mines opened immediately after the con-
quest, and many other colonists from the provinces 
of Noricum and Pannonia were settled in villages of 
southern and central Transylvania, such as Cașolț 
and Calbor, or artisanal centres like Micăsasa and 
Napoca. While Dacia Inferior was mostly populated 
by colonists from Moesia, Thrace and Dardania, 
lands south of the Danube, a lesser number from the 
western provinces of Gaul and Germania settled pri-
marily in Transylvania.

Archaeological finds and, to a lesser extent, inscrip-
tions show that, despite the great losses resulting 
from the wars of conquest and the recruiting pol-
icy, Dacians continued to live in Dacia under Roman 
rule. For security reasons, Roman authorities forced 
them to leave their fortresses in the hills and move 
to villages in low-lying areas. However, there is evi-
dence that local pottery traditions survived, not only 
in small native settlements like Slimnic, Șura Mică, 
Noșlac and Iernut, but also in towns such as Napoca, 
Apulum, Porolissum and even at certain castra like 
Gilău, Bologa, Buciumi, Orheiul Bistriței, Cumidava-
Râșnov and Brețcu. Of course, in the latter cases, at 
least in the early days of Roman domination, there is 
no proof that natives were recruited into the military 
units posted at these castra; rather, it seems, Dacian 
civilians lived nearby and had economic interactions 
with the soldiers.

In the first years after the conquest, Dacians had a 
lower legal status among the libertini or free pop-
ulation of the empire, that of dediticii, with no 
rights under the law, but their financial and legal 
situation did improve over time. By the late second 
century, we find Dacians in the province, albeit of 
lower social status, named Decebalus; this tells us 
that not only did the Roman authorities no longer 
view their former adversaries’ descendants with 
hostility, but being named after the Dacian hero-
king was even considered a sign of prestige in the 
court of public opinion. Later, in the mid-third cen-
tury, a Roman general of senatorial rank named 
Regalianus, who became governor of Pannonia and 
proclaimed himself emperor in 260, claimed to be 
descended from King Decebalus, which meant that 
he was a scion of Dacian nobility or even royalty, as 
his name indicated. We can therefore infer that at 
this point in time, Dacian heritage had ceased to 
be an obstacle for those wishing to reach the high-
est rungs on the social ladder—senator or even 
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third-century historian Dio Cassius, Germanic col-
onists were settled in Dacia in the days of Marcus 
Aurelius, followed in 180 by 12,000 free Dacians 
brought by governor G. Vettius Sabinianus dur-
ing the reign of Emperor Commodus (180–192). The 
Roman historian’s information has been confirmed 
by archaeological research, proving the presence of a 
Germanic population in Bruiu and Carpo-Dacian ele-
ments in Soporul de Câmpie, Obreja, Locusteni, etc.

During the reigns of Septimius Severus and his 
successors (193–235), inscriptions in Dacia men-
tion numerous people of eastern and African origin, 
sometimes organised in associations; however, this 
reflects their privileged position in the empire under 
the Afro-Syrian Severan dynasty rather than a mas-
sive influx of such colonists in the province.

Of the names found on inscriptions in Dacia, 
three-quarters are Roman and the rest are Greek 
(around 15%) and Illyrian (roughly 4%), with 
a smattering of less common Celto-Germanic, 
Thracian-Dacian and Semitic names and, more 
rarely, Asian, Iranian and African names. Given 
that, of the approximately 5,000 inscriptions dis-
covered in Dacia, there are only about 40 in Greek, 
6–7 in Syrian-Palmyrene Aramaic and the rest in 
Latin, we can deduce that the province’s inhabit-
ants, regardless of their motley ethnic backgrounds, 
were profoundly Romanised.

Unlike in Lower Moesia, in Dacia all settlements are 
of the Roman type. There are towns (municipia and 
coloniæ), civilian settlements without urban status 
(including the canabæ or vici close to the castra), 
and rural administrative units, villages (vici) or 
estates (villæ rusticæ).

In Trajan’s time there was only one official town in 
Dacia, the colonia Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, 

The military was responsible for a third type of coloni-
sation: units transferred to Dacia from neighbouring 
provinces were followed to their new posts by civil-
ians who had lived in settlements near their castra, 
as the presence of soldiers guaranteed a market 
for their products and services. These last settlers, 
despite being a mixture of different ethnic back-
grounds and social statuses, were close to being 
fully Romanised. In addition to the civilians who fol-
lowed the troops, there were, of course, soldiers who 
decided to stay in Dacia after completing their mili-
tary service, primarily in settlements located beside 
the castra where they had served. As we know from 
military diplomas, the first mass retirements of sol-
diers from auxiliary units in Dacia happened a few 
years after the conquest, in 109, 110 and 114.

Official colonisation continued on a smaller scale 
in Hadrian’s time, as long as tracts of ager publicus 
were still available.

In addition to groups of colonists brought by the 
authorities, others—particularly merchants, mostly 
of eastern origin—came to Dacia on their own ini-
tiative, attracted by the possibility of profitable 
economic ventures.

During the reign of Marcus Aurelius (161–180), 
the Antonine Plague and later the Marcomannic 
Wars claimed many human lives in Dacia and the 
empire’s other Danubian provinces. To remedy the 
situation, the region was assigned new troops—
chief among them the 5th Macedonian Legion—who 
came with their civilian retinues, and the Roman 
authorities also organised another colonisation of 
Dacia, albeit on a much smaller scale than in the 
province’s early years. As the plague had dec-
imated the empire’s entire population, most of 
the new colonists were barbarians who lived near the 
Roman borders. Specifically, according to the 
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Emperor Hadrian founded the first two municipia, 
Drobeta and Napoca, and Apulum and Romula were 
granted municipal status under Marcus Aurelius, 
after the reorganisation of the Dacias in 168–169. 
Soon afterwards, two of the municipia, Napoca and 
Apulum, were promoted to coloniae by Commodus. 
As the Danube army had placed him on the throne, 
Septimius Severus paid special attention to Dacia, 
initially by granting municipal status to a second 
settlement at Apulum and to the vici of Potaissa, 
Porolissum, Dierna and Tibiscum (fig. 14), and later 

but the province underwent an intense urbanisa-
tion process in the following period, from Hadrian 
to Septimius Severus (193–211). In most cases, this 
process consisted in the emperors’ granting official 
urban status to existing settlements that had grown 
up near the most important castra, although Napoca 
and Romula were two exceptions. All of these towns, 
except for Romula, were located along the prov-
ince’s main thoroughfare, from the Danubian town 
of Drobeta in the southwest to Porolissum on the 
northwest border.

Fig. 14. Archaeological site of Tibiscum, Jupa, Caraş-
Severin county © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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and fair grounds along major roads (Șibot) and impor-
tant artisan communities (Micăsasa, Cristești). In 
some cases, as at Micia (Vețel, Hunedoara county), 
the size and layout of the settlements suggests 
that the only difference between them and Dacia’s 
smaller towns was their lack of legal urban sta-
tus due to their location within the territory of 
Sarmizegetusa. It is interesting to note that, like the 
towns, most of these economic centres were clus-
tered in the western part of Dacia, which stands out 
as the most developed area in the province.

As for rural settlements, the majority of country 
estates—typical Roman agricultural compounds—
have also been documented in western Dacia. There 
were villages throughout the province, but most were 
concentrated in the predominantly rural eastern part.

5. The economy in northeast 
Moesia Inferior (Dobruja) and 
Dacia

by promoting Drobeta, Potaissa, probably Romula 
and perhaps Dierna to coloniae. Finally, again during 
this emperor’s reign, we know that five Dacian colo-
niae—Dierna (?), Sarmizegetusa, Apulum, Napoca 
and Potaissa—boasted ius italicum or Italian rights, 
the highest privilege a town could receive. Under 
this legal fiction, the municipal territory was consid-
ered part of Italy and, consequently, its citizens had 
full ownership of their land and were exempt from 
personal income and property taxes, which explains 
why there was usually no more than one town with 
this status in each province.

Sarmizegetusa remained the most prestigious town 
in Roman Dacia, the seat of the provincial council 
and, implicitly, the imperial cult. In Trajan’s time 
it was probably also the governor’s seat, but in the 
following period only the procurator, the official in 
charge of the province’s financial affairs, was based 
there. Owing to the presence of the castrum of the 
Legio XII Gemina, Apulum became the largest 
urban centre in the province; later, from the days of 
Hadrian if not earlier, it was also the seat of the gov-
ernor of Upper Dacia and subsequently the consular 
seat of the three Dacias.

Dacia’s towns were relatively small, even by provin-
cial standards. The area delimited by the town walls, 
where precise calculations are possible, ranged 
from approximately 30 hectares in Napoca and 
Sarmizegetusa (and Histria in Dobruja) to around 
60 hectares in Romula. However, if we factor in the 
urban area built outside the fortified enclosures, 
the size increases considerably (roughly 100 hec-
tares in the cases of Potaissa and Apulum). 

Apart from the towns, Dacia had other semi- 
urban settlements, mining centres in the Apuseni 
Mountains (Alburnus Maior, Ampelum), spas 
(Germisara, Aquae-Călan, Băile Herculane), market 

Although it is difficult to reconstruct the economic 
life of the two provinces of the Lower Danube given 
the absence of written information on this subject, 
this lack is partly compensated by details gleaned 
from archaeological research, particularly in the 
case of Dacia.

The basis of the economy was still agriculture, 
whose production was primarily destined for the 
domestic consumption of the urban population 
and the two provincial armies. However, despite 
the substantial agricultural potential of the Lower 
Danube, except when Moesia was governed by 
Plautius Silvanus Aelianus, there is no information 
on the export of grain or any other crop to Rome or 
other imperial provinces.
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probably in the time of Antoninus Pius, the require-
ments of rank were raised and this person was 
chosen from among Roman equestrians. These proc-
urators leased the mine shafts to small leaseholders 
called leguli, who organised the gold mining activ-
ity. Most of the extracted gold was handed over to 
the imperial authorities which, after refining it, used 
it to mint coins. The leaseholders kept a portion of 
what they obtained, as attested by the discovery 
of numerous jewellery items made from unrefined 
native gold. Although several mines were aban-
doned during the Marcomannic Wars of 168–169, the 
certification of gold procurators until the mid-third 
century proves that the extraction of this precious 
metal was soon resumed and continued at least until 
the beginning of the post-Severan crisis.

Other mines of non-ferrous metals were worked in 
Banat, where a settlement named Centum Putea—

“Hundred Shafts”, a clear allusion to mine shafts—is 
also mentioned.

An inscription found at Teliuc in the Poiana Ruscă 
Mountains in southwest Dacia, dated to Caracalla’s 
reign (211–217), tells us of the existence of two lease-
holders, conductores ferrariarum, who worked the 
iron mines. As iron mines were managed directly by 
procurators in other parts of the empire at this time, 
the Dacian mines probably had a smaller or inferior 
iron yield of little interest to the treasury.

Salt was another of Dacia’s major assets, as illus-
trated by the presence of a place named Salinae in 
the province. In Roman times, salt was extracted 
from salt mines that also belonged to the finan-
cial authorities and were leased, along with pasture 
lands and the right to sell their corresponding prod-
ucts, to large leaseholders called conductores. In 
all likelihood, it was also exported to neighbouring 
provinces with no salt mines of their own.

Small and medium farms were the norm in both 
provinces, which explains their limited agricultu- 
ral production. While the various grains, vegetables 
and fruit that villagers cultivated on their small plots 
were primarily for their own consumption, the farms, 
which were mid-sized by Roman standards, mainly 
grew grain crops for selling in local markets.

One of the most fertile areas in Dacia was southern 
Oltenia, where the settlement of Cioroiul Nou appears 
to have been the place of residence of the wealthy 
landlords who owned the surrounding estates; south 
of the Danube, the area around the town of Callatis 
was the richest farming region in Dobruja.

Fishing played an important role in the economy of 
Dobruja, especially in the northern region of Histria 
that included the Danube delta, mentioned in the 
famous territorial boundary setting decision issued 
by governor Laberius Maximus. In Dacia, animal 
husbandry was of similar importance. Here, the vast 
pasture lands owned by the empire were leased to 
wealthy individuals who raised herds of livestock 
to sell them, probably primarily to the army in Dacia 
and perhaps in neighbouring provinces. 

The existence of vineyards is also documented at 
Sucidava, in southern Dacia, by an inscription, and 
at Potaissa in the northwest by the discovery of a 
winemaking facility.

With regard to industrial activities, we have the most 
information on the mining industry, particularly gold 
mining. Immediately after the conquest, the Romans 
opened gold mines in the Western Carpathians. 
These mines, as imperial assets, were administered 
by a representative of the emperor who was given 
the title of procurator aurariarum or “gold procurator” 
and based at Ampelum in the mining district. The 
first procurator was an imperial freedman, but later, 
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Roads and military and civilian construction works 
in Dacia and Dobruja required a vast amount of 
stone, so the Romans opened many quarries. 
Marble was quarried at Bucova, augite-ande-
site at Petrae (Uroiu-Simeria) and Bejan, near 
Deva, where a detachment of the 13th Twin Legion 
worked, and stones of different qualities at 
Peșteana, Strei, Săcel, Geoagiu, Ighiu, Cheia (near 
Potaissa), Baciu (near Napoca), Jucul de Sus, etc., 
and, in Dobruja, at Cernavodă, Capidava (Topalu) 
and Deleni. Southern Dacia Inferior was the only 
area that did not have quarries, so the stone for 
Romula and Sucidava was brought from south of 
the Danube.

Inscriptions and archaeological evidence provide in- 
formation on different trades and crafts.

In urban areas or semi-urban market and fair loca-
tions, artisans belonged to professional associations 
called collegia, the aim of which was not to organ-
ise production but to provide a support network for 
members and facilitate their participation in vari-
ous festivities and ceremonies. The most important 
guild was the collegium fabrum, which represented 
construction workers and processors of hard mate-
rials, mentioned in inscriptions at Sarmizegetusa, 
Apulum, Potaissa, Drobeta and Tibiscum. We also 
know there was a guild of cloth-makers at Apulum 
and another of litter manufacturers or bearers at 
Sarmizegetusa, as well as the wineskin-makers’ 
association mentioned in an inscription at Marga. 
Stonecutters are mentioned again in other inscrip-
tions at Sarmizegetusa, Aquae, Micia and Cristești, 
and painters at Sarmizegetusa and Apulum, but in 
these cases there is no indication that they belonged 
to a collegium.

However, a far larger number of workshops have 
been identified by the discovery of kilns or furnaces, 

moulds, semi-finished products and processing 
waste or by the analysis of raw materials.

In Dacia, we know there were potteries in Apulum, 
Potaissa, Blandiana, Micia, Micăsasa, Ilișua, Cristești, 
Orheiul Bistriței, Tibiscum, Stolniceni, Slăveni and 
Sucidava; in Dobruja, they have been found in the 
civilian settlement of Durostorum, the towns of 
Histria and Tomis, and a villa rustica in Telița. Some 
of these workshops specialised in certain products. 
Specifically, G. Julius Proclus made glazed vases and 
lamps in Ampelum, while lamps were produced in 
Histria and figurines in Callatis. Finally, at Micăsasa, 
not far from Apulum, there was a large pottery cen-
tre that supplied the entire province with cheap 
imitations of the famous luxury vessels with figures 
in relief (terra sigillata) imported from the western 
provinces of Gaul and Germania (fig. 15).

Bricks of the finest quality were made in civilian 
workshops like those of Sarmizegetusa and above all 
in the workshops of military units, chief among them 
the Legio XIII Gemina, which had several brick work-
shops operating at the same time.

Civilian settlements had large bronze workshops, 
like those specialised in making fibulae at Napoca or 
equipment for men and harnesses at Tibiscum and 
Micia in Dacia, and Durostorum in the Dobrujan part 
of Lower Moesia. Additionally, practically every cas-
trum had small workshops that manufactured the 
simpler elements of military gear.

A workshop for making lead objects, especially 
mirrors, operated at Sucidava, while Tibiscum 
mass-produced glass beads, some of which were 
even gilded, that were sold in the province and 
exported outside the empire. Workshops for pro-
cessing engraved ring stones have been identified 
at Porolissum and Romula. These luxury items were 
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Fig. 15a-15b. Mould for making pottery vessels and bowls from Micăsasa, 
Sibiu county, MNIT Collection © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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sold in Dacia, a sign that the local population was 
fairly well off.

As they did throughout the empire, the Romans built 
roads of exceptional quality in Lower Moesia and 
Dacia to facilitate troop movements, but they were 
also used to transport civilians and goods, thereby 
contributing to the economic development of the 
areas they passed through. It is therefore not sur-
prising that settlements of certain importance were 
usually established along the main roads, particu-
larly where they intersected with secondary roads.

In northeast Moesia Inferior (Dobruja), the road sys-
tem was completed by Trajan, as attested by the 
milestones from his reign. Given the region’s geo-
graphical features, the network consisted of three 
main roads: one following the seacoast, another run-
ning beside the Danube, and a third that crossed the 
central area of Dobruja from south to north. All three 
were connected by transversal secondary roads.

In Dacia, the most important road, built shortly after 
annexation, connected the province to the rest of 
the empire via the Drobeta bridge over the Danube, 
which later continued north to Porolissum along 
the western border. As mentioned, all the towns in 
Dacia except one were established along this route. 
A secondary provincial road on the eastern border of 
Lower Dacia began at Sucidava, on the north bank 
of the Danube, and followed the River Olt into eastern 
Transylvania. This road was completed in Hadrian’s 
day, when its most difficult section—which 
crossed the Southern Carpathians through the Olt 
gorge—was also built. Dacia’s two main roads were 
connected by a series of secondary routes which 
generally followed river courses.

The economy of the two provinces, as in the rest 
of the empire, was completely monetised. In Dacia, 

following the example of the western provinces, 
only coins struck in the imperial workshops cir-
culated, whereas in Lower Moesia, as in the other 
eastern provinces, fractional bronze coins from the 
Greek towns circulated alongside imperial coin-
age. Roman currency was minted in Tomis from the 
days of Augustus; in Callatis during Nero’s reign and 
later continuously from Antoninus Pius to Philip 
the Arab; and in Histria from Antoninus Pius to 
Gordian III.

Merchants were organised in professional asso-
ciations, grouped by their region of origin. Thus, 
there were associations of Syrian merchants 
at Apulum and Sarmizegetusa, some of mer-
chants from the province of Galatia at Napoca 
and Germisara, and individual merchants from 
Augusta Treverorum (Germania) at Sarmizegetusa, 
Apulum and Drobeta. Finally, there was an asso-
ciation of merchants from the entire province of 
Dacia Apulensis, regardless of their place of origin, 
at Sarmizegetusa. 

Traders from the three Dacias were also present 
at Salona, Nedinum and Tragurium in Dalmatia, at 
Mytilene on the island of Lesbos, and at Augusta 
Traiana in Thrace. Additionally, a citizen from the 
German town of Colonia Claudia Agrippina who spe-
cialised in trade with Dacia is buried at Aquileia, the 
great economic centre of northern Italy.

For both provinces, military wages were the primary 
source of coins used in intra- and inter-provincial 
trade. We must also consider that Dacia exported 
unknown quantities of grain, wood and livestock 
to neighbouring provinces, and probably salt, gold, 
other non-ferrous metals and perhaps even iron. 
As for Dobruja, it exported preserved fish and 
maybe wood, leather and even some artisanal 
products.



161

DACIA, THE LAST EUROPEAN FRONTIER OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE

campaigns. This conclusion is also supported by the 
fact that some of the most common coins are from 
Nicea, with Roman military standards on the reverse, 
issued in large quantities in the first half of the third 
century precisely so that they could be used by 
troops passing through Nicene territory on their way 
to the Euphrates.

The Roman authorities charged customs duties, not 
only on goods imported into and exported from the 
empire, but also on the circulation of goods between 
provinces and even within their boundaries. The 
imperial customs administration was divided into 
eight large geographical areas, one of which was 
the publicum portorii Illyrici, which included ten 
Danubian and Balkan provinces and was in turn 
divided into several districts, one of which included 
Moesia Inferior and the three Dacias. In the terri-
tory of Dacia, we know there were customs offices 
at Dierna, Micia, Pons Augusti (Marga), Drobeta, 
Porolissum and probably Sucidava.

6. The Crisis of the Third Century 
and the abandonment of Dacia

Dacia imported luxury ware, terra sigillata, from 
Lezoux in central Gaul and from Rheinzabern 
and Westerndorf in Germania; lamps from north-
ern Italy and Pannonia; amphorae of wine and oil 
from Greece and Asia Minor, but also from Gaul and 
Hispania; mortaria, vessels used to prepare food for 
soldiers, from neighbouring provinces; glassware 
from the Danubian provinces and the east; and 
bronze statues and statuettes, particularly from 
the western provinces.

In contrast, the eastern part of Moesia Inferior 
tended to trade more with the east, from which it 
imported amphorae of wine and oil, marble mon-
uments and sarcophagi, bronze and glass objects, 
and jewellery. Goods were shipped by sea from the 
Greek coastal towns, especially Tomis, which was a 
base for seafaring traders. However, the existence 
of an association of shipping merchants from the 
entire Danube region at Axiopolis (Cernavodă) tells 
us that, in the military border zone, trade had a pre-
dominantly westward orientation.

The few hundred bronze coins from Greek towns 
found in Dacia require special interpretation, as 
they were only accepted as currency of standardised 
value in and around the city that issued them, not in 
the European provinces where, as a general rule, only 
imperial coinage circulated. While it is possible that 
the coins from the towns of Lower Moesia, Thrace 
and Macedonia may have been acquired in commer-
cial relations with said provinces, the coins issued by 
towns in Asia Minor, which are actually more numer-
ous, seem to have a different explanation.

As the Danube troops passed through Asia Minor 
on their way to the Euphrates theatre of military 
operations, the significant presence of coins from 
this region in Dacia is probably evidence that pro-
vincial soldiers were used in the empire’s eastern 

Between 235 and 284, a terrible crisis, known in 
modern historiography as the “Crisis of the Third 
Century”, shook the very foundations of the Roman 
Empire.

The extremely serious situation of the Roman state 
was caused by the conjunction of an external and an 
internal crisis. It suffered various barbarian attacks 
on its borders, and on the domestic front it faced 
military anarchy, galloping inflation and economic 
collapse. The unprecedented scale of the foreign 
attacks was a consequence of political changes 
in the barbarian world. In Europe, Germanic peo-
ples were moving southwards, and aggregation 
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The first battles against the barbarians in the 
Middle and Lower Danube were fought in 236, when 
Emperor Maximinus Thrax (235–238) defeated the 
Sarmatians and free Dacians living in western Dacia. 
Just two years later, in 238, a series of major attacks 
were launched in the Lower Danube and contin-
ued until the end of the crisis. That year, the Carpi 
who lived in Moldavia, allied with the Goths from 
further east, in what is now Ukraine, attacked 
Lower Moesia for the first time, wreaking tremen-
dous havoc. They were pushed back thanks to the 
provincial governor’s victory on the battlefield and 
subsidies given to the Goths, but in 242 the barbar-
ians again raided the lands south of the Danube, 
penetrating as far as Thrace.

Later, in 245, the Carpi attacked Dacia, taking 
advantage of the fact that a substantial part of th 
e Roman army in the Lower Danube had been sent 
east to fight the Persians. They crossed the forti-
fied barrier of the limes Transalutanus and sacked 
southern Dacia and probably Transylvania as well, 
even taking a resident of Apulum captive. The invad-
ing forces were so powerful that Emperor Philip the 
Arab (244–249) was compelled to intervene, accom-
panied by numerous troops, including detachments 
of the Legio VII Claudia from Upper Moesia and Legio 
XXII Primigenia from Upper Germania. Once peace 
had been restored, Philip the Arab ordered the for-
tification of several settlements, especially in Dacia 
Malvensis, including the town of Romula. In 246, the 
same emperor gave Dacia the right to issue its own 
bronze coins with the legend “Province of Dacia”. 
These coins were issued until 257 when, after the situ-
ation in Dacia worsened, the workshop that probably 

processes led to the creation of large tribal confed-
eracies close to the Roman borders: the Goths north 
of the Black Sea, and later as far west as the 
North Sea, Vandals, Juthungi, Alemanni, Burgun-
dians and Franks. Among these confederacies, 
older people groups had remained in the Middle 
and Lower Danube, namely the Iranian Sarmatians 
and the Carpi of Dacian origin, who also repre-
sented a threat to the empire’s safety, especially at 
the beginning of this period.

In Asia, the Arsacian dynasty of the weakened 
Kingdom of Parthia, with a decentralised feu-
dal structure, was toppled in 224 and replaced by 
another of Persian origin, the Sasanian dynasty. 
This led to the appearance of a new Persian state 
which considered itself the successor of the ancient 
Achaemenid Empire and sought to regain con-
trol over all its former territories—in other words, 
the entire Roman east. With a centralised political 
structure and a huge army, the Sasanian Empire 
repeatedly attacked the eastern Roman provinces 
during the fifty-year crisis period, often coordinat-
ing their offensives with those of the barbarians in 
Europe, which brought the empire to the brink of 
collapse.

However, the Roman army fought tirelessly against 
their incredibly fierce and often numerically 
superior foes and eventually emerged victorious. 
Meanwhile, soldiers in several provincial armies 
who succeeded in repelling the barbarian attacks, 
aware of their newfound power and importance, 
often honoured the generals who led them to vic-
tory by proclaiming them emperor. This triggered 
numerous civil wars between emperors and usurp-
ing generals, which further debilitated Rome’s 
military might and undermined its ability to resist 
foreign invaders.

Fig. 16. Head of the bronze statue of Emperor Decius 
discovered at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, village of 
Sarmizegetusa, Hunedoara county, MNIR collection © MNIR 
© Marius Amarie.
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produced them in Sarmizegetusa shut down. The 
province’s recovery continued during the reigns of 
Decius (249–251), named “restitutor Daciarum” on 
one of his honorary inscriptions, and Trebonianus 
Gallus (251–253), when the road between Apulum 
and Micia was repaired (fig. 16).

Weakened by the losses sustained while fighting the 
Romans in 245–247, the Carpi joined the Goth con-
federacy, whose strength was further augmented 
by the arrival of new Germanic reinforcements from 
the north. Therefore, the great barbarian army 
that attacked Lower Moesia in 248 and destroyed 
several towns, perhaps including Histria, was actu-
ally a coalition of Germanic tribes—Goths, Taifals, 
Bastarnae, Vandals—joined by the Carpi.

Repelled by Decius, governor of Moesia Inferior, 
who was proclaimed emperor after that victory, 
the Goths invaded the province again in 250 with 
an even larger army. They did tremendous dam-
age south of the Danube, where they remained 
for one year, and in 251 they even managed to kill 
the emperor in the Battle of Abritus, a crushing 
defeat for the Roman army. It is quite likely that 
the barbarians also sacked southern Dacia during 
this invasion. However, after that attack the limes 
Transalutanus was abandoned, and the Roman bor-
der south of the Carpathians was moved back to 
the River Olt. As the abandoned region was only a 
small part of the province, it is not surprising that 
this, the empire’s first territorial loss in the Lower 
Danube, was not recorded by Roman historians.

After a brief period of peace, in 253 the Goths 
returned to attack Lower Moesia but were turned 
back by governor Aemilianus, who became emperor, 
though he only ruled for a few months.

That same year, Valerian (253–260) and his son 
Gallienus (253–260) ascended to the throne. During 
their reign as co-emperors, the Romans fought simul-
taneously on several fronts: against the Alemanni 
and the Franks for control of the Rhine; against the 
Goths and their allies, who were building a fleet and 
in 256 began raiding in the Black Sea and later in the 
eastern Mediterranean; and against the Persians in 
Mesopotamia and on the Euphrates border.

However, the situation in Dacia appears to have been 
relatively stable: provincial bronze coins continued 
to be minted until 257, honorific monuments were 
erected to Gallienus and his relatives, and in Potaissa 
the commander of the 5th Macedonian Legion fin-
ished building a temple dedicated to the eastern deity 
Azizus Bonus Puer Conservator. Furthermore, detach-
ments of the Dacian army and particularly its legions 
were sent east to fight against the Persians under 
Shapor, and west to face Germanic tribes along the 
Rhine, where they were later absorbed into the army 
of the Gallic Empire, as we know from aurei issued by 
Emperor Victorinus in 269–270 for the 5th Macedonian 
and 13th Twin Legions. In Dobruja, the coastal road 
was repaired during this period, proving that author-
ities also had the situation under control there.

Nevertheless, 260 was a catastrophic year. Valerian 
was defeated by the Persians and taken prisoner, an 
unprecedented event that shocked the entire Roman 
world. Usurpers soon appeared in the Rhineland, 
Pannonia and the east. While Gallienus strove to elimi-
nate Regalianus, the emperor proclaimed in Pannonia, 
who claimed to be a descendant of Decebalus, in the 
west a separate Roman state was formed, comprising 
Gaul, Britannia, Hispania and Raetia, which mod-
ern historians named the “Gallic Empire”. Moreover, 
after a series of battles fought against the Persians 
and between Roman generals, the eastern provinces 
ended up being ruled by Odaenathus, founder of the 
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Roman historians mention Gallienus’s loss of Dacia 
without further comment. This unusually objective 
approach in Roman historiography was owing to the 
hostility of the senatorial class towards Gallienus, 
who made it hard for them to occupy high military 
ranks and also lost control over the majority of the 
empire.

Around the same time and for similar reasons, the 
Romans also abandoned the Agri Decumates, a 
region between the Rhine and the Danube, but 
this event was not recorded by any Roman histo-
rian. In this case their silence can be explained by 
the fact that, unlike Dacia, the Agri Decumates was 
not an entire province; in keeping with the impe-
rial propaganda policy of concealing or downplaying 
defeats, this region was considered a small tract 
of land whose loss was not worth mentioning. The 
sole exception is a panegyric composed by an anon-
ymous fourth-century rhetorician, who praised the 
achievements of Emperor Constantius I in contrast 
to the disasters of the past and stated that Gallienus 
lost all of Raetia: the claim is exaggerated, as only a 
small part of this province was abandoned, but it is 
also incomplete, failing to mention the loss of part of 
Germania Superior.

In 269, during the reign of Claudius II Gothicus 
(268–270), there was a genuine migration by land 
and by sea in the area of the Black Sea and the 
Lower Danube, involving Goths, Heruli, Gepids and 
Bastarnae. The vast army of the Gothic confeder-
acy—comprising 320,000 soldiers and 2,000 ships, 
according to the exaggerated estimates of Roman 
historians—was accompanied by the warriors’ 
families and livestock, proving that this time the 
Germanic tribes intended to settle in imperial ter-
ritory. One of the fortresses attacked by the fleet 
was Tomis, but the town held out and the invad-
ers continued southwards. The main barbarian 

Palmyrene Kingdom, who only nominally recognised 
the authority of the emperor in Rome.

Under these circumstances, Gallienus’s reign as 
sole emperor, from 260 to 268, marked the height 
of the Crisis of the Third Century, when the Roman 
state came very close to falling apart. The Gothic 
confederacy’s combined raids by land and sea were 
relentless and virtually incessant. In 267 they cul-
minated in a major offensive where some of the 
invaders pushed up the River Danube while oth-
ers sailed south to Greece, but eventually they were 
beaten back by Gallienus and sued for peace.

In such a dramatic general and regional situa-
tion, obviously Dacia did not escape unscathed. In 
the entire province, only one inscription dated after 
260 has been found, placed by the commander of 
the Legio XIII Gemina at Băile Herculane, near the 
Danube, on the road that connected the province to 
the rest of the empire, rather than at Apulum where 
his unit was stationed. The presence of a detach-
ment of soldiers from the 5th Macedonian and 13th 
Twin Legions under the command of an equestrian 
praepositus, including the detachment’s chief and 
clerical staff, at Poetovio in Upper Pannonia, also 
after 260, tells us that a large part, if not the major-
ity, of the Dacian legions had been reassigned to 
Gallienus’s campaign army. The withdrawal of a con-
siderable, though not accurately estimable, portion 
of the army of Dacia is also evidenced by the scar-
city of coins issued by Gallienus, suggesting that the 
emperor had stopped paying the troops left to man 
the old garrisons in the area of the province located 
beyond the natural boundary of the Danube, which 
was virtually impossible to defend against the con-
stant barbarian attacks. In other words, it is quite 
likely that Gallienus lost control of the province of 
Dacia shortly after 260, and certainly no later than 
the great Gothic invasion of 267.
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The main reason for giving up Dacia was undoubt-
edly strategic; reconquering the entire province 
and then maintaining it as an advanced strong-
hold surrounded by barbarian lands on three sides 
would have required a large number of soldiers 
which the empire, now forced to fight for its very 
survival, could no longer muster. Therefore, short-
ening the border and fixing it along the Danube 
was the most economic course from a military per-
spective and the only rational solution for Aurelian, 
especially since he needed as many troops as pos-
sible to fight against Palmyra. The abandonment of 
Dacia and the Agri Decumates was the price paid by 
Aurelian, a great general and politician, to restore 
the empire’s unity.

The same historians who praised the reunification 
of the empire believed that, due to the destruction 
caused by the barbarian attacks, Aurelian withdrew 
the army and the population from Dacia and reset-
tled them south of the Danube in a new province by 
the same name, established in the sacked territory 
of the Moesias. Consequently, Aurelian’s abandon-
ment of Trajan’s Dacia was basically presented as a 
restoration rather than a loss, as he saved all of the 
former province’s troops and inhabitants and merely 
gave up a deserted territory—an insignificant loss. In 
this way, the state propaganda machine attempted 
to cover up a massive failure by using a method as old 
as the empire: after his defeat in the year 9, Augustus 
withdrew his troops from Germania and created 
two military commands west of the Rhine in Gaul, 
Germania Superior and Germania Inferior, using the 
former province’s name to give the impression that it 
had not actually been lost. In conclusion, the primary 
aim of imperial historiography was not to precisely 
record how Dacia was abandoned, but rather to high-
light the achievements of Aurelian as restorer of the 
entire Roman Empire.

army sacked the Balkan Peninsula but was finally 
defeated by Claudius II at the great Battle of 
Naissus, where supposedly 50,000 Germanic warri-
ors died and many others were taken prisoner. After 
this battle, the military power of the Goths was 
so severely debilitated that, for a long time, they 
ceased to represent a major threat to the empire.

As soon as he took the throne, the next emperor, 
Aurelian (270–275), rebuffed the Vandal attacks on 
the Danube and drove off the Juthungi and Alemanni 
who were preying on Italy. Later, in the late spring 
of 271, he marched with his army to the Middle and 
Lower Danube provinces to organise the region’s 
defence. The most important measures taken by the 
emperor to reinforce defences in this border zone 
were pulling out of Dacia north of the Danube, for-
malising what had actually been lost in Gallienus’s 
time, and creating a new province by the same name 
south of the Danube. On this occasion, the imperial 
mint at Mediolanum issued gold coins and antonin-
iani with the legends “Pannoniae” and “Dacia Felix”, 
used primarily for the donativum paid to troops who 
participated in the operation.

While establishing southern Dacia, the emperor 
repelled a minor attack from the Goths in Moesia 
and later pursued them north of the Danube. This 
victory allowed the troops that had remained at the 
old garrisons and part of the population, especially 
those in urban areas, who had become accustomed 
to the Roman way of life, to retreat to Dacia. The two 
Dacian legions were deployed along the Danubian 
border of the new province, which had formerly 
been protected by the existence of a Dacia north of 
the Danube. Although there is no concrete evidence, 
it seems likely that the remaining auxiliary troops 
and civilian refugees from “Trajan’s” Dacia also set-
tled in the new province.
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The great emperor Constantine (306–337), who 
restored the unity of the Roman state, founded the 
city of Byzantium, a new imperial capital, called 
Constantinople. From that moment on, the entire 
frontier of the Lower Danube became a forward 
line of defence for Constantinople and acquired 
great strategic importance for the Roman emperors. 
Constantine, following Trajan’s example, built a new 
bridge over the Danube, this time at Sucidava, and 
used it to attack the Goths living in Dacia.

Peaceful or hostile relations with the Germanic 
Goths settled north of the Lower Danube were the 
primary concern of the late empire’s foreign pol-
icy in Europe until the Hunnic migration of 375. 
The Huns occupied Gothic territories, including 
Dacia, and repeatedly attacked the empire from 
there. Later, in 441–443 and 447–448, they utterly 
destroyed the Roman border from Pannonia to 
Novae in Moesia Secunda, razing the fortifications 
on the north bank of the Danube in Dacian territory.

After the disappearance of the Huns, who were 
defeated by the Germanic Gepids, in the late fifth 
and first half of the sixth century, Scythia Minor and 
its towns—especially the capital, Tomis, which was 
also the seat of the provincial diocese—entered a 
period of restoration, and the bridgeheads north of 
the Danube were reoccupied.

However, new migrations into the Lower Danube 
region, first of the Slavs and, after 568, of the 
Avars, a people of Mongol origin, put enormous 
pressure on the border of the Roman-Byzantine 
Empire. Consequently, in 602 the entire Lower 
Danube frontier collapsed, and the Avars and Slavs 
marched into the heart of the Balkan Peninsula. All 
of inland Dobruja was occupied by Slavs, and only 
the towns on the Black Sea coast—Histria, Tomis 

During the crisis period, Dobruja and the entire 
Lower Danube region suffered great destruction due 
to the attacks of the Gothic confederacy. However, 
although Histria was destroyed, the main towns, 
especially Tomis, were not conquered by the invad-
ers, and in the times of Valerian and Gallienus, 
Claudius II and Aurelian, the strategic coastal road 
was rebuilt and guarded by the army, so the defen-
sive system remained intact. Upon returning from 
his eastern campaign, Aurelian also repelled a bar-
barian attack on the banks of the Danube, between 
Carsium and Sucidava, finally securing the peace 
needed to restore the province of Lower Moesia.

7. The end of ancient civilisation 
in the Lower Danube (late third–
early seventh century)

Dacia, the last European province annexed by 
the Roman Empire at the height of its power dur-
ing Trajan’s reign, was also the first province to be 
abandoned when the Romans had to adopt a defen-
sive strategy to save their state, under increasing 
pressure from the peoples who lived beyond its 
borders.

After the Crisis of the Third Century ended, Emperor 
Diocletian (284–305) consolidated the defence of 
the Lower Danube border by building fortifications 
at the fords on both the right and left banks of the 
Danube. Thus, north of the Danube, in the former 
province of Dacia, a buffer zone was created and 
controlled by the castra of Pojejena, Gornea, Svinița, 
Dierna, Drobeta, Insula Banului, Hinova, Putinei 
and Sucidava. In Dobruja—now organised as a sep-
arate province called Scythia Minor—two legions 
and numerous auxiliary troops were deployed.



168

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

territory of modern-day Romania was part of an 
empire with universal ambitions, laid the founda-
tions of a Neo-Latin people, the Romanians, who 
still inhabit the same lands where their Dacian 
ancestors once lived.

and Callatis—maintained ties to the empire until 
the Turkic Bulgars invaded in 680.

To conclude this brief survey of six centuries of his-
tory, it should be noted that this period, when the 
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 72-71 BC. Roman general M. T. Varro Lucullus 
conquers the Greek towns of Callatis, 
Tomis and Histria on the coast of 
Dobruja.

 61 BC. After general G. A. Hybrida is defeated 
by a coalition of Getae and the Greek 
towns of Dobruja, the Romans lose 
control of the region for three decades.

 29–28 BC. Campaigns of M. Licinius Crassus in 
Dobruja. The Romans have direct 
control over the towns of Callatis, Tomis 
and Histria, and the rest of Scythia 
Minor is given over to the vassal 
Kingdom of Thrace.

 AD 4. Aelius Catus deports 50,000 Getae to 
south of the Danube.

 46. Dobruja is annexed to the Roman 
province of Moesia.

 86–89. Domitian’s Dacian War. Dacia becomes 
a state allied with the empire.

 86. The province of Moesia is divided into 
Moesia Superior and Moesia Inferior, 
which includes Dobruja.

 101–102. Trajan’s First Dacian War. The Romans 
annex southern Dacia.

 103–105. The first stone bridge over the Danube 
is built at Drobeta.

 105–106.  Trajan’s Second Dacian War. The entire 
Kingdom of Dacia is conquered.

 106.  Organisation of the province of Dacia.

 108.  Inauguration of Trajan’s triumphal 
monument at Adamclisi in Dobruja.

 108–109.  The first Roman town in Dacia is 
established and colonised with Roman 
citizens: Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa.

 118–120.  Administrative reorganisation of Roman 
Dacia. The provinces of Dacia Superior, 
Dacia Inferior and Dacia Porolissensis 
are created.

 167–180.  The Marcomannic Wars, during which 
Dacia sustains heavy damage.

 167–169.  Administrative reorganisation of Dacia. 
The three Dacian provinces, now called 
Dacia Apulensis, Dacia Malvensis and 
Dacia Porolissensis, are placed under 
the authority of a single governor.
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 328.  Emperor Constantine builds a new 
bridge over the Danube between 
Oescus and Sucidava.

 376–378.  The Visigothic invasion of lands south 
of the Danube causes widespread 
destruction in the rural areas of 
Dobruja.

 378.  The garrison at Tomis repels the Gothic 
“allies”.

 395.  The Roman Empire is divided into the 
Western and Eastern Empires, with 
Scythia pertaining to the latter.

 408–409 or no later than 447–448. The Huns, 
a Mongol people, destroy Roman 
fortifications north of the Danube in the 
former province of Dacia.

 527–565.  Emperor Justinian builds numerous 
fortifications in Dobruja and north of 
the Danube, in what was once Dacia.

 568.  The Avars, a Mongol people, settle 
in the Middle Danube and, along with 
the Slavs, repeatedly attack 
the empire.

 599.  Tomis resists an Avar attack.

 602–610.  The empire’s Danubian border 
collapses. The Slavs settle in lands 
south of the Danube, including Dobruja.

 680.  The invasion of the Turkic Bulgars 
severs the last ties between Dobruja’s 
coastal towns and the empire.

 212.  Emperor Caracalla issues the 
Constitutio Antoniniana, granting full 
Roman citizenship to all free men in 
the Roman Empire.

 235–284.  Crisis of the Third Century in Roman 
Empire.

 245–247.  Dacian Carpi repeatedly attack Moesia 
and Dacia. The section of frontier 
known as the limes Transalutanus is 
abandoned and Roman troops fall back 
to the River Olt.

 246–257.  Coins bearing the legend “Provincia 
Dacia” are issued in Dacia.

 262–267.  Emperor Gallienus loses control of 
Roman Dacia.

 267.  Tomis resists a major attack from the 
Germanic Goths.

 271.  Emperor Aurelian officially abandons 
Dacia north of the Danube and creates 
a new province with the same name 
south of the river.

 297–300.  During the administrative 
reorganisation of the entire empire, 
Dobruja is separated from Lower 
Moesia and turned into a new province 
called Scythia, whose governor resides 
at Tomis. 

 315–317.  The town of Tropaeum Traiani is rebuilt 
from the ground up.
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 Limes The Roman border defended by military 
units stationed in castra and towers.

 Parthians A people who lived in Iran and founded 
an empire that stretched from 
Mesopotamia to the border of India.

 Prefect Military commander or governor of a 
small province who belonged to the 
equestrian class, the second tier of the 
Roman elite.

 Proconsul A former consul who was named governor 
of a Roman province.

 Senator A member of the Roman Senate, the 
highest social class.

 Auxiliary troops  Military units of 500–1,000 
soldiers made up of free inhabitants of 
the empire without Roman citizenship.

 Barbarians A term used by the Greeks and Romans 
to refer to peoples who spoke other 
languages unintelligible to them.

 Castrum A fortified Roman military camp.

 Denarius A Roman silver coin.

 Equestrian A name that means “knight” or cavalry-
man, used to identify a member of the 
second-highest class in Roman society.

 Forum Public square in the centre of Roman 
towns and cities.

 Legion The largest military unit made up 
of Roman citizens, which had 
approximately 6,000 soldiers between 
the first and third centuries.

Glossary
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The authors of antiquity—Pliny the Younger, Dio 
Cassius, Aurelius Victor, Eutropius, the Historia 
Augusta (HA)—provide very little information. The 
Roman historian Eutropius (8,2) wrote that Trajan 
came from familia antiqua magis quam clara [an old 
rather than eminent family]. Sextus Aurelius Victor’s 
Liber de Cæsaribus placed the future empe- 
ror’s origins in the fortress of Tuder in Umbria: Ulpius 
Traianus, ex urbe Tudertina, Ulpius ab auo 
dictus, Traianus a Traio paterna generis auctore 
uel de nomine Traianis patris appellatus, imperauit 
annis uiginti [Ulpius Traianus, originally of the town 
of Tuder, called Ulpius after his grandfather, Traianus 
after Traius, founder of his paternal family, or after 
his father Traianus, reigned for 20 years]. Working 
from this information, some historians (Ronald 
Syme and, more recently, Professor Alicia Canto at 
the Autonomous University of Madrid) established 
the following with regard to the origins of the future 
emperor’s family:

Trajan and Hadrian, two hispanic emperors 
whose destinies were linked to Dacia

Prof. Dr. Constantin C. Petolescu 
Corresponding member of the Romanian Academy

Trajan
As we know, after the death of Augustus and until 
the year 68, the reins of power passed from one 
member of the imperial family to another, with 
the support of the Praetorian Guard. After the civil 
war and the events of 68–69, the imperium was 
placed in Vespasian’s hands; power then passed, 
by association, to his oldest son, Titus, and later 
to Domitian, neither of whom produced heirs to 
the throne. Therefore, regardless of the violent 
end of the last Flavian emperor (assassinated on 
18 September 96), the question of succession had 
already come up before his demise. Under normal 
circumstances, the solution probably would have 
been to adopt an heir.

This is precisely what Nerva, elected by the sen-
ate, chose to do, adopting M. Ulpius Traianus. We 
will now take a closer look at his family’s origins 
and the circumstances that led him to sit on the 
imperial throne.

Bust of Trajan. Colonia Iulia Gemella Acci (Guadix, Granada, Spain). Guadix City Council Collection. 
© Ayuntamiento de Guadix (Granada, España). © Miguel Angel Poyatos Jiménez.
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M. Ulpius Traianus, the future emperor, was prob-
ably born in the year 53 (according to Syme) on the 
18th of September (Pliny the Younger, Paneg., 92, 
4; Epist., X, 71, 2) in Italica, Hispania, where a tem-
ple, the Traianeum, was later erected in his honour. 
After supposedly completing one of the preliminary 
tasks of the vigintivirate, Trajan served as a mili-
tary tribune (laticlavius) in Syria under his father’s 
command; according to Pliny the Younger, he held 
the office of tribune ten times, possibly in other 
provinces. He later passed through the senato-
rial cursus honorum: quaestor (year 78?), prætor 
(year 84) and commander of the Legio VII Gemina 
in Hispania Tarraconense, based in León. He may 
also have participated in Emperor Domitian’s war 
against the Dacians. He was a consul (ordinarius) 
in 91, and in 92 he accompanied the emperor 
through Pannonia as comes. He is also believed to 
have governed a province, possibly Moesia Superior 
(according to R. Syme). In late 96, he was gover-
nor of the province of Germania Superior; the other 
Rhine province, Germania Inferior, was ruled by his 
friend Licinius Sura.

In late October of the year 97 he was adopted by 
Emperor Nerva, receiving the title of Imp(erator) 
Caesar Nerva Traianus and tribunicia potes-
tas (powers of the tribune of the plebs). Trajan 
remained at the helm of the Rhineland prov-
inces and armies, and in November 97 the senate 
awarded him the title of Germanicus, which he 
shared with Emperor Nerva. Immediately after 
Nerva’s death (probably on 27 January 98), Trajan 
was proclaimed Augustus on 28 January 98, a 
date that represented the dies imperii of Imp. 
Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus (according to 
Feriale Duranum, col. I, 14–16). After completing 
an inspection of the Danubian limes, recorded by 
Pliny the Younger, Trajan entered into Rome in 
autumn of the year 98.

Based on an inscription on an opus signinum pave-
ment found at Italica, Hispania, in 1954—M(arcus) 
Trahius, C(ai) f(ilius), pr(æfectus) or pr(ætor?) (AE, 
1987, 494 = 1988, 707)—they concluded that his orig-
inal gens was not Ulpia but Trahia, from which the 
name Traianus was derived. Eutropius (8, 2) and John 
Lydus (De mensibus, 4, 23) also indicated that the 
emperor had a second name: Crinitus. However, 
the family name Ulpius came from the maternal gens 
(Ulpia) of the future emperor, whose father (named 
like his son, as we shall see) had been adopted by his 
father-in-law. Aurelius Victor mistook Tudertania, a 
region in Hispania Bætica, for the Umbrian citadel of 
Tuder. Even so, epigraphic sources do not certify the 
existence of the Ulpii before Trajan’s reign. His first 
known predecessor was his eponymous father.

Marcus Ulpius Traianus (pater) (PIR, V 574) was 
born sometime between the years 25 and 30, prob-
ably into an equestrian family which may have been 
ennobled in the days of Nero. The first news of his 
career dates from his time as governor of a sena-
torial province: proco(n)s(ul) Hispaniae B(a)eticæ. 
He later served as a legate of the Legio X Fretensis 
in Judæa, under Vespasian’s command, in 67–69. 
Attachment to his commander (and later emperor) 
earned him an appointment as suffect consul, prob-
ably in the year 70. He subsequently governed the 
consular province of Cappadocia-Galatia (70–71) 
and later Syria (73/74–77). Thanks to his command of 
military operations during the Roman-Parthian War, 
he was awarded ornamenta triumphalia. In 79/80 he 
was proco(n)s(ul) Asiæ. His career also included two 
high-ranking positions in the priesthood: Xvir [s(ac-
ris) f(aciundis)] and [sodalis] F(l)avialis. He died 
around October of the year 97 and was deified in 113: 
Divus Traianus Pater. He was married to Marcia, a 
woman of unknown origin; in addition to their son, 
the future emperor, they had a daughter named 
Ulpia Marciana (see below).
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Trajan received word of his adoption and subsequent 
proclamation as Augustus from a young military tri-
bune whose destiny would be linked to that of his 
emperor: P. Aelius Hadrianus (PIR, A 184).

Hadrian was born on 24 January 76 at Italica (accor-
ding to Eutropius) rather than in Rome (as stated 
in the Historia Augusta, Hadr., 1, 3). His anony-
mous grandmother was the sister of Traianus pater, 
and his father, P. Ælius Hadrianus (also called Afer 
according to Dio Cassius, HA), who became praetor, 
was the future emperor’s cousin. Hadrian’s mother, 
Domitia Paulina, was also from Hispania, specifically 
the city of Gades (Cádiz). Orphaned at the age of 10, 
he was made a ward of Trajan, the future emperor 
(praetorius tunc: HA), and Acilius Attianus, eques 
Romanus. According to Hadrian’s biography in HA, 
he was very learned in Greek culture, for which he 
had a great admiration and spiritual inclination, lea-
ding his contemporaries to call him Graeculus. The 
details of Hadrian’s public career are preserved in an 
honorific inscription at Athens (CIL, III, 550 = ILS, 
30) and his biography in the HA (Hadr., 2–3).

• First, some preliminary titles: Xvir s(tlitibus) i(u-
dicandis), praefectus feriarum Latinarum, sevir 
turmae eq(uitum) R(omanorum).

• Later, he was given three military tribunates: 
with the Legio II Adiutrix (circa 94) in Pannonia; 
next with the Legio V Macedonica (96?) in Moesia 
Inferior (his biography tells us that an astrolo-
ger or mathematicus predicted he would become 
emperor, the same fate foretold by his paternal 
uncle Aelius Hadrianus, an expert in the science of 
reading celestial omens); and subsequently with 
the Legio XXII Primigenia pia fidelis in Germania 
Superior. His biography in the HA notes, “When 

Trajan’s imperial household included three prin-
cesses who played a prominent role in the life of the 
city or urbs and of the court:

Pompeia Plotina, daughter of one L. Pompeius 
Plotinus, probably born at Nemausus in Gaul 
(Nîmes, France) before the year 70, married the 
future emperor sometime between 74/76 and 84/86. 
She was proclaimed Augusta in the year 102 (?), 
died after the 1st of January 123 and was conse-
crated as Diva Plotina. The empress’s name is linked 
to the founding of the city of Plotinopolis on the 
banks of the River Evros (now the River Maritsa in 
modern-day Bulgaria).

Ulpia Marciana, Trajan’s sister, born sometime 
between 44 and 62, married C. Salonius Matidius 
Patruinus, was elevated to the rank of Augusta 
(102?), died on 29 August 112 and was deified as 
Diva Marciana (Augusta). Her name is related to 
the founding of the city of Marcianopolis in Thrace, 
which became part of the province of Moesia Inferior 
during the reign of Septimius Severus.

Matidia (Senior), daughter of Marciana and C. 
Salonius Matidius Patruinus, was born sometime 
before the year 68. An inscription mentions her as 
Salonia Matidia, Augusti sororis filia (AE, 1954, 62). 
She was proclaimed Matidia Augusta on 29 August 
112, died in 119 (before 23 December) and was dei-
fied as Diva Matidia (Augusta). Her marriage to L. 
Vibius Sabinus produced a daughter, Vibia Sabina, 
who married the future Emperor Hadrian.

Hadrian
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Hadrian had served as tribune in 94), was entrusted 
to Hadrian, who in this new capacity waged an all-out 
war against the Sarmatian Iazyges. In 108 Hadrian was 
made suffect consul at the age of 32, which gave his 
career additional advantages; his biography in the 
HA tells us that, during this term of office, Licinius 
Sura advised him he would be adopted by Trajan.

In 111/112 he was named archon of the Athenians, 
the same honour later bestowed upon him at Delphi 
in 126 and 129.

Later, he accompanied Trajan again on the Parthian 
campaign; his HA biography implies that he was 
given a command as a favour from Empress Plotina: 
legatus expeditionis Parthicae tempore destinatus 
est (4, 1). In 117 he was named governor of Syria (Dio 
Cassius, Historia Augusta), one of the most presti-
gious provincial offices. It was there that he learned 
he had been adopted (litteris adoptionis accepit; HA, 
Hadr., 4, 6) on 11 August 117, a date that represents 
Hadrian’s dies imperii. However, Trajan had already 
died at Selinus, Cilicia, on 7 August 117.

Historical sources tell us that Hadrian had two seri-
ous rivals. One was Neratius Priscus, between seven 
and ten years younger than Trajan, a noted jurist 
who was tribune of the Legio XXI Primigenia in 
78–80, prætor in 88/89 and consul in 97. The other 
was Avidius Nigrinus, consul in 110 and governor of 
Dacia in about 112–114, a known orator and intellec-
tual interested in Stoic philosophy.

His power was challenged by several great generals: 
Aulus Cornelius Palma Frontonianus (two times con-
sul, in 99 and 109) and Lucius Publilius Celsus (also 
twice consul, in 102 and 113), to whom Trajan had 
dedicated statues (Dio Cassius, 68, 10), and Avidius 
Nigrinus and Lusius Quietus. However, the plot was 
discovered and the four generals were arrested and 

Trajan was adopted by Nerva, Hadrian was sent to 
convey to him the army’s congratulations and was 
at once transferred to Upper Germany” (Traiano a 
Nerua adoptato ad gratulationem exercitus misus, 
in Germaniam superiorem translatus est), which 
would have happened in October 97. The HA also 
tells us that he hastened to be the first to inform 
Trajan (who was apparently at Colonia Agrippina, 
modern-day Cologne) of Nerva’s death.

The ties between Hadrian and Emperor Trajan were 
further strengthened by Hadrian’s marriage to Vibia 
Sabina, Trajan’s niece, in or around the year 100 
(Hadrian was his mother-in-law’s second cousin).

At age 25, Hadrian embarked on his senato-
rial career when he became quæstor imperatoris 
Traiani (101), following Trajan on the Dacian cam-
paign. He was later appointed comes expeditionis 
Dacicæ and decorated for his service there (do- 
nis militaribus donatus). Back in Rome, we know from 
the HA that he was given the responsibility of draw-
ing up the senate minutes (ab actis Senatus). He was 
made tribune of the plebs in 104 and praetor in 105, 
according to the Athenian inscription: prætor 
eodemque tempore leg(atus) leg(ionis) I M(inerviae) 
p(iæ) f(idelis) bello Dacico. It therefore seems that 
this happened during the Second Dacian War, when 
he was again decorated by the emperor for his brav-
ery and rewarded with many gifts, including a ring 
with a precious gem that strengthened his hopes 
of being adopted (HA, Hadr., 3, 7: quare adamante 
gemma, quam Traianus a Nerua acceperat, donatus, 
ad spem successionis erectus est).

In 106, Emperor Trajan divided the province of 
Pannonia: Pannonia Superior remained a consular 
territory with two legions, as the Legio I Adiutrix was 
in Dacia; and Pannonia Inferior, a province with just 
one legion (II Adiutrix based at Aquincum, where 



TRAJAN AND HADRIAN, TWO HISPANIC EMPERORS WHOSE DESTINIES WERE LINKED TO DACIA

177

executed by order of the senate. Soon afterwards, 
M.  Laberius Maximus, another hero of Trajan’s 
Dacian War, also died suddenly.

The issue of succession had probably been hotly 
debated in the Roman Senate for some time, as the 
heirless Emperor Trajan was approaching his 60th 
birthday. This would explain the tone of the inscrip-
tion that the senate and the Roman people dedicated 
to Trajan on the base of the column unveiled on 12 
May 113: ad declarandum quantae altitudinis mons et 
locus tantis operibus sit egestus. The cold, restrained 
wording of this tribute denotes the senate’s thinly 
disguised opposition to Trajan’s authoritarianism.

Settling the question of Trajan’s succession became 
an even more pressing concern when the sexage-
narian emperor departed to wage war against the 
Parthians that autumn (27 October 113). He may have 
deliberately refused to decide the matter so as not 
to leave Rome with a senate divided between those 
who favoured Hadrian (whose most prominent advo-
cate, Licinius Sura, had died) and the supporters of 
Avidius Nigrinus (among them Servianus, Hadrian’s 
brother-in-law).

The fact is that, in taking Hadrian east with him, 
Trajan hoped to increase his protégé’s prestige, 
giving him an important command in the Roman-
Parthian War and later making him governor of the 
province of Syria. Regardless of the rumours noted 
by ancient historians and their modern counter-
parts’ variations on them, Trajan clearly prepared 
his nephew Hadrian to rule, even strengthening 
their bond by arranging a marriage with Sabina, the 
emperor’s niece. In the end, once his adoption and 
the legitimacy of his claim to wear the imperial pur-
ple were made certain, Publius Ælius Hadrianus was 
deemed worthy to be emperor and certainly proved 
himself capable of ruling: capax imperii.

Hadrian was well acquainted with the imperial 
provinces thanks to his military career and, after 
becoming emperor, his trips to different parts of 
the empire. He paid special attention to the fortified 
frontier or limes of the Roman Empire. 

Hadrian’s devotion to Trajan’s memory is made pat-
ent in his official name: Imperator Caesar Traianus 
Hadrianus Augustus.
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1. Background of the conflict AD 98 King Decebalus held the highest position of 
power, apparently with no serious opposition, and 
was staunchly supported by the majority of the 
Dacian aristocracy, the source of the state’s ruling 
elite (Jordanes, Get., XIII. 78). Roman diplomacy and 
intelligence therefore had no way to manipulate the 
internal political circumstances of the Dacian state 
to promote its interests without resorting to direct 
military intervention. The kingdom’s foreign policy 
was just as solid: in AD 101 the Roman state could 
only directly threaten Dacian interests by way of the 
Sarmatian Iazyges, the only nation among its allies 
and vassals in this part of Europe that lived on the 
border of the Dacian state, with which this people 
also maintained an intense rivalry (ILS 8965 = AE 
1905, 14; Strabo, VII. 3. 17; Ovid, Trist., II. 198–204; 
Pliny the Elder, Nat. Hist., IV. 80; Dio Cassius, LXVIII. 
10. 3). At that time, Rome’s other allies in the region 
were unable to wage open war against Dacia or 
launch attacks on Dacian soil, either for geographi-
cal reasons (distance from Dacia, natural barriers, 
etc.) or strategic ones (the presence of other, more 
immediate threats or enemy powers that stood in 
their way). From a purely geographical point of view, 

Geopolitics, strategy and conflict in the 
Pontic-Danubian region during Trajan’s 
Dacian wars (ad 101–106)

David Soria Molina
PhD in Ancient History – University of Murcia

When Emperor Trajan came to power in AD 98 (fig. 
1), the Dacian state had violated practically all of the 
terms imposed, at least on paper, by the treaty that 
had ended Domitian’s Dacian War in AD 89 (Pliny the 
Younger, Panegyricus, 11.5; 12. 2; 16. 3; Dio Cassius, 
LXVII. 7. 2–4; Orosius, Hist. ad. Paganos, VII. 10. 3–4). 
However, for an entire decade domestic and foreign 
circumstances prevented the Roman Empire from 
taking the necessary steps to formulate an appro-
priate response that would stabilise the situation 
and geopolitical dynamics in the Danube region to 
benefit its own interests as a superpower.

Between AD 93 and 101, forcing the Dacian state to 
comply with the terms imposed by Rome a few years 
earlier would have entailed going to war against a 
power that had already proven more than capable 
of shaking the foundations of Roman might in cen-
tral and eastern Europe and extending the scope of 
its own power and influence in the region with hege-
monic ambitions. Moreover, the Dacian state had a 
complex and relatively centralised government: in 
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85–89 with an utterly indisputable victory that would 
restore, consolidate and enhance its tarnished 
politico-military prestige. Thus, from the Roman 
Empire’s perspective, the causes of Trajan’s Dacian 
Wars were essentially strategic and geopolitical: at 
any cost, it had to defeat a potential rival whose sur-
vival and expansion could have (and were already 
having) terrible consequences for Roman hegemony 
in eastern Europe and for the empire’s own internal 
political stability.

Other reasons for the conflict, frequently posited by 
historians in the last century, should be conside-
red either collateral aspects of the aforementioned 
causes or, rather than actual causes, consequen-
ces and perspectives common to practically every 
major conflict in the ancient world. The fact that 
the recently enthroned Trajan needed to shore 
up his political prestige in Rome with a success-
ful military campaign that would solidly legitimise 
his rise to power falls under this category. Similarly, 
although the acquisition of Dacian gold mines 
represented an important reward in the event of 
victory, this economic benefit was never a primary 
reason for launching Trajan’s campaigns in Dacia: 
in my opinion, geostrategic imperatives were far 
more instrumental in initiating the Dacian Wars 
in AD 101. However, one pivotal economic cause of 
the conflict—which unfortunately tends to be over-
looked—is the expansion and restoration of Roman 
control over strategic trade routes in this region, 
which their rivals were also logically very keen to 
control, as we will see.

If we analyse the situation of the Danube area in 
AD 98 from the perspective of the Dacian state, 
the causes of Trajan’s Dacian Wars are similar in 
essence, though they do differ in the details. Since 
AD 69 and 85, the Dacian confederacy in general 
and the Dacian kingdom in particular had been 

the Carpathian Mountains made the Dacian king-
dom a genuine natural citadel on a large scale. The 
presence of a series of fortified Dacian posts, from 
fortresses to proper towns, coincidentally loca-
ted at every strategic point along this mountain 
chain, further complicated the geostrategic cha-
llenge that Rome would have to face. In addition, 
the Dacian kings had powerful and sophisticated 
military machinery at their disposal to defend their 
territory and pursue their various interests and plans 
for regional expansion, having shown an alarming 
capacity to dispute Rome’s control over a signi-
ficant portion of its dominions in the Danube area 
on several occasions. The Roman Empire was the-
refore facing a tremendous offensive and defensive 
challenge (Josephus, Bell. Jud., VII. 89–95; Pliny the 
Younger, Panegyricus, 11. 5; Tacitus, Agricola, 41. 2; 
Tacitus, Hist., I. 79. 1–5, IV. 4. 2; Suetonius, Domit., 
VI; Dio Cassius, LXVII. 6–10; Eutropius, VII. 23.3–4; 
Aurelius Victor, 11. 3–4; Orosius, Hist. ad. Paganos, 
VII. 10. 3; Jordanes, Get., XIII. 76 and 78).

2. On the path of Mars: 
Causes of the conflict

Although the Dacian state and its principal allies 
kept the peace, the political situation in the Pontic-
Danubian region was untenable in the short term 
for the new emperor, for several reasons. Firstly, 
Trajan had to acknowledge the violation of the AD 89 
treaty and act accordingly, not only to preserve his 
reputation at home and abroad, but also for purely 
geostrategic reasons. Secondly, the Roman Empire 
had to completely neutralise Dacia as a threat to 
its interests in eastern Europe; otherwise, it ran 
the risk of losing ground in that region. And thirdly, 
Rome needed to make up for the major setbacks it 
had suffered on the battlefield during the war of AD 
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Specifically, it affected the external reputation and 
acknowledgement of the Dacian state as the epi-
centre and guiding force of the alliance formed 
around it: Sarmatian Roxolani, Buri, Bastarnae, 
Quadi, Marcomanni and, to a lesser extent, the 
Greek cities of Tyras and Olbia, expected the Dacian 
kingdom to continue its efforts to push the Roman 
Empire and its allies out of the region, regardless of 
the specific interests of each tribe. Dacia was the 
greatest power in central-eastern Europe after 
the Roman Empire and the only one capable of 
satisfying the territorial, political and military ambi-
tions of its allies and opposing Roman interests. The 
abandonment or utter failure of this policy would 
have swiftly debilitated the Dacian confederacy and 
led to a gradual loss of support across the region. 
This explains the need of the Dacian state and its 
closest allies to safeguard their reputation in the 
eyes of neighbouring peoples who might be temp-
ted to gravitate towards them and consequently 
desert the empire. 

Finally, Decebalus and the other leaders of the 
Dacian confederacy must have known that the peace 
of AD 89 and the way in which they had accepted its 
terms would inevitably lead to a renewal of hostilities 
in the short/medium term. 

Within these various geopolitical and strategic cau-
ses, as mentioned, economic interests also played 
a part: conquering the western coast of the Black 
Sea, controlling the lower course of the Danube 
and seizing a substantial portion of Moesia would 
give Dacia possession of trade routes and centres of 
vital regional importance, with all the benefits this 
entailed. In the same way, as for the Roman Empire, 
the prospect of plunder and similar financial bene-
fits to be obtained by sacking and occupying enemy 
territory was also a secondary but inevitable moti-
vation for the forces of the Dacian alliance. 

engaged in a dangerous yet potentially advanta-
geous tug-of-war with the Roman Empire. Although 
Domitian’s Dacian War (AD 85–89) did not end as 
the Dacians and their allies had hoped (Pliny the 
Younger, Panegyricus, 11. 5; Tacitus, Agricola, 41. 
2; Jordanes, Get., XIII. 76 and 78), the victories won 
on the field of battle and the outcome of the con-
flict had not actually weakened the confederacy: in 
fact, its position was strengthened by its enhanced 
prestige, the cleverly negotiated benefits obtained 
from the peace treaty of AD 89, and the truce that 
lasted over a decade owing to the Roman Empire’s 
military and political difficulties during that period. 
However, although this peace allowed the Dacian 
alliance to recover from the loss of human life 
sustained during the preceding war, it was also 
unstable given the divergent interests of the con-
federacy’s members. 

First of all, the Dacian sovereigns had chosen the 
path of direct confrontation with the Roman Empire 
to achieve a specific geopolitical goal: conquer 
the eastern half of Moesia and control the wes-
tern Black Sea coast. The Dacian king, Decebalus, 
was supported by an aristocracy and a politico-reli-
gious elite that had been pursuing this expansionist 
policy even prior to the year AD 69 (Josef, Bell. Jud., 
II. 369; Tacitus, Hist., I. 2. 1, 79. 1–5, III. 46. 2–3, IV. 
4. 2; Frontinus, Strat., I. 10. 4). The government and 
functions of the Dacian state, and even the king’s 
authority, depended on these forces (Criton, Get. 
[FGrHist, II: 932, frag. 5]; Dio Cassius, LXVIII. 8. 3; 
Jordanes, V. 40, XI. 71). In this context, the perso-
nal commitment of Decebalus and his inner circle 
to achieving this goal probably played an equally 
important role. 

There was a similar situation with regard to the 
relationships, pacts and commitments that held 
together the members of the Dacian confederacy. 
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The allies of the Dacian state share the same gene-
ral goals, although they also had their own particular 
political agendas. The fall of the Dacian kingdom 
represented a risk for every member of the confede-
racy, so they all had an interest in preserving it. This 
is proved by the fact that, towards the end of AD 105, 
when they believed Decebalus could no longer avoid 
total defeat, his allies abandoned him and entered 
into unilateral negotiations with Rome (Scene C on 
Trajan’s Column). In the specific case of the Bastarnae 
and the Sarmatian Roxolani, the invasion and occu-
pation of Lower Moesia was a top priority shared with 
their Dacian allies: to a lesser or greater extent, both 
peoples aspired to control part of this territory and 
colonise it with their own surplus population, a goal 
they hoped to achieve with the help of Dacian poli-
tical and military might. Scene XXXVIII on Trajan’s 
Column, as well as metopes IX, XXXV and XL–XLIII 
on the Tropaeum Traiani, show women and children 
being transported in wagons by forces of the Dacian 
alliance, illustrating a migration process which, in 
the context of the invasion of Lower Moesia in AD 101, 
can only be attributed to Bastarnae and Roxolani. 
This migration meant that both peoples aimed to 
permanently occupy Roman territory by moving part 
of their population into the heart of Lower Moesia, 
a relocation effected during the Dacian and allied 
armies’ invasion of this region in the autumn/winter 
of AD 101. For the Greek cities of Tyras and Olbia, their 
main objective was to put an end to the hegemony of 
Rome and her allies on the Black Sea, freeing them 
of the political pressure and commercial competition 
they represented. West of the Carpathians, the Buri 
needed a strong Dacia on their side to avoid being 
crushed by the Sarmatian Iazyges and even some of 
their more powerful Germanic neighbours, backed by 
Rome (ILS 8965 = AE 1905, 14; Pliny the Elder, Nat. 
Hist., IV. 80; Tacitus, Germ., XLIII. 1–2). For the Quadi 
and Marcomanni, Dacia’s presence southeast of their 
lands was an important political bulwark, although 

3. The warring powers 
and their aims

The end of Roman subsidies around AD 98 must 
have been a clear indicator that conflict was immi-
nent (Pliny the Younger, Panegyricus, 12. 2; Dio 
Cassius, LXVIII. 6. 1). This was soon followed by 
a build-up of Roman troops in Upper and Lower 
Moesia, the construction and expansion of military 
infrastructure, and the reinforcement of defen-
sive systems along the Danubian limes (AE 1973, 
475). The testimony of Dio Chrysostom (Or., XII. 
20), who passed through the Dacian kingdom, is a 
first-hand account that tells us the Dacian confe-
deracy had already begun large-scale preparations 
for the war that would arrive in AD 98–99. Faced 
with the certain prospect of a Roman offensive that 
had been carefully planned and prepared since AD 
98, the initial aims of the Dacian state and its allies 
for Trajan’s first Dacian War (AD 101–102) were to 
defend the territory of the confederacy and espe-
cially Dacian soil. If the most important centres of 
the Dacian state fell into Roman hands, the result 
would be a substantial loss of power, a fragmented 
kingdom and an irreparably damaged reputation. 
The Dacian confederacy would lose its strongest 
pillar and inevitably and swiftly collapse. Therefore, 
defending its territory and especially its centres of 
power and key travel routes was a goal of the utmost 
importance for the Dacian kingdom; if it succeeded, 
it would then be free to pursue the most important 
politico-military aim of the struggle begun by its 
sovereigns in AD 69: the annexation of the western 
coast of the Black Sea, Lower Moesia and the bor-
dering areas of Upper Moesia (Scenes XXXI-XLIII on 
Trajan’s Column; Josephus, Bell. Jud., II. 369; Pliny 
the Younger, Panegyricus, 11. 5; Tacitus, Agricola, 
41. 2; Tacitus, Hist., I. 2. 1, 79. 1–5, III. 46. 2–3, IV. 
4. 2; Ammianus Marcellinus, XXXI. 5. 16; Jordanes, 
Get., XIII. 76 and 78, XVIII. 101).
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For Emperor Trajan and his commanders, the essen-
tial aims of the first Dacian War were to dismantle 
the Dacian kingdom and annex all of its territory 
to the Roman Empire. Both Dio Chrysostom (Or., 
XII. 20) and Pliny the Younger (Panegyricus, 16.2–5 
and 17. 1–2) make it perfectly clear that the empe-
ror and his commanders originally intended Trajan’s 
first Dacian War to culminate in the total annexa-
tion of Dacia. Furthermore, the scale of the empire’s 
preparations for fighting the Dacians since AD 98, 
the number of troops mobilised (the largest force 
mustered by the Roman state up to that point), 
the creation of a new legion, the XXX Ulpia, in AD 
98 (an act usually related to large-scale expansion 
plans in the early Roman Empire), and the unmis-
takeable tone of official Roman propaganda on the 
eve of and during the conflict leave no doubt as to 
Rome’s intentions. On another level, the restoration 
and expansion of Roman hegemony and influence in 
the region had, as mentioned, their own economic 
implications: it would give the Romans total con-
trol over maritime trade routes on the western coast 
of the Black Sea by bringing Tyras and Olbia back into 
the Roman orbit, allow them to dominate the overland 
trade routes from the Pontic steppes and the Baltic 
Sea (the Amber Road) that passed through Dacia, 
pacify the course of the River Danube to reopen the 
most important trade route in continental Europe 
and, finally, secure Dacia’s rich mining resources.  

For some of Rome’s allies, particularly the Bosporan 
kingdom and the Sarmatian Aorsi, trade inte-
rests were especially important since both aspired 
to dominate the Pontic steppes and the shipping 
routes along the northern Black Sea coast under 
Roman auspices. Moreover, the defeat of the 
Dacian state and its partners would put an end to 
the growing commercial competition exercised 
by the Dacia confederacy via the city of Olbia. As for 
the Sarmatian Iazyges, they sought to completely 

the real possibility of receiving direct Dacian mili-
tary assistance in the short term was remote. 
Consequently, the priority for both tribes was to ulti-
mately achieve political independence from Rome 
and the Suebi confederacy by taking advantage of 
Dacian successes further down the Danube, as had 
occurred in AD 85–93 (Scene C on Trajan’s Column; 
Tacitus, Germ., XXXIX. 1–3; XLII. 2).

As for the Roman Empire, in AD 101 it hoped to defi-
nitively reverse the gradual decline of its hegemony 
in the Danube area since the second half of the first 
century AD, primarily due to the rise of the Dacian 
state and its undisguised hostility to Roman inte-
rests in the region. At the same time, it aspired to 
restore Rome’s solid reputation and expand and con-
solidate its power and influence in the area (Pliny 
the Younger, Panegyricus, 11.5; 12. 2; Dio Cassius, 
LXVII. 7. 2–4).

The plausible failure of the AD 89 peace treaty revea-
led that making Dacia a client kingdom would merely 
be a temporary solution. At the dawn of the second 
century AD, the consolidation of Roman hegemony 
in the Danubian and Pontic region required the des-
truction of the Dacian state as such, something 
that could only be achieved by invading, occup-
ying and conquering its territory, whatever the cost. 
For various strategic and geopolitical reasons, chief 
among them the internal ideological particulari-
ties of the Dacian state and how it functioned (Dio 
Cassius, LXVIII). 8. 3; Jordanes, V. 40, XI. 71), a par-
tial annexation and renegotiation of the foedus of AD 
89 would only ensure the region’s peace and stability 
in the short term. In this respect, most recent histo-
rians agree that, in AD 101, Trajan intended to annex 
the entire Dacian kingdom, although circumstances 
at the end of 102 made it preferable to temporarily 
postpone the achievement of this goal until a second 
premeditated war.
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to relinquish the ground gained in Dacian territory, 
nor did it manage to hold on to any of the lands it 
had taken during the invasion of Lower Moesia. 
This situation, combined with severe losses, con-
demned the Dacian state and its allies to fight 
defensively from that point on. Although the Dacian 
kingdom’s complex defences did make it impossi-
ble for the Roman army to fully annex Dacia in AD 
102, the utterly defeated Dacian state was forced 
to surrender and accept the terms imposed by the 
Roman Empire, which were deliberately designed 
to facilitate the total conquest of Dacia in an antici-
pated second conflict (fig. 2). 

The defeat of the Dacian state in this brief yet fier-
cely intense struggle put an end to its territorial 
ambitions in the Danube region and marked the 
beginning of the disintegration of the Dacian con-
federacy. The Roman victory, though not absolute, 
paved the way for a subsequent final resolution to 
a conflict that had been brewing since AD 69. Thus, 
only three years after signing the peace treaty that 
officially ended Trajan’s first Dacian War, the Roman 
Empire and the Dacian state went to war again.

Neither the Dacian state nor the Roman Empire had 
viewed the treaty of AD 102 as a sustainable agree-
ment in the long term. For both parties, the terms 
were merely a truce prior to the ultimate resolution 
of their differences when hostilities were resumed 
(Dio Cassius, LXVIII. 9. 4). However, although Rome 
and Dacia shared the same general view of the AD 
102 peace treaty, their goals were quite different. 
As we know, the Roman Empire aimed to comple-
tely dissolve the Dacian state and annex all of its 
territory, which it hoped to do quickly and relati-
vely easily thanks to the strategic outposts inside 
Dacia which it had maintained under the terms of 
the 102 treaty. The Dacian state, on the other hand, 
still reeling from the first Dacian War (Dio Cassius, 

neutralise the Dacian state as a rival for regional 
power, ample territorial gains (ILS 8965 = AE 1905, 
14; Strabo, VII. 3. 17; Ovid, Trist., II. 198–204; Pliny 
the Elder, Nat. Hist., IV. 80; Dio Cassius, LXVIII. 10. 
3) and bring neighbouring Germanic tribes like the 
Buri under their domination (Tacitus, Germ., XLIII. 
1–2). The Semnones and Hermunduri also deci-
ded to get involved in the conflict for, as during the 
Marcomannic War of AD 88–93, they hoped to res-
tore the Suebi confederacy under their control, 
supported by Roman power, which the Quadi and 
Marcomanni had abandoned when they entered the 
Dacian orbit in Domitian’s time (Scene C on Trajan’s 
Column; Tacitus, Germ., XXXIX. 1–3 and XLII. 2).

4. Trajan’s Dacian Wars and their 
consequences

Trajan’s first Dacian War (AD 101–102) was a resoun-
ding success for the Roman Empire and its interests, 
and a devastating failure for the Dacian state and 
the alliance formed around it. However, neither the 
Roman triumph nor the Dacian defeat were com-
plete, setting the Danube region on the path to 
another inevitable all-out war in the short term. 

In AD 101 the defensive might of Sarmizegetusa 
Regia, capital of the Dacian kingdom, forced most 
of the Roman army to concentrate its operations in 
this region, far from Lower Moesia, which made it 
quite easy for the Dacian confederacy to invade this 
part of Roman territory that very year. However, the 
Dacian commanders did not make the most of that 
golden opportunity; as a result, Emperor Trajan was 
able to rout the invaders and force them north of 
the Danube without losing any of the ground he had 
gained on Dacian soil. This success proved decisive. 
The Dacian confederacy met with total failure on 
two key fronts: it could not force the Roman army 
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LXVIII. 9. 4–7) and relatively isolated, could not 
afford the luxury of making plans to expand south of 
the Danube. While expansion remained a secondary 
aim, this time Dacia was fighting for something far 
more important: its survival. Decebalus and Dacian 
statesmen must have been aware, to some extent, of 
the Roman superpower’s true plans for the future 
of Dacia; at the very least, they understood all the 
risks inherent in the peace terms they accepted in 
AD 102. Their only hope of reversing this situation 
was to defeat the Roman Empire on the battlefield, 
achieving a victory solid enough to create a new 
balance of power. At the same time, the Roman pre-
sence in the sacred heart of Dacia, Sarmizegetusa 
Regia, must have been viewed as a genuine sacrilege 
by the kingdom’s politico-religious elite. Routing the 
invaders was not only essential to recovering 
the Dacian kingdom’s independence and interna-
tional prestige; it was an authentic and peremptory 
ideological necessity.

Although Dacian warriors initially had several bold 
successes, the second Dacian War in AD 105–106 
ended in total victory for the Roman forces, which 
took over the Dacian kingdom’s dominions and 
other neighbouring areas that had belonged to its 

allies. Dacia ceased to exist as a state, and in the 
years that followed Dacian culture would also disa-
ppear, meticulously destroyed and digested by the 
new Roman province (fig. 3). This marked the end of 
nearly four decades of the politico-military struggle 
between the Roman Empire and the Dacian state for 
hegemony in eastern Europe, and of the historical 
development of Dacia as one of the great European 
powers of the late Iron Age.

Although the Roman Empire successfully remo-
ved the threat to its continued power in the region 
that the Dacian state represented, Trajan’s second 
Dacian War and its consequences radically destabi-
lised regional geopolitics, failing to resolve a number 
of latent conflicts that would have to be addressed 
in the short or medium term if the empire wanted to 
ensure the survival of the fledgling Roman Dacia and 
its newly recovered hegemony in the Danube region 
and on the eastern shores of the Black Sea. It was 
not until AD 119 that Emperor Hadrian’s prudent and 
wise management finally healed the wounds inflic-
ted by the destruction of the Dacian state and the 
Roman triumph of AD 101–106 (fig. 4), forever chan-
ging the panorama and future historical evolution of 
eastern Europe.
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Fig. 1. The Roman Empire, the Dacian state and their respective 
clients, vassals and allies just before the outbreak of Trajan’s 
first Dacian War (AD 101). Map created by the author.
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Fig. 2. Location of the Danubian limes after Trajan’s first 
Dacian War and during the interwar period (AD 103–104). 
Map created by the author.
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Fig. 3. Roman Dacia and the location of the Danubian limes 
in AD 106–117. Map created by the author.
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Fig. 4. Roman Dacia and the Danubian limes after 
the peace treaties and reforms of Emperor Hadrian 
in AD 118–119. Map created by the author.
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7th Twin Legion. The presence of a detachment 
of this legion in Dacia has sparked widespread 
debate among scholars, intensified by the discov-
ery at Porolissum, on the northern border of Dacia, 
of numerous roof tile (tegulae) stamps reading 
L(egionis) VII G(eminae) f(elicis) that appeared 
while excavating the building which served as the 
castrum headquarters (principia).

With regard to the date and, consequently, the 
circumstances or reason for their presence at 
Porolissum, I believe the most plausible theory is 
that this detachment was involved in the eastern 
campaign of Emperor Gordian III (238–244), which 
ended in disaster. Meanwhile, Dacia was attacked by 
the Carpi (245–246), so the new emperor, Philip the 
Arab (244–249), came to Dacia to restore order with 
some of the troops who fought in the eastern war, 
among them perhaps those soldiers of the Legio VII 
Gemina who participated in the fortification works 
at Porolissum.

During the Principate (first–third century AD), 
legions were the most effective elite combat units 
in the Roman army. Initially, legionaries were 
recruited in Italy and the Roman colonies estab-
lished in certain provinces, but recruitment later 
extended to thoroughly Romanised provinces like 
Hispania and Gaul. Over time, local recruitment 
gradually increased.

With regard to Dacia, we have very limited infor-
mation on Legio XIII Gemina made up of soldiers 
recruited in Hispania, specifically in Antiquaria 
(Hispania Bætica), Clunia and Ieso (Hispania 
Tarraconense).

Of greater interest is the presence in Dacia of a 
detachment of the Legio VII Gemina, based at 
León in Hispania Citerior (Tarraconense). An altar 
dated to the first half of the third century found 
at Potaissa was built by two centurions, one from 
the 5th Macedonian Legion and the other from the 

Fig. 1. Lydian-type brick from Banatska Palanka, Serbia, with the image of a soldier in the Cohors II 
Hispanorum, Muzeul Național al Banatului collection, Timișoara © MNIR © Marius Amarie.

Legions

Military units recruited on the iberian 
peninsula and stationed in Dacia
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Epigraphic sources tell us that some troops from 
Hispania were sent to the frontier region of the 
Lower Danube in the first century. Three alæ (cav-
alry units) are mentioned first:

• Ala I Asturum: initially stationed on the Rhine and 
transferred from there to Moesia. Later, once the 
province of Lower Dacia had been organised, it was 
assigned to this province, and its castrum was at 
Hoghiz (southeast Transylvania).

• Ala I Hispanorum: also posted to the Rhine at 
first, later sent to Pannonia and, in the late first 
century, to Lower Moesia. After two decades in 
unknown parts, the unit resurfaced around 126 
in the army of Upper Dacia. Later, in 126, it moved 
to Lower Dacia, where it remained until the mid-
third century, based at the castrum of Slăveni on 
the banks of the River Olt.

• Ala II Hispanorum et Aravacorum: originally pres-
ent in Pannonia, it relocated to Moesia Inferior 
towards the end of the first century and appar-
ently settled at Carsium (Hârşova).

There is also proof of four infantry units originally 
recruited on the Iberian Peninsula:

• Cohors I Bracarorum civium Romanorum: sta-
tioned in Lower Moesia in the second and third 
centuries AD. The name civium Romanorum sug-
gests its involvement in the Dacian Wars; for their 
outstanding acts of bravery, all the soldiers in the 
cohort were granted Roman citizenship.

• Cohors I Bracraugustanorum equitata: initially 
in Dalmatia and later transferred to Moesia (and 
to Lower Moesia after the year 86). It fought in 
the Dacian Wars and probably remained in occu-
pied territory north of the Danube. The unit later 

In the first century of the Principate, Hispania was 
an important source of men, and a large number of 
auxiliary troops were recruited there and sent to the 
Roman frontiers in Britannia, Germania, Dalmatia 
and even North Africa (Numidia, Cyrenaica). As 
the Roman military advanced towards the Lower 
Danube and established the border line of the 
limes, those troops also arrived in the provinces of 
Pannonia and Moesia.

Auxiliary troops recruited 
in Hispania (fig. 2)

Trajan’s conquest of Dacia required a great military 
effort, particularly from the armies of the provinces 
of the Lower Danube—Moesia Superior and Moesia 
Inferior—with significant reinforcements from 
Pannonia.

The earliest available information refers to a military 
formation that Trajan sent from Hispania to fight in 
the war against the Dacians. An inscription found 
at Ujo, south of Oviedo in Asturias, Spain, describes 
the military career of C. Sulpicius Ursulus, beginning 
with præf(ecttus) symmaciariorum Asturum belli 
Dacici, commander of a formation of symmachiarii 
or “allies” recruited from among the Astures. Thanks 
to his remarkable feats in battle, after the war this 
officer remained in the army, first as centurion of 
the Legio I Minervia in Lower Germania, and then 
in Rome as centurion of the Cohors XII Urbana and 
later the Cohors III Prætoria. This qualified him for 
the rank of primus pilus in the Legio XXII Primigenia 
in Upper Germania, and later præfectus legionis III 
Augustæ in Numidia, North Africa. The fact that this 
honorific inscription was placed in Asturias proves 
that he came from this region, the same place where 
the unit that accompanied him in the war against 
the Dacians was mustered.
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appeared in the army of Lower Dacia, where its 
castrum was at Brețcu (opposite the Oituz Pass).

• Cohors I Hispanorum equitata veterana: orig-
inally stationed in Dalmatia, it is mentioned as 
being in Lower Moesia on diplomas of the lat-
ter province’s troops from the years 97 and 99. 
Hunt’s Pridianum tells us that this cohort par-
ticipated in Emperor Trajan’s second Dacian 
expedition. It later appeared in the army of 

Lower Dacia, and there is epigraphic evidence of 
its presence along the inter-Carpathian stretch 
of the River Olt, at Arutela (Cozia-Bivolari) and 
Castra Traiana (Sâmbotin).

• Cohors I Lusitanorum Cyrenaica: initially sta-
tioned in North Africa, during Vespasian’s reign 
the unit was transferred to Moesia. It probably 
remained in the Lower Danube (Moesia Inferior) 
during the second and third centuries AD.

Roman garrisons

Roman garrisons of Hispanic origin

Fig. 2. Map showing the location of garrisons from Roman 
Hispania in Dacia and the Romanian part of the ancient 
province of Lower Moesia (Mihaela Simion, Mihai Florea).
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sobriquet of Ulpia. Later, it turned up in Dacia 
Porolissensis, according to military diplomas 
issued in the days of Hadrian, Antoninus Pius 
and Marcus Aurelius, where its castrum was at 
Orheiul Bistriței (Bistrița-Năsăud county).

• Cohors II Hispanorum equitata: documented 
in Illyricum in Nero’s time and subsequently in 
Pannonia. It was later transferred to Upper Moesia, 
where it appears on a diploma from the year 100. 
It fought in the Dacian Wars and joined the new 
province’s army. The cohort probably participated 
in Emperor Trajan’s eastern campaign and later in 
the suppression of the revolt in Cyrenaica. Upon 
returning to Dacia, the unit was assigned to the 
army of Dacia Porolissensis, according to diplo-
mas issued between the reigns of Hadrian and 
Marcus Aurelius (some give it the epithet scutata 
Cyrenaica), and settled at the castrum of Bologa.

• Cohors IIII Hispanorum equitata: apparently, this 
cohort was initially stationed in Moesia, though 
several military diplomas from the times of 
Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius mention it in 
Upper Dacia. Various epigraphic documents con-
firm that it was based at the castrum of Inlăceni 
(Harghita county).

• Cohors V Hispanorum: originally in Germania and 
later sent to Moesia, where it may have fought 
in the Dacian Wars and subsequently in Trajan’s 
Parthian campaign. The cohort later return 
ed to Upper Moesia, where it apparently remained 
throughout the third century (Cuppae-Golubac 
garrison in Serbia).

Other units from the Iberian Peninsula ended up in 
the future province of Moesia Superior:

• Ala I Hispanorum Campagonum civium Romano-
rum: documented in Upper Moesia on three 
diplomas from 105, 111/112 and 112/114; shortly 
afterwards, a diploma dated 1 September 114 
states that it was in Lower Pannonia. The unit 
was later sent to Upper Dacia, where it appeared 
on several diplomas from the days of Hadrian and 
Antoninus Pius. It was stationed at the castrum 
of Micia (Vețel, Hunedoara county), where its 
presence is recorded in various inscriptions and 
tegula stamps (fig. 3). 

• Cohors I Hispanorum pia fidelis civium Roma-
norum equitata: in the early years of Trajan’s 
reign, this cohort was in Lower Germania. It was 
later reassigned to Upper Moesia, where it par-
ticipated in the Dacian Wars, and remained in 
the new province’s army. In 119 it is documented 
as being in Upper Dacia, and later in the army of 
the newly created province of Dacia Porolissensis 
(according to various diplomas, ranging from 
Hadrian’s to Marcus Aurelius’s days).

• Cohors I Flavia Hispanorum milliaria equi-
tata: recorded in Upper Moesia in the final 
decade of the second century. It participated 
in the war to conquer Dacia and stayed on with 
the occupying army. In 108 it was mentioned 
on the milliarium of Aiton (Cluj county) as hav-
ing helped to build the road from Potaissa 
to Napoca. Diplomas granted by Trajan cer-
tify that it absorbed the auxiliary troops of 
the province of Dacia under the name I Flavia 
Ulpia Hispanorum milliaria civium Romanorum; 
apparently, the soldiers of this cohort received 
the status of  c(ives) R(omani) for their bravery 
on the battlefield, and the unit was given the 

Fig. 3. Funerary pillar from Micia, Vețel, Hunedoara county, 
with the image of a cavalry officer, probably a member of 
the Ala I Hispanorum Campagonum, MCDR collection © 
MCDR.
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or forcibly) into the Roman army and sent as far 
as possible from their homeland. In the vicinity of 
Ampelum (modern-day Zlatna), they probably pro-
vided protection for mining operations. 

6

Other surprising information is revealed on an 
altar with an inscription dedicated to an unknown 
deity of Hispania. On lines 2-3 we read the words 
numeru[s] / Dacorum, followed on the next line by 
Durpa[neus], a well-known Dacian name used 
by the royal predecessor of Decebalus.

More relevant details are supplied by an even older 
inscription discovered in 1985 in the former province 
of Hispania Baetica, 6 km southeast of Baena, which 
was recently revised (CIL, II2/5, 375; see Alicia M.a 
Canto, Hispania epigraphica, 8, 1998, p. 46, n. 146):

Dis Manibus. / M(arcus) Aur(elius) / Ac(h)aicus / [- 
- -]i f(ilius) nat(ione) / Geta / v(ixit) a(nnos) XXIIII 
me(n)s(em) I p(ius) i(n) sui/s E ? h(ic) / s(itus) e(stt) 
s(it) t(ibi) t(erra) l(evis) CE C ++/balus f(ecit)

The subject appears to be a member of the Getae 
(Dacian) tribe who died young, probably a military 
man, whose gravestone may have been put up by a 
brother-in-arms named [Dece?]balus, according 
to the interpretation proposed by my colleague, 
Professor Alexandru Avram of the Université du 
Maine. It is possible that the unit formed by these 
Geto-Dacians was sent to Hispania by Marcus 
Aurelius to fight the Mauritanians who had invaded 
the Iberian Peninsula, as mentioned above.

• Cohors I Augusta Lusitanorum veterana equi-
tata: known to have been in Moesia in the time 
of Vespasian and, after the year 86, in Upper 
Moesia, where its presence is certified, at least in 
the second century. 

These troops were initially recruited on the Iberian 
Peninsula (Hispano-Romans, Arevaci, Astures, 
Lusitani), but in the second century local recruit-
ment extended to the tribes and even the Romanised 
population of the provinces where these units were 
stationed (Dacia, Moesia).

6

An interesting case is the presence of a hitherto 
unknown unit in Dacia: N(umerus) M(aurorum) 
Hisp(anensium?). We know there were three other 
numeri of Mauri in Tibiscum, Micia and Optatiana, 
but they arrived in Dacia during the Dacian Wars. 
At Ampelum (modern-day Zlatna) in Dacia, four 
inscriptions were found that attest to the pres-
ence of this N(umerus) M(aurorum) Hisp., one of 
which certainly dates from the reign of Caracalla, 
after 212. These were probably the Mauritanians 
who invaded the provinces of Hispania in the days 
of Marcus Aurelius. In the Historia Augusta (Vita 
Marci 21, 1) we read: Cum Mauri Hispanias prope 
omnes vastarent, res per legatos bene gestae 
sunt. In this respect, it is interesting to note the 
mission of L. Julius Vehilius Gratus Julianus who, 
according to an inscription, was pra[ep(ositus)] 
vexillationis per Achaiam et Macedoniam et in 
Hispanias adversus Castabocas et Mauros rebelles, 
among other things. After their defeat, these 
Mauritanians were apparently recruited (willingly 
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In addition, amphora fragments were found on 
Monte Testaccio with painted inscriptions dating 
from the reign of Antoninus Pius (specifically, the 
years 145, 154, 160 and 161) that bear the name of 
another potter, called Dacus, who worked in Corduba 
(Córdoba).

These artisans may have been former slaves of Dacian 
origin, captured during the Dacian Wars, who were 
sent to Hispania or made their way there and worked 
in a pottery where amphoræ were made. After a 
time, they were presumably freed, and they or their 
descendants continued to practise the same trade. 
Stamps with the potter’s name were a guarantee of 
the product’s quality.

Dacian civilians in Hispania

Prof. Dr. Constantin C. Petolescu 
Corresponding member of the Romanian Academy

In the northern reaches of the province of Britannia, 
specifically at Corsopitum (Corbridge) on the Tyne-
Solway Isthmus, a stamp was found on an amphora 
handle: DECEB(alus). It is believed to have been 
part of a shipment of amphorae sent from Hispania 
Bætica, where this Dacian-born artisan’s pottery 
was located. These amphoræ were used to transport 
oil and/or wine, allowing these products to travel to 
the most remote corners of the Roman Empire.

Hispania Bætica is also the probable origin of a 
DIICEb stamp, which undoubtedly refers to the 
Deceb(alus) discovered in the vicinity of Rome on 
Monte Testaccio; it may be the work of the same 
craftsman.
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also on the right bank of the Danube (in Moesia 
Superior), to circumvent the falls (rocks) of the Iron 
Gates: Imp(erator) Cæsar divi Nervae f(ilius) Nerva 
Traianus Aug(ustus) Germ(anicus) pontif(ex) max-
(imus) trib(unicia) pot(estate) V p(ater) p(atriae) 
co(n)s(ul) IIII ob periculum cataractarum deruivato 
flumine tutam Danuui nauigationem fecit. This engi-
neering feat established a direct route for the naval 
fleet between the Middle Danube and the military 
garrisons of the Lower Danube.

Of course, the most impressive project was the con-
struction, between the two Dacian Wars, of the 
bridge over the Danube at Drobeta, designed by 
the architect Apollodorus of Damascus. The histo-
rian Ammianus Marcellinus tells us that Emperor 
Trajan was determined to make Dacia a Roman prov-
ince and cross the rivers Istros and Euphrates over 
bridges (XXIV, 3, 9): Sic in prouinciarum speciem 
redactam uideam Daciam, sic pontibus Histrum et 
Euphratem superem. This masterpiece of ancient 
engineering, represented on Trajan’s Column 

Emperor Trajan’s works on the Lower Danube

The works of Emperor Trajan in the lands along the 
Lower Danube are concisely recorded in the Liber 
de Cæsaribus by historian Aurelius Victor: et inter 
ea iter conditum per feras gentes, quo facile ab 
usque Pontico mari in Galliam permeatur. Castra 
suspectioribus atque opportunis locis exstructa pon-
sque Danubio impositus, ac deductæ coloniarum 
pleræque. Epigraphic finds and archaeological 
research have expanded on the information provided 
by this late Roman (fourth century) author.

It was undoubtedly at this time when two import-
ant construction projects were begun in the 
frontier region or limes of Moesia Superior (North 
Macedonia). One involved excavating rock to open a 
road through the Danubian gorge of Cazane, com-
pleted in the year 100: Imp(erator) Cæsar divi Nervæ 
f(ilius) Nerva Traianus Aug(ustus) Germ(anicus) 
pontif(ex) maximus trib(unicia) pot(estate) III pater 
patriae co(n)s(ul) III montibus excisi[s] anco[ni]
bus sublatis uia[m] f[ecit]. A later inscription from 
the year 101 records the construction of a canal, 

Prof. Dr. Constantin C. Petolescu 
Corresponding member of the Romanian Academy
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the emperor’s wife Plotina. There is also evidence that 
the name Traianus was used in the Danube region, 
though not very frequently. Trajan’s name endured 
until the late Roman period. Years later, Byzantine 
writers noted how Trajan’s memory lived on in the 
area along the Danube. 

In his own lifetime, Trajan’s name was already asso-
ciated with the heroes of Troy, from whom the 
Romans believed they were descended; for example, 
an epigram attributed to Hadrian stated that Trajan 
was a descendant of the Trojan warrior Aeneas 
(Palatine Anthology, VI, 32). Many of his contempo-
raries called him Troianus, as attested by a series of 
epigraphic sources from his day.

Moreover, this form of his name has survived in many 
toponyms across the Danube region. Thus, in mod-
ern-day Bulgaria we find the Trojanski păt (“Trojan 
Way”), between Razgrad and Chirpan; Trojanovdrum 
(drum is a Romanian word that means “road”, 
passed down via the Romance/Romanian peo-
ples south of the Danube); Trojaniov most (“Trojan 
Bridge”) near Pazardzhik; Gorni and Dolni Trojan, 
roads near Slivnica; Trojanovi vrati (“Trojan Gates”), 
a gorge near Ihtiman; the Succi pass, now called the 
Gate of Trajan (sic); the Roman ruins in the vicin-
ity of Lomets are known as Trojanhissar or “Trojan 
Fortress” (the Turkish word hissar means fortress); 
and the ancient Bessapara, a Thracian place name, 
is now Trojanov Grad. This toponym was used by the 
eastern Slavs and even further west. For instance, 
in the Roman province of Noricum (modern-day 
Austria), the ancient Atrans became known as 
Trojanaberg.

Moreover, in present-day Romania, there are several 
towns with ancient ruins that bear the name Troian. 
Likewise, the valli or earthen ramparts used to mark 
borders that run across the Romanian Plain (known 

(scenes XCVIII–XCIX), was described by Dio Cassius 
(LXVIII, 13, 1‒5) and mentioned by Aurelius Victor 
(see above) and Procopius of Cæsarea (De ædif., IV, 
6, 12–14). 

Trajan’s presence in the Danube provinces was 
indisputably related to the advancing urbanisation 
phenomenon; the names of certain cities are asso-
ciated with that of the emperor. In Dacia, by order of 
the emperor, governor Decimus Terentius Scaurianus 
founded the Colonia Ulpia Traiana Augusta Dacica 
Sarmizegetusa. There are two other less signifi-
cant place names in Dacia: Ulpianum, recorded by 
Ptolemy (III, 8, 4) and Castra Traiana, which appears 
on the Tabula Peutingeriana (VII, 4). In Pannonia 
Superior, we find the Colonia Ulpia Poetovio. In 
Moesia Superior, the Colonia Ulpia Ratiaria was pro-
moted to higher status, and its name is related to 
the founding of another town, Ulpiana, in Dardania 
(which probably later became a municipium). In 
Moesia Inferior, he created the Colonia Ulpia Œscus 
(after the departure of the Fifth Macedonian Legion), 
and a town with the same name was founded in 
southern Dobruja (Dobrogea), near the famous 
Tropaeum. In Thrace, Trajan’s Ulpia gens gave name 
to several fortresses: Ulpia Serdica (modern-day 
Sofia), which in his time was granted colonia sta-
tus; Ulpia Pautalia (Kyustendil); Ulpia Nicopolis ad 
Nestum (Nevrokop); Ulpia Topirus, also on the River 
Nestos; Ulpia Anchialus; Ulpia Bizye (Vize); and 
the Thracian Beroia was renamed Augusta Traiana. In 
the same province, we also find four cities built by the 
Greeks: Nicopolis-ad-Istrum, where the invaders from 
north of the Danube were defeated in the winter of 
101/102; Marcianopolis, a name inspired by the emper-
or’s sister, Marciana Augusta (in the days of Septimius 
Severus, these two cities became part of the province 
of Moesia Inferior); and, further south, on the banks 
of the River Evros (now Maritsa), Traianopolis, for-
merly called Doriscos, and Plotinopolis, named after 
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works in the Lower Danube region. Of course, the 
physical structures gradually disappeared over time 
due to natural factors and, above all, the destructive 
human spirit. Even the majestic triumphal mon-
ument in southern Dobruja, the Tropæum Traiani 
that collapsed due to an earthquake, had been 
forgotten by the early Middle Ages; when the Turkic-
Turanian migrations reached this place, they called 
it Adamclissi—the “church of man”!

Yet his legacy lives on; there can be no doubt that, in 
conquering Dacia and making it a province, Emperor 
Trajan left an indelible Roman stamp on the Danube 
region. We can safely say that, without Emperor 
Trajan’s works, the ethnic composition and the his-
tory of southeast Europe would have been entirely 
different.

in archaeological/historical literature as limes tran-
salutanus and Constantine’s Wall or Brazda lui 
Novac, which had northern and southern sections) 
and other parts of Romania are referred to as Troian 
in medieval Romanian texts. As the result of an 
interesting linguistic evolution, the word Troian—
originally signifying the earthen vallum, a defensive 
military structure—also came to mean snowdrift 
(troain de zăpadă or “snow Trojan”).

In Slavic mythology, Trojan appears alongside other 
pagan gods like Perun and Veles; in Romanian 
mythology (folklore), he is the hero who sows wheat 
in the furrows opened by the plough.

The fact that Trajan’s name has lingered in collec-
tive memory underscores the enduring nature of his 
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The bridge over the Danube between Pontes and 
Drobeta, built in 103–104, was Dacia’s first symbolic 
connection to the Roman Empire. The impres-
sive technical feat designed by Apollodorus of 
Damascus, the same architect who built Trajan’s 
Forum in Rome, was admired by contemporaries 
(Pliny the Younger) but also by posterity (Ammianus 
Marcellinus, Procopius of Cæsarea and others). 
Third-century historian Dio Cassius described how 
the bridge was constructed, drawing on older doc-
umentary sources. A good rendering of the bridge, 
with its stone pillars and wooden superstructure, 
appears on Trajan’s Column. Including the wooden 
access ramp, the Drobeta bridge measured more 
than 1,600 m long (fig. 2) and was second only to the 
bridge that Constantine the Great built, also over 
the Danube, between Oescus and Sucidava in 328, 
which at 2,400 m long was the largest bridge ever 
constructed in antiquity. For the sake of compari-
son, the first permanent bridge over the Danube in 
Budapest (the “Chain Bridge”) was just 200 m long 
and was built in the mid-19th century. However, after 
Trajan and Constantine the Great, no one built—or 
even attempted to build—a bridge over the Lower 
Danube until 1895, when Anghel Saligny erected 

Certain historical regions of Romania experienced 
Roman civilisation at first-hand in different peri-
ods. The narrow coastal region of Dobruja (Dobrogea/
Dobrudja) on the Black Sea came into contact with 
the civilisation of classical antiquity at an early date, 
in the seventh–sixth century BC, when the Greek col-
onies of Histria, Tomis and Callatis were founded. 
Roman civilisation reached Dobruja in the mid-first 
century AD, when the lands between the Danube and 
the Black Sea were annexed to the province of Moesia. 
However, Roman civilisation was always somewhat 
different on the coast, owing to the survival of older 
customs, such as the predominant use of the Greek 
language. Roman culture endured in Dobruja while 
this territory was part of the late Roman Empire 
and subsequently of the Byzantine Empire, until the 
collapse of the Danubian limes in the seventh cen-
tury AD. The situation was different in the regions 
of Transylvania, Banat and Oltenia (and, for a brief 
period, even in western Wallachia), where Roman 
civilisation became more firmly entrenched with the 
creation of the Roman province of Dacia in the early 
second century AD, and its components endured until 
the withdrawal of the Roman army during the reign of 
Aurelian or perhaps earlier, in the time of Gallienus.

Fig. 1. Venus of Potaissa, MNIR collection © MNIR © Ing. Marius Amarie.

Roman civilisation and culture 
in Dacia and Dobrudja

Prof. Dr. Mihai Bărbulescu
Corresponding member of the Romanian Academy





Fig. 2. Trajan’s Column, scenes XCVIII–XCIX, depicting the inauguration of the bridge over the Danube from Drobeta, 
designed by Apollodorus of Damascus. Close-up photo of a copy of Trajan’s Column © MNIR © George Nica.
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including the majority of its towns (Tibiscum, Ulpia 
Traiana Sarmizegetusa, Apulum, Potaissa, Napoca, 
Porolissum). A miliarium or milestone tells us that 
in the year 108, workers were building the stretch 
of road from Potaissa to Napoca. The famous Tabula 
Peutingeriana “map” (a medieval copy of routes used 
in antiquity), roadside military columns and field 
observations round out our knowledge of the pro-
vincial road network, with important branches along 
the rivers Olt, Mureș and Târnava Mare. Bridges 
were built over waterways, as evidenced by place 
names like Pons Vetus (“Old Bridge”) in Câineni, 
Pons Augusti (“Emperor’s Bridge”) in Voislova, and 

a concrete and steel bridge complex at Cernavodă 
with a length (including the access ramps) of over 
4,000 m.

Before the Romans came, there were no roads in 
Dacia. Travellers used natural passes, following river 
courses and ravines. Great builders, the Romans 
began by creating a network of roads to serve both the 
army and civilians. Once the conquest of Dacia was 
completed, the Romans immediately set about cre-
ating infrastructure as a top priority. The main road 
across Dacia began at the Danube and connected the 
most important population centres in the province, 

Fig. 3. Trajan’s Column, scene XV, showing the Roman army 
repairing a road. Close-up photo of a copy of Trajan’s Column © 
MNIR © George Nica.
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In order for a town to be granted the legal status 
of municipium or colonia, it had to have a certain 
degree of economic and urban development and 
a substantial population with a sufficient number 
of Roman citizens. The progress of urbanisation in 
Dacia is easy to trace: one town under Trajan (Colonia 
Ulpia Traiana Augusta Dacica Sarmizegetusa), four 
under Hadrian (with the addition of three muni-
cipia: Napoca, Drobeta and Romula), and five under 
Marcus Aurelius (adding the municipium of Apulum). 
During the reign of Marcus Aurelius, or perhaps of 
Commodus, the municipia of Napoca and Apulum 
became coloniæ. Under Septimius Severus, there 
were 11 towns (the province having acquired a sec-
ond town at Apulum, a municipium in Potaissa, and 
the municipia of Porolissum, Dierna, Ampelum 
and Tibiscum). During the same period, Drobeta and 
Romula became coloniæ. In the days of Septimius 
Severus or Caracalla a colonia appeared in Potaissa, 
meaning that the Severan municipality had become 
a colony or a second “twin city” had been founded, 
as in the case of Apulum. The Romans established 
three municipia in Dobruja: Tropæum Traiani (per-
haps under Trajan or, more likely, in the time of 
Marcus Aurelius), Troesmis and Noviodunum (in 
the latter half of the second century). The mili-
tary was an important factor in the appearance and 
progress of towns. Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa 
was founded by deductio, having been colonised 
by veterans. Tropæum Traiani, a town of civil-
ian origin, was an exception. The municipalities 
of Drobeta, Dierna and Porolissum grew out of vici 
or small military settlements built near castra of 
auxiliary troops. Two towns in Apulum and at least 
one in Potaissa appeared beside legionary castra; 
Troesmis became a town after the departure of the 
Fifth Macedonian Legion.

The population and surface area of these towns 
can only be roughly estimated. The towns of Dacia 

Pons Aluti (“Olt Bridge”) in Ioneștii Govorii. The road 
network was constantly maintained and repaired 
during the reigns of the emperors Marcus Aurelius, 
Septimius Severus, Caracalla and Maximinus Thrax. 
These well-built “roads” continued to be used until 
the Middle Ages, and in some places their vestiges 
were still visible until a century ago. A map from 1722 
shows the Sucidava-Romula-Olt Gorge road, called 
the Via Traiana, which was still in use in the 18th cen-
tury (fig. 3).

Dobruja, for its part, had three main roads running 
from north to south: one along the coast, another 
along the Danube limes, and a third in the cen-
tral region. They were connected by secondary 
roads. All the principal towns of Dobruja appear in 
the Itinerarium Antonini, in a copy from the time of 
Emperor Diocletian based on an older version.

The civilisation introduced by the Romans was essen-
tially urban. The great settlements of pre-Roman 
Dacia are classified as oppida, military fortifica-
tions typical of proto-urban civilisations, the largest 
of which were permanently occupied and consid-
ered political-administrative centres. However, the 
true municipalities of Dacia and Dobruja (except 
the Greek colonies) were created by the Romans. 
It was in urban settings where the vigour of Roman 
civilisation was expressed most fully, where wealth 
was concentrated and economic and cultural life 
flourished. The provincial towns of the second cen-
tury aspired to emulate Rome in their construction 
and organisation; according to a writer of that time, 
Aulus Gellius, they were effigies parvæ simulacraque 
populi Romani, “small effigies and imitations of the 
Roman people [of Rome]”. Each of the most import-
ant settlements wanted to become a miniature 
Rome (there was even a Roman town in southern 
Dacia called Romula, “Little Rome”), complete with 
a forum, baths, temples, etc. (fig. 4).
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delimited a 30-ha area. Porolissum was home to an 
estimated 25,000 people (including military person-
nel), and in the case of Romula—whose polygonal 
boundaries, built under Philip the Arab, enclosed an 
area of 64 ha—the estimated population was 30,000 
inhabitants, though this number may be exagger-
ated. Napoca had a pomerium of more than 32 ha 
and was home to an estimated 15,000–20,000 souls. 
The existence of different town boundaries gives us 
an idea of the number of inhabitants of the origi-
nal pomerium and its subsequent enlargements. 
In Potaissa, some 20,000 people (not counting sol-
diers) occupied a surface area of approximately 100 
ha. The municipium of Troemis had an estimated 
10,000 inhabitants. How large was the population of 
the entire province of Dacia? It probably had at least 

and the northeast area of Moesia Inferior (Dobruja) 
were among the smaller urban centres of the Roman 
Empire, and few ever became mid-sized. The urban 
surface area of Apulum (both administrative cen-
tres combined) was greater than 100 ha, and it had 
a population of around 35,000 people, not counting 
soldiers or inhabitants of the surrounding coun-
tryside. The walls of Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa 
enclosed an area of 32.4 ha and are believed to have 
contained approximately 25,000–30,000 inhabi-
tants (or slightly more, if we include those who lived 
outside the walls). The town of Tomis is suspected to 
have had a similar number of residents. The other two 
ancient towns of Dobruja, Histria and Callatis, had 
roughly 10,000–15,000 inhabitants. Since the early 
second century, the Roman enclosure around Histria 

Fig. 4. Aerial view of the forum area (forum vetus and forum 
novum) at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa (Sarmizegetusa, 
Hunedoara county) © Horațiu Cociș / MJIAZ.
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second forum, where a Capitoline temple was built. 
Until the mid-third century, the two forums were 
filled with statues of emperors, provincial governors 
or distinguished local citizens.

The water supply was one of the primary concerns 
of both emperors and communities, water con-
sumption being one of the hallmarks of Roman 
civilisation. Some localities used even more 
water than in modern times, at least in urban 
areas. Water was essential for drinking and pre-
paring food, but it was also used in private baths 
and, above all, public baths, public latrines, hos-
pitals (valetudinarii), lavish ornamental fountains 
and simple street fountains. On top of this, water 
was also required for livestock, in the home, and in 
mining and workshops. Although bringing water 
in via aqueducts was exorbitantly expensive (one 
kilometre of aqueduct cost around two million ses-
tercii), water fountains in the streets were plentiful 
and free of charge, and use of the public baths was 
also virtually free. There was no shortage of water 
in Roman Dacia, and it was relatively easy to ensure 
a steady supply by digging wells. In the towns, 
however, there were aqueducts as well, and sup-
plying water was the responsibility of the ædiles. 
An inscription from Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa 
tells us that water was brought to the town (aqua 
inducta) in 131–132, during Hadrian’s reign. It must 
have had an aqueduct from the time of its found-
ing, as evidenced by a lead water pipe dating from 
the days of Trajan. At Apulum, an inscription 
from the year 158 alludes to the construction of an 
aqueduct, and epigraphic evidence indicates there 
was also an aqueduct in Ampelum. The remnants of 
an above-ground aqueduct have been discovered 
at Porolissum. Archaeology has revealed the aque-
duct of Histria, which began at Fântânele and was 
approximately 20 km long. There were also aque-
ducts in Tropæum Traiani, and water tanks, an 

600,000–700,000 and no more than 1 million inhab-
itants, within the Roman Empire’s total population of 
60 million people.

The main architectural structures of towns followed 
the typology of similar buildings across the empire, 
basically copying western forms. Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa initially made use of the old legion-
ary castrum, while other towns (Napoca, Apulum, 
Potaissa, Romula, etc.) were surrounded by walls 
erected at or after their founding. The Greek cita-
dels rebuilt their enclosures (Callatis under Marcus 
Aurelius, Histria in the early second century and 
Tomis in the same century).

Wherever the terrain permitted, the towns of Dacia 
and Moesia Inferior followed the basic principles 
of urban planning at the time. In Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa and Napoca, two main thoroughfares 
(cardo and decumanus) intersected at a right angle, 
and the forum was built where they met. Secondary 
streets, smaller than the main or high roads, delim-
ited blocks of buildings (insulæ). Planimetric 
reconstructions also show layouts derived from the 
grid system in Troesmis, Tropæum Traiani, Axiopolis, 
etc. During the Principate, the ancient Greek archi-
tecture of Histria, Tomis and Callatis was adapted 
to new needs, with an emphasis on defensive and 
military use. The best-known forum is that of Ulpia 
Traiana Sarmizegetusa, an approximately 3,000-
m² square surrounded by porticoes and flanked 
by a basilica. The curia, the seat of the ædiles and 
Augustales, etc., opened onto the forum. Constructed 
of limestone and sandstone in Trajan’s time, the 
forum was rebuilt in marble in the mid-second cen-
tury. Two marble fountains, nymphæa, flanked the 
entrance to the forum. Fragments of the statue of 
Neptune and of a few nymphs that once adorned it 
have survived. Near the forum, there was initially 
a macellum (food market) which later became a 
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Baths have been discovered in major towns—
Apulum, Drobeta, Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, 
Alburnus Maior, etc.—and in castra. The baths at 
the legionary castrum of Potaissa had a surface 
area of 1,850 m². They were equipped with all the 
spaces and facilities required for a complete ther-
mal circuit: apodyterium (changing room), warm 
rooms (tepidaria), hot rooms (caldaria) with a dry 
sweating chamber (laconicum) and hot water pools 
for collective use, as well as cold rooms (frigidaria) 
with pools for cold baths. Beside the baths was the 
palæstra, an exercise yard with a surface area of 
over 2,100 m². At Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, the 
640-m² baths had different sections for men and 
women. The baths and palæstra in Histria, built in 
the early second century, occupied 1,420 m². Histria 
acquired a second bath building in the second 
century, and both facilities operated simultane-
ously. Epigraphic reports document the existence 
of baths in Callatis and Tomis (lentiarion, proba-
bly the bathhouse changing room). Baths were also 
built in Troesmis, Dinogetia, Capidava and even in 
the villages of Dobruja, such as the small military 
settlement of Vicus Petra. In the provincial gover-
nor’s palace at Apulum (prætorium consularis), the 
baths occupied 920 m². The baths built by auxil-
iary troops were somewhat smaller. At Arcobadara/
Ilișua, where the Ala I Tungrorum Frontoniana 
troops were stationed, there were two bath build-
ings, one of which measured 440 m2. Micia had 
three baths, ranging from 600 m² in Micia to 225 
m² in Bumbești. However, they had one advantage: 
as they were located outside the castra, they could 
also be used by civilians.

Given the taste for bloody spectacles in those days, 
amphitheatres were constructed in Dacia and 
Dobruja. No theatres have been discovered in Dacia, 
and there probably were none, meaning that the 
amphitheatre was the only type of entertainment 

aqueduct that began near the town of Ovidiu and 
a dense network of water collection and sewer sys-
tems were found at Tomis.

These aqueducts also supplied the public fountains 
and baths. In theory, citizens could only obtain a 
direct connection to the public aqueducts by con-
cession. However, many ignored these rules, “hooked 
up” to the public water mains, and piped water into 
their homes illegally (fig. 5).

Fig. 5. Hot springs at Germisara (Geoagiu Băi, Hunedoara 
county) © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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The genius of Roman engineers was most apparent 
in the construction of roads and bridges, cas-
tra, aqueducts, baths and amphitheatres; it 
seems that their “utilitarian” structures outshone 
the temples which, however, were not lacking in 
Dacia. Inscriptions tell us that in Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa alone there were more than ten tem-
ples, and others are mentioned in Apulum, Potaissa, 
Drobeta, Micia, Porolissum, Sucidava, Tibiscum, 
Ilișua, etc. Epigraphs note the existence of temples 
dedicated to Dionysus and Concordia in Callatis and 
to Apollo, Dionysus and Mithras in Histria (fig. 7).

Archaeologists have investigated several temples in 
Alburnus Maior, one dedicated to Dii Mauri in Micia 
(the only one of its kind in the Roman world out-
side Africa), temples for the Liber Pater in Apulum 
and Porolissum, a temple of Apollo in Tibiscum, and 
small shrines to Nemesis near (or even inside) the 
amphitheatres of Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa and 
Porolissum. Several temples were found at Ulpia 
Traiana Sarmizegetusa: a temple complex dedicated 
to the deities of health, a temple to the Liber Pater, 
one for the gods of Palmyra, another for Silvanus, 
a “syncretic” temple, etc. North of the town wall 
and east of the amphitheatre was a cluster of reli-
gious buildings, some with the classic floor plans 
of Græco-Roman temples (like the small temple of 
Liber) and others denoting the specific influence 
of Gallo-Roman temple design. There were shrines 
specifically devoted to the cult of the god Mithras 
(mithræa) in Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, Apulum, 
Potaissa, Micia, Romula, Slăveni, Doștat, Șard and 
Decea—in other words, in towns and villages 
and even in rural areas. A mithræum was also 
installed in the natural setting of Adam’s Cave, near 
Gura Dobrogei.

The rural world constantly sought to emulate urban 
areas. The “imitation of Rome”, far from being limited 

venue. This is a sign of western Romanisation, as 
most of the known amphitheatres in the Roman 
world (roughly 200) have been found in western, 
totally Romanised areas. Dacia’s first amphitheatre 
was built at Drobeta and is a recent archaeologi-
cal find. It is also represented in a scene on Trajan’s 
Column, near the castrum and the bridge. The 
seating area was made of wood and could accom-
modate 1,200–1,500 spectators. In the early years 
of the province of Dacia, a wooden amphitheatre 
was built at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa and later 
rebuilt in stone, probably in the time of Antoninus 
Pius. The elliptical arena measured 66 by 47 m. 
The seats of the stone venue rested on a masonry 
framework and could seat 5,300 spectators. During 
Hadrian’s reign, the soldiers at Porolissum erected 
a wooden amphitheatre that was rebuilt in stone 
in the year 157. The arena measured 66.5 by 51.8 
m, and its capacity was slightly larger than that of 
the amphitheatre in Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa 
(fig. 6). There was also an amphiteatrum castrense 
in Micia that could hold around 1,500 spectators. 
Other large towns and military posts, primarily in 
Apulum and Potaissa, undoubtedly had amphithe-
atres as well, but they have not been found yet. 
Epigraphic records also mention amphitheatres in 
Callatis and Tomis.

Large commercial structures were built in towns: a 
macellum was reconstructed in Histria in the third 
century, and Tomis had a large building decorated 
with mosaics that served a similar purpose, as it was 
connected to the town’s southern port. In Apulum, 
the seat of the consular governor of Dacia (præto-
rium consularis), one of the few known palaces of 
this type in the Roman Empire, has been partially 
studied. Housing both public offices and the gover-
nor’s private residence, it occupied a surface area of 
more than 15 ha, with dozens of halls and rooms with 
mosaics, frescoes and marble staircases.



218

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

Fig. 6. Aerial view of the amphitheatre of Porolissum 
(Moigrad, Sălaj county) © Horațiu Cociș / MJIAZ.
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Fig. 7. Capitol of Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa (Sarmizegetusa, Hunedoara county), graphic reconstruction published in 
Ovidiu Țentea, Al. Rațiu (ed.), Sarmizegetusa. Începuturile Daciei romane / Sarmizegetusa. The Beginning of Roman Dacia, 
Bucharest, MNIR, 2017: 36 © MNIR.
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from the Greeks, as well as medical, surgical, oph-
thalmic and gynaecological instruments, and they 
knew how to treat injuries and heal bone fractures. 
Hundreds of medical/surgical instruments have 
been found in Dacia, and the eye treatment rec-
ipes discovered at Apulum and Gârbou document 
attempts to cure certain diseases, especially con-
junctivitis. Classical antiquity was apparently a 
healthier time, as a general rule, than the Middle 
Ages or the dawn of the Early Modern Era.

Housing was more durable and salubrious, with 
diverse furnishings and even latrines. Wooden 
dwellings began to give way to houses of stone and 
brick. From the second century AD, an increasing 
number of public buildings boasted glass windows. 
Of course, at this time only aristocratic villæ had 
such windows, as the hypocaust heating system 
was rare and limited to baths. Nutrition improved 
with the introduction of new edible plants and 
especially olive oil (fig. 8).

Life expectancy in ancient Rome was far superior 
to that of previous and subsequent periods; sim-
ilar levels would not be achieved again in Europe 
until the second half of the 18th century. By study-
ing funerary inscriptions in Dacia (which indicated 
the age of the deceased), we can determine that 
people in various towns lived an average of 35–36 
years, with no significant difference between gen-
ders. As child mortality was rarely recorded on 
funerary monuments, estimates of life expectancy 
are only accurate for individuals who survived the 
period of childhood illnesses and reached adoles-
cence. Therefore, an inhabitant of Roman Dacia 
who made it to the age of 14–15 could expect to 
live approximately 45 years.

The Dacian tongue, which barely existed in written 
form, was not a serious rival for Latin, part of the 

to populous centres, also extended to settlements 
with a marked degree of pre-urban development 
that looked like towns, although they lacked the legal 
status of municipia. This was the case of Sucidava, 
Micia, Salinæ, Cristești, Aquæ/Cioroiu Nou and 
others in Dacia, and of Ulmetum in Dobruja. They 
were a cut above the rural spa towns of Băile 
Herculane and Germisara. Even the owners of 
country estates (villæ rusticæ) lived in houses 
equipped with urban conveniences (water supply, 
sewer system, heated baths, etc.).

Thanks to good living conditions, general and 
physical hygiene, nutrition and healthcare, qual-
ity of life improved, though not for all inhabitants 
and not to the same degree. Everyone had access 
to water from public fountains, and use of the baths 
was practically free, as the Romans considered wa- 
ter an element of collective comfort. Moreover, as 
in the case of Apulum, there were charitable ini-
tiatives (eurgetism) to benefit the lower classes, 
who received the oil used to bathe at thermæ 
free of charge. People did not just wash at public 
bath houses; some, especially those who lived in 
urban residences and suburban villæ, had baths at 
home. In Dacia, people took advantage of the heal-
ing properties of the hot springs at Băile Herculane 
(under the patronage of Hercules), Călan/Aquæ and 
Geoagiu/Germisara. Ancient spa facilities (chan-
nels and four pools carved out of the rock) and 
many offerings to the nymphs, including gold votive 
plaques, who ensured the water’s effectiveness, 
have been found at Germisara. At Băile Herculane 
and Apulum, numerous inscriptions giving thanks 
for healing or improved health were discovered. 
The priests at the healing temples, known as 
asclepeions, of Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa and 
Apulum applied their knowledge of empirical med-
icine and made extensive use of autosuggestion. 
Roman physicians had medical treatises inherited 
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conquest, whereas Latin won out in the inland 
regions of Dobruja. Moreover, of the inscriptions 
found in Dacia, nearly 4,500 are written in Latin, 
compared to approximately 40 in Greek and six 
in Syrian-Palmyrene Aramaic. The quality of the Latin 
spoken by those who arrived in the province nat-
urally differed from one ethnic group to the next. 
We know that some colonists perfected their Latin 
in Dacia and spoke other languages at home, as 
was the case of the Illyrian-Dalmatian colonists 

Italo-Celtic language group that developed at the 
westernmost end of the Indo-European linguis-
tic area. When two peoples come into contact, the 
more prestigious tends to impose its language. 
The prestige of Greek culture made it difficult or 
impossible to implement Latin in areas that had 
had contact with Greek civilisation, which explains 
why people in ancient Greek coastal cities like 
Histria, Tomis and Callatis continued to speak and 
write extensively in Greek even after the Roman 

Fig. 8. Roman house at Apulum (Alba Iulia, Alba county) 
during excavations © MNUAI © Anca Timofan & Călin Șuteu.
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which incorporated some native words that even-
tually entered the French language. These two 
neo-Latin languages have retained, by way of pro-
vincial Latin, an almost identical number of words 
from the pre-Roman lexicon: approximately 160–
170 Thracian-Dacian words in Romanian (80–90 
of which are certain) and around 150–180 Gaulish 
words in French.

The fact that the native population adopted Latin—
which explains the “Romanness” of the later 
Romanian language—is the principal indicator of 
the success of the Romanisation process in Dacia. The 
degree of Romanisation was not uniform through-
out the province, varying between urban and rural 
areas and between territories close to castra and 
less socio-economically developed zones. However 
it was not a superficial Romanisation, whose effects, 
primarily linguistic, would have faded when Roman 
state structures disappeared from Dacia. Nor was it a 
Romanisation limited to the native elite, as this class 
had practically been wiped out during the conquest 
of Dacia. A number of factors contributed to the adop-
tion of a superior material culture and the elements 
of civilisation brought by the Romans: mass coloni-
sation, the army, veterans who had embraced the 
Roman lifestyle and spoke Latin, the appearance and 
growth of towns as hubs of Roman civilisation, 
and trade. Little by little, vanquished Dacia became 
Roman Dacia, giving rise to a mutually advantageous 
Dacian-Roman synthesis that laid the foundations of 
modern Romanian culture.

How many were literate? Logically, there are few 
inscriptions in rural areas. Carefully inscribed mon-
uments were indicative of social success and status; 
by using Latin, the elite expressed their humanitas 
or “civilised life”. However, in addition to monu-
ments typical of the elite and the military, we also 
find monuments of artisans and merchants, people 

in Alburnus Maior. However, in public expressions 
and votive inscriptions they used Latin, as did the 
Greek-speaking immigrants from Asia Minor. 
The steady process of Romanisation also had 
an impact on native inhabitants and different 
immigrant groups. Latin was the language of gov-
ernment, the army, taxation and trade. No one was 
forced to learn Latin, except the auxiliary troops: 
orders were given in Latin and soldiers made an 
effort to learn to read and write, as the illiterate 
could not move up the ranks. The Romans did not 
try to impose their language, because linguistic 
unity was not considered a factor of state unity, 
just as linguistic diversity did not imply hostility 
towards the central power structures. Unlike in the 
modern world, where the use of a single language 
is considered essential to preserving national iden-
tity, the ancient subjects of Rome learned Latin for 
sensible and practical reasons.

In Dacian territories, Latin was initially spoken in 
Roman institutions (government, tax authority, 
army, courts of justice). In the time of Ovid, who was 
banished to Tomis in AD 8, the Getæ of Dobruja spoke 
their own language and did not understand Latin. 
Ovid claimed (in Ex Ponto, IV, 13, 19–20) to have 
learned some of that language. However, the use of 
Latin spread quickly, and it soon became the lingua 
franca of the many colonists who arrived alone or in 
groups, especially in the province of Dacia, where 
colonisation was intense. Native Dacians were not 
excluded from this process; they initially used Latin 
as a second language, and later with increasing fre-
quency owing to new socio-economic and cultural 
conditions. When they learned to write, they did so 
in Latin. In “their” Latin, the Dacians also incorpo-
rated words from their mother tongue, as evidenced 
by the fact that certain Dacian words survived and 
are still used today in the Romanian language. The 
same thing happened with the Latin spoken in Gaul, 
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them—since the beginning of time? How does the 
earth find room for all the bodies buried in it since 
the beginning of time?” (Meditations, IV, 21).

With the arrival of the Romans, sculptural art 
extended beyond the Greek citadels on the coast to 
inland Dobruja. In the province of Dacia, sculpture 
was a total novelty, an art form introduced by the 
Romans.

The first and most important Roman work of art in 
Dobruja was the monument erected by Trajan at 
Adamclisi between 106 and 109. It was the largest 
triumphal monument in the Roman world, created 
to remember and honour the victory achieved there 
over the Dacians and their allies in 102. The trophy 
stood 40 m high and consisted of a cylinder resting 
on several steps and crowned by a conical roof dec-
orated with large scales. Two hexagonal drums in 
the centre of the roof supported the actual monu-
ment, a colossal statue that represented an armed 
tree trunk surrounded by statues of prisoners. Of the 
54 metopes that once encircled the cylinder, 48 have 
survived, depicting war scenes in relief. Compared 
to the grandeur of the monument, the carving on 
the metopes is quite modest. Although this struc-
ture is seen as the product of Danubian military art 
or, according to another hypothesis, sculptures of 
eastern influence, the monument dedicated to Mars 
Ultor dominated the plateau of Dobruja, an eternal 
reminder to the barbarians of the power and great-
ness of Rome (fig. 9).

Only one statue in Dacia, found at Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa, bears the “signature” of a sculptor, 
Claudius Saturninus, and one painter is mentioned 
in an epigraph at Apulum. Stonecutters and bronze 
workers remain anonymous. “Provincial” Roman 
art reflects the common characteristics of art in 
the Roman provinces: frontal poses, schematic 

not associated with the army or government institu-
tions. Funerary monuments with inscriptions would 
not have existed in an illiterate community. The lit-
erate far outnumbered the illiterate, as evidenced 
by the graffiti on vessels, bricks and the wax tab-
lets at Alburnus Maior. “Writing exercises” (letters of 
the alphabet scratched on bricks) are quite common 
finds, especially in military contexts. There were also 
professional scribes who wrote the wax tablets dis-
covered at Alburnus Maior. Literacy was “poor” but 
fairly widespread from the towns to the cemetery of 
Pârâul Hotarului, where Noric-Pannonian colonists 
made an effort to scratch out epitaphs in Latin. In 
this respect, Dacia was no different from the rest of 
the Roman Empire, where it is believed that approx-
imately 10% of the population was literate, perhaps 
slightly more in some regions (15% in Italy). Many 
centuries passed before modern Europe recovered 
the Romans’ level of civilisation, particularly in terms 
of basic literacy.

Some aspired to more than mere literacy: an inscrip-
tion in Greek on a brick at Romula urged a student “[to 
learn] about [events of] the Trojan War according 
to Homer”. Certain votive inscriptions are in verse, 
but the majority of elegiac hexameters appear on 
epitaphs. Their literary merits are quite modest, 
having been adapted from standard form verses 
that circulated throughout the empire. Occasionally 
famous verses were also used in funerary inscrip-
tions, as at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, where a line 
from Virgil (Æn., I, 253) was discovered on a funer-
ary monument. One funerary monument at Tibiscum 
offers an interesting philosophical reflection: “terra 
tenet corpus, nomen lapis atque animam ær…” (the 
earth holds the body, the name [is written] in stone, 
and the soul [is] in the air...). This idea reflects the 
Neo-Stoicism of that period and may allude to one of 
the questions asked by Marcus Aurelius: “If our souls 
survive, how does the air find room for them—all of 
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Fig. 9. Triumphal monument of Tropæum Traiani (Adamclisi, 
Constanța county), modern reconstruction © INP © Marius Străinu.
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them the large architrave of a temple built at Tomis 
in 162, along with friezes, columns, capitals, etc., 
found at the sculpture workshop in that same town.

In the sacred space of temples, expressions of 
community art (sculpted cult images) converged 
with private initiatives (offerings presented by the 
devout). Several cult statues of Jupiter Tronans 
(including a colossal sculpture at Apulum) have sur-
vived, as well as cult statues of Hecate (at Apulum), 
Mithras (at Potaissa) and other deities. The images 
of Dionysus-Liber and Hercules at Apulum are 
among the finest examples of divine statuary. An 
interesting group was discovered at Tomis: 24 stat-
ues and reliefs, some of great artistic merit and 
others less polished, made in local workshops. The 
most noteworthy pieces in this group are a statue of 
Fortuna accompanied by Pontus with a mural crown 
on his head, symbol of the town; a very rare image 
of the snake god Glycon; a bust of the goddess Isis; 
and an ædicula with the double image of Nemesis. 
Other more artisanal sculptures represent the dei-
ties Hecate, Asclepius, the Thracian Horseman, 
Hermes, Selene and the Three Graces. This sculp-
ture “hoard” was probably buried by pagans in the 
late third and early fourth century, when the old reli-
gions clashed with Christianity, although this is just 
one of several hypotheses (fig. 10). Votive reliefs are 
also well represented in Dacia, especially the tau-
roctony scene of the Mithraic cult and images of the 
Thracian Horseman, Dionysus-Liber and the Bacchic 
procession. The execution of most relief carvings is 
artisanal rather than artistic, characterised by flat-
ness, superficially modelled volumes and schematic 
features; however, the composition is often correct, 
and occasionally the artisan-sculptors showed a 
knowledge of human anatomy.

The quality of the numerous bronze statuettes rep-
resenting deities varies widely, from crude works to 

features, prefabricated monuments, and attempted 
portraits. The great variety of forms, especially on 
funerary monuments, is owing to influences from 
the Hellenised East, the southern Thracian-Balkan 
region, and northern Italy.

Certain genres of the principal visual arts—mosa-
ics and statuary and architectural decoration—were 
primarily used to embellish public spaces. In town 
forums and castrum basilicas, official art materi-
alised in the form of bronze statues of emperors made 
in foreign, Italic or western workshops, fragments 
of which have been found (Caracalla at Porolissum, 
Traianus Decius at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, 
etc.). The finest stone imperial statues are of 
Septimius Severus and Julia Domna at Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa, while those of Pertinax (?) and 
Gallienus at Apulum, perhaps carved in Dacia, are 
more difficult to recognise. In Dobruja, the series 
of imperial portraits linked to the cult of the Roman 
sovereigns begins with the likeness of Trajan on the 
metopes at Adamclisi. A head of Antoninus Pius was 
found at Vadu, and portraits of Caracalla, Gordian III 
and Aurelian were recovered in the countryside near 
the fortress of Durostorum.

Funerary statues of togate and military men 
or matrons—both classic (Large and Small 
Herculaneum Women) and hybrid types—are more 
numerous, turning up primarily at Apulum, Ulpia 
Traiana Sarmizegetusa, Tomis and Noviodunum. The 
most common monuments are funerary ædiculæ 
and stelæ, with funeral banquet scenes or the 
deceased represented as a heroic Thracian horse-
man. Some sarcophagi from Tomis, Callatis and 
Romula are richly decorated with the portrait of the 
deceased person or the face of Medusa and other 
symbols. A relief of the Greeks fighting the Amazons 
was found on a sarcophagus in Barboși. There are 
many sculpted architectural elements, chief among 
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Fig. 10. Vintage photograph taken when the cache of Roman 
sculptures was discovered at Tomis (Constanța, Constanța county).
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pigeons, partridges, peacocks, a rabbit, geomet-
ric and plant motifs in bright, harmonious colours. 
The tomb is part of a pagan necropolis. The paint-
ings, dated to between the late third and early fourth 
century, represent the unique syncretism of the 
transition from paganism to Christianity.

The best examples of artistic metalwork, bronze ves-
sels with decorative relief like those found at Gilău, 
came from foreign workshops. However, at least 
some of the ring intaglios engraved on carnelian, 
jasper, onyx, rock crystal, amethyst and other stones 
were made in provincial workshops (certainly at 
Romula). Likewise, practically all the terracotta stat-
uettes are modest in artistic terms.

Religion has provided the most interesting and var-
ied manifestations of spiritual life. Epigraphy and 
sculpture attest to an impressive array of deities, 
more than 130 in total, which can be explained 
by the diverse backgrounds of the population of 
the province of Dacia. This does not mean that all 
gods were equally popular: nearly three quarters 
of the monuments were dedicated to the deities of 
the classical (Græco-Roman) pantheon, ten per-
cent pertained to the Iranian god Mithras, and the 
rest were related to Syrian-Palmyrene, Thracian-
Moesian, Celtic and Germanic cults or others 
imported from Asia Minor, Egypt and the provinces 
of northwest Africa.

The imperial cult was established early on, with sac-
erdotes provinciæ at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa 
and Troesmis, flamines and seviri Augustales mag-
istrates. Many traditional deities were honoured in 
the citadels of Dobruja, including Herakles (leg-
endary founder of Callatis), Apollo (especially 
venerated in Histria and Tomis), deities of agricul-
ture (Demeter, Core, Dionysus, Artemis), the sea 
(Poseidon, nymphs) and commerce (Hermes and the 

masterpieces (the latter imported from Italic, Gaulish 
or Syrian workshops) like the Mars, Venus and 
Jupiter at Potaissa, the Lar at Sucidava, the Libera 
and Jupiter Dolichenus at Ilișua, the Narcissus at 
Apulum, the Diana at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, 
etc. Certain iconographic types reproduced by the 
small bronze pieces can be traced back to Greek and 
Hellenistic art: the prototype of the Jupiter statu-
ette at Potaissa was created in the circle of Phidias’s 
descendants; the Mercury, also derived from that 
circle, is based on Lysippos’s model; and the Mænad 
at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa follows the tradition 
of Scopas.

Votive and funerary reliefs, as well as engraved 
gems, sometimes illustrate myths, contributing 
to the spread of classical culture. We find myths 
related to Jupiter (the rape of Europa, the legends 
of Leda and Ganymede), Apollo (Daphne the nymph, 
Marsyas the satyr) and epic cycles (The Iliad), as well 
as purely Roman myths such as the Capitoline Wolf 
(almost exclusively on funerary monuments).

Mosaic art does not seem to have been wide-
spread. However, there are the large mosaics in 
the commercial district of Tomis, the mosaics in the 
baths of Histria, the mosaic of the busts of four 
winds at Apulum, and the mosaics at Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa depicting scenes from the Iliad 
(“The Judgment of Paris” and “Priam Supplicating 
Achilles”). Painting is not well represented in Dacia 
either. In Dobruja, paintings have primarily been 
preserved inside burial chambers, such as that 
of Ostrov, where a fresco depicts the busts of the 
deceased surrounded by floral elements. There are 
several similar painted hypogea at Tomis, one of 
which has a burial chamber measuring 2.8 x 2.3 x 
2.05 m. The central scene, on the wall opposite the 
entrance, represents the funeral banquet with five 
guests. The other walls feature genre paintings of 
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The gods that are well represented in Dacia and 
Dobruja are of Thracian-Moesian origin: the Thracian 
Horseman and syncretic deities known as Danubian 
Rider Gods. Various deities from the Celtic and 
Germanic cultures of the central and western prov-
inces of the Roman Empire made their way to Dacia, 
though they are not widespread and appear on epi-
graphs in association with gods of the classical 
pantheon: Apollo Grannus, Mars Camulus, Hercules 
Magusanus, etc.

There is abundant evidence of the encounter 
between Roman religion and the eastern cults. 
Eastern gods were quite fashionable, and what-
ever success they had was based on the alterity they 
offered believers: instead of the austerity of Roman 
religion, eastern cults promoted a more intimate 
relationship between humans and the divine, and in 
contrast to the ancient traditionalism of rites focused 
solely on earthly benefits, the eastern religions held 
out hope of salvation. The most popular eastern god 
in Dacia and Dobruja was Mithras, worshipped pri-
marily by soldiers and merchants. Of the Egyptian 
gods, Serapis and Isis acquired certain relevance in 
Dacia, and the goddess Cælestis and the supreme 
African god, identified with Saturn, were imported 
from the provinces of northwest Africa. Worshippers 
of Attis and the goddess Cybele brought their beliefs 
from Asia Minor. Dacian epigraphy also mentions 
extremely rare deities, supreme gods of towns or 
regions in Asia Minor. Several local Baal gods from 
Syria and Palmyra, principally Jupiter Dolichenus, 
appear in syncretism with the supreme god of the 
Romans. The syncretism and henotheism popular 
at the time attempted, without much success, to 
order and concentrate these myriad deities. Faced 
with an overwhelming “mosaic” of divine beings, 
the educated inhabitants of Dacia tried, through 
henotheism, to combine all the deities of the same 
gender from different religions, as if the divine, in 

Dioscuri), and Aphrodite, Asclepius, Ares, etc. In the 
Roman cities of Dobruja, monuments were erected 
to the Liber Pater, Diana, Jupiter, Juno, Fortuna and 
Silvanus, a pantheon similar to the one the Romans 
introduced in Dacia. Roman festivals like the Rosalia 
were also celebrated.

Of the twelve principal Roman deities (dii con-
sentes), Dacia is particularly rich in tributes to 
Jupiter, king of the gods. However, many of the 
monuments dedicated to him were motivated by 
“duties of service” and social factors rather than 
sincere devotion. The Romans had a religion with-
out revelations or dogmas, a ritualistic, traditional 
faith linked to the community. Being a believer was 
a way of life in Roman society. Dedications to the 
gods were often the result of a do ut des (“I give so 
that you may give”) contract. The political nature 
of certain religious monuments is glaringly obvi-
ous. They are expressions of political allegiance in 
the guise of religion. Within the same group of prin-
cipal deities, many monuments were dedicated to 
Diana, Venus, Mercury, Minerva, Apollo and Mars; 
other popular gods included the Liber Pater, a 
Roman version of Dionysus, Hercules, the Italic god 
Silvanus, and Æsculapius and Hygeia, deities of 
health. Personifications such as Fortuna, Nemesis, 
genii and others are also well represented.

The Romans’ well-known religious tolerance meant 
that the foreign deities of conquered peoples were 
constantly being added to their pantheon and inte-
grated in the empire. At the same time, gradual 
acculturation led those peoples to embrace the 
Roman gods. However, this did not happen with 
the Dacian gods: there are no monuments from 
Roman times that attest to the survival of pre-Roman 
cults (Zalmoxis, Gebeleizis, etc.); Dacian shrines had 
been destroyed, and the priestly caste was probably 
annihilated.
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walls and also appear in martyrologies, increasing 
the value of these documents. They were probably 
martyred in the early years of the fourth century. 
The charred remains of two other martyrs, who pre-
sumably died during the Decian persecution and 
were reburied by Christians at Niculițel, were found 
beneath the crypt. The long list of martyrs from the 
days of Diocletian also includes the priest Epictetus 
and the monk Astion, who came to Halmyris from 
Asia Minor. We find the first mention of a bishop, 
Evangelicus, who probably came from Tomis, and of 
a priest named Bonosus in the records of the trial 
and death sentence. Martyrologies and other docu-
ments attest to the fact that there were 171 martyrs 
up to the time of Julian the Apostate, 71 in Tomis 
and others in Axiopolis, Durostorum, etc. There is 
also a mention of the soldier Dassius, beheaded at 
Durostorum in 303 for refusing to participate in the 
pagan Saturnalia festival and worship the effigies 
of emperors and gods. Also at Durostorum, Julius 
Veteranus was sentenced to death by the provincial 
governor on 27 May 304 for refusing to make sacri-
fices to the gods (nolens sacrificare idolis) and for 
repeatedly confessing the name of Jesus Christ (et 
nomen Domini Jesu Christi constantissime confes-
sus) (fig. 11).

After Constantine the Great issued the edict of 
tolerance in 313, all cultural life in Dobruja was 
dominated by Christianity until the sixth century. 
The first unquestionable report of the existence of 
a bishop in Tomis, named Bretannio (Vetranion), 
dates from 368–369. By the end of that century, 
Tomis had become an autocephalous archdio-
cese. The first metropolitan archbishop of Scythia, 
in the late fifth century, was Paternus, sometimes 
titled episcopus metropolitanus. The most numer-
ous and important public buildings constructed in 
this period were basilicas, the majority of which had 
a nave and two aisles and an east-facing apse. To 

all its diverse forms and names, were still essen-
tially one. This interesting movement, spawned in 
a polytheistic culture, paved the way for the rise of 
monotheism.

Minor archaeological discoveries suggest that 
Christianity appeared here in the third century, 
reaching Dobruja first: among the finds at Tomis 
there are small lamps with Christian symbols 
(crosses and doves), a gem depicting the cruci-
fixion, Jesus among the apostles and the Christian 
acrostic ΙΧΘΥC (“Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour”). 
A Christian was buried in a tomb during the reign of 
Emperor Claudius II or later, as attested by the name 
Innocens carved on a fibula. Christians were still few 
and far between at this time and did not express 
their faith “aggressively”, in contrast to the profu-
sion of pagan monuments. The empire’s attitude 
towards Christians was fickle: long periods of tol-
erance, following Trajan’s example, alternated with 
times of persecution. The majority of these persecu-
tions did not originate with the central authorities; 
rather, they stemmed from the pagan majority’s 
aversion to Christians, whose “faithlessness” they 
blamed for various misfortunes that occurred in the 
empire. However, a decree issued by Emperor Decius 
inaugurated the first empire-wide persecution of 
Christians. It was followed by Valerian’s anti-Chris-
tian edicts in 257–258, targeting the aristocracy, 
which had converted to Christianity, and the clergy. 
The greatest persecution was unleashed during the 
reign of Diocletian, in 303–304, producing numer-
ous martyrs and lapsi (apostates). In those days, 
Christians were martyred in Tomis, Durostorum, 
Axiopolis, Dinogetia, Noviodunum, etc. The most 
interesting discovery in this respect was made at 
Niculițel, near Noviodunum. In the underground 
crypt of a fourth-century basilica, the remains of four 
martyrs were found. Their names—Attalos, Zotikos, 
Kamasis and Philippos—were written on the crypt 
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date, 36 basilicas have been identified. Some, like 
the basilica of Niculițel, were erected on the graves 
of martyrs; some were cemetery basilicas, and oth-
ers were parish basilicas in towns and villages. The 
largest episcopal basilica was found at Histria, mea-
suring 58 m long and 28 m wide at the transept. 
Monastic life in Dobruja began with Audius, who 
was exiled there by Emperor Constantius II. John 

Cassian may also have been born at Dobruja, in the 
Vicus Cassiani, around 360. One of the most import-
ant “Scythian monks” was Dionysius Exiguus (“the 
Humble”), born in Dobruja around the year 470. He 
wrote chronological works on calculating the dates 
of Easter and invented the Anno Domini dating sys-
tem, counting years not since the reign of Diocletian 
but since the birth of Christ.

Fig. 11. Baptismal basin with inscription from Tomis 
(Constanța, Constanța county), MNIR collection. © MNIR 
© Marius Amarie.
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in Sucidava, and an amphora fragment found there 
bears the name of a priest. No evidence of Christian 
missionary work in Dacia has been uncovered so far. 
It seems that Nicetas, bishop of Remesiana, limited 
his efforts to the right bank of the Danube, which 
means that Christianity must have spread through 
Dacia, then abandoned by Rome, via direct contact 
with the Christian population of the Roman Empire.

Despite its humble “grassroots” beginnings in 
ancient Dacia, Christianity eventually became a 
symbol of spiritual identity and of belonging to the 
Latin world: the basic terms of Romanian Christian 
vocabulary are derived from Latin. Christianity in 
Dacia was a facet of late Roman culture that played 
an important role in concluding certain ethnic pro-
cesses after the middle of the first millennium.

Around the year 270, with the disappearance of 
Roman state structures in Dacia, paganism could no 
longer rely on official support, and the Christians—
however many there were—were able to express their 
faith openly. From the fourth-fifth century, objects 
with Christian symbols and signs appear in the for-
mer province of Dacia; this proves the presence of 
Christians, especially in the old Roman towns (Apulum, 
Napoca, Potaissa, Porolissum, Tibiscum, Romula, 
Drobeta, Dierna) and settlements near former castra 
(Gherla, Răcari, Bumbești, etc.). Most of the pieces 
were imported from Italy, Pannonia and Illyria. In the 
lands bordering the Danube, reincorporated into 
the Roman Empire under Constantine the Great, we 
find basilicas from the second half of the fourth cen-
tury, as at Slăveni  (consisting of just a nave and an 
apse). Two centuries later, Justinian built a basilica 
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historical sources) tells us that Trajan brought col-
onists from every corner of the Roman world (ex tot 
orbe Romano) to settle the recently founded prov-
ince, as the wars had emptied Dacia of men (enim 
diuturno bello Decibali viris fuerat exhausta). The 
presence of colonists from across the empire is con-
firmed by archaeological and epigraphic sources in 
the province, but the second part of the Latin his-
torian’s statement is more difficult to interpret. As 
it is hard to imagine a genuine “extinction” of the 
province’s (male) population, we can assume 
the historian was referring to the elimination of 
the old Dacian kingdom’s political and military elite 
and, of course, to the large-scale demographic 
effects of the recently concluded armed conflicts.

At the time of the Dacian conquest, the Roman 
Empire had approximately 80 million inhabitants, 
nearly 1 million of which resided in the capital. 
How many inhabitants did Dacia have in its pre- 
Roman and later Roman periods? Estimates of 
pre-Roman Dacia’s population have varied widely 
over time, from the 100,000 people suggested by 

The population of the province of Dacia is often 
examined solely in the light of sources related to the 
two pivotal moments in its history: the end of 
the war in 106, followed by the establishment 
of Roman dominance, and the Romans’ with-
drawal from the province in 273. Yet in the time 
that transpired between these two milestones, sev-
eral generations lived and died in Dacia, forming 
a complex demographic and social melting pot. By 
drawing on their direct testimony (epigraphic and 
archaeological), we can attempt to paint a more 
nuanced picture of the inhabitants of Roman Dacia 
that comes closer to the truth.

Demographics of Roman Dacia

The events of the year 106 undoubtedly had a 
major impact on the new province’s demographic 
make-up. Unfortunately, there are no first-hand 
accounts of witnesses to those events; how-
ever, Eutropius (who lived in the second half of 
the fourth century and revisited second-century 

Fig. 1. Ațel hoard, Sibiu county © MNIR © Marius Amarie.

Kaleidoscope: the population of Roman Dacia

Dr. Rada Varga
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artistic finish—but also by a wider and more active 
adherence to what has been called “epigraphic 
culture”. Obviously, monuments were also erected 
by “commoners”, independent professionals, mer-
chants, doctors, etc., but it seems doubtful that 
the truly poor members of society ever embarked 
on such an enterprise.

Insofar as it is possible, written information should 
be compared and contrasted with the results of 
anthropological tests done on skeletons found 
in necropolises and on artefacts discovered at 
archaeological sites, to get as complete and 
detailed a picture as possible of the inhabitants of 
the Roman world and, by extension, the province 
of Dacia. With regard to physical appearance, the 
Roman world was very cosmopolitan, and people 
from Asia Minor, North Africa, the Mediterranean 
Basin, Central Europe, and the Germanic and 
northern continental territories all lived in Dacia, 
which means there was a significant mixture of 
human types and features. Humans were generally 
shorter in antiquity; by analogy with other locations 
(Dobruja, the Middle Danube), the average height 
in Roman Dacia must have been around 1.5 m for 
women and 1.65 m for men (fig. 3).

Death and its commemoration

Nicolae Iorga to the 2.5 million souls estimated 
by Emil Panaitescu. Both figures are too extreme; 
a realistic, albeit moderate, estimate places the 
population of Decebalus’s kingdom somewhere 
between 500,000 and 1 million people (a popula-
tion density of 5–10 inhabitants/km2). The army of 
Decebalus, a fascinating topic in its own right, con-
tained an estimated 40,000 soldiers, the equivalent 
of approximately seven Roman legions. Roman 
Dacia, on the other hand, had between 1 and 1.5 
million inhabitants: the numbers varied depending 
on weather conditions (drought, famine or times 
of plenty) and historical factors (wars, plague or 
peaceful years). From this we can conclude that the 
political regime change did not bring about a dra-
matic change in the demographic regime; rather, 
it ushered in a time of relative peace and prosperity 
and the first urban centres, factors that explain the 
difference between the Dacian and Roman periods 
(fig. 2).

People in written sources

It is estimated that a mere 0.5% of the people who 
lived throughout the empire—except perhaps 
in Rome, where the percentage was inevita-
bly higher—expressed themselves epigraphically. 
However, we do not know the total number of such 
monuments, as many were destroyed over time. 
Consequently, we now know approximately 0.02% 
of the Roman Empire’s inhabitants by name. We 
have recorded 4,355 individuals from Dacia, and 
although this number may seem low, the infor-
mation gleaned from these sources is invaluable. 
Of course, those who erected most of the monu-
ments were members of the provincial and military 
elites. These groups were distinguished not only by 
greater purchasing power—stone monuments were 
quite costly, regardless of the type of material and 

Life expectancy, though an important factor, is 
hard to calculate with contemporary statistical 
accuracy. The majority of funerary monuments in 
Dacia were erected for people who died between 
the ages of 21 and 60. However, there are also 
records of exceptional individuals who lived to be 

Fig. 2. Aerial view of the amphitheatre of Porolissum, 
Moigarad, Sălaj county © Horațiu Cociș / MJIAZ.
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more than 80 or even 90 years old. In the Roman 
Empire, and presumably in Dacia, life expectancy 
was 36–37 years for both sexes. Obviously, there 
are differences between regions and periods; for 
instance, in times of war, drought or epidemics, 
early deaths were far more numerous than in peri-
ods of peace and prosperity.

The commemoration of women, particularly in the 
wealthier, more Romanised urban settings, pres-
ents several fascinating features. For example, more 
women than men appear in epitaphs, but this sta-
tistic reflects a memorial custom rather than a 
demographic reality. Apparently, there was a predi-
lection for “pomp” (not all graves had stone epitaphs) 
when it came to memorialising young women, some 
of whom undoubtedly died in childbirth (often their 
first). This would have been emotionally traumatic 
for the woman’s family, as it meant the loss of a 
young wife, a daughter of parents who were often 
still young themselves, and possibly a mother of pre-
pubescent children. This pattern is related not to 

Fig. 3. Stela from Șeica Mică (Săliște, Alba county) 
depicting several scenes of everyday life © MNIR 
© George Nica.

Fig. 4. Funerary medallion portraying a family from Micia 
(Vețel, Hunedoara county) © MNIR.
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most important epidemiological events in antiquity 
was the “Antonine Plague”, a pandemic brought 
to Europe by troops returning from the east which 
“ravaged” the empire for roughly two decades (165–
189) and, according to the sources, wiped out one 
third of the population in certain areas and claimed 
as many as 5 million lives in total. The exact nature 
of the disease is unknown, but most modern epi-
demiologists believe, based on the symptoms 
described in ancient sources, that it was smallpox 
rather than the actual plague. The epidemic, which 
came in several waves, dramatically coincided with 
the Marcomannic Wars, when Roman territories 
were invaded by a coalition of Germanic tribes led 
by the Marcomanni and Quadi. As the Roman army 
had also been decimated by the disease, the wars 
lasted for nearly fifteen years (166–180), and many 
provinces were directly affected by the invasions.

Although it is difficult to precisely calculate the 
impact of the pandemic and the wars, they undoubt-
edly transformed the empire. The following period, 
in the late second and early third century, was that 
of the Severan dynasty, a time of economic pros-
perity when life generally flourished throughout the 
Roman Empire. Even so, the central structures (from 
the imperial institution to its provincial representa-
tives), the army and society as a whole underwent 
fundamental changes, paving the way for the evolu-
tion that culminated in the second half of the third 
century with the reconstruction of the empire in a 
new form based on other realities (fig. 5).

Onomastics

Roman society but to a general human perception 
of death and its devastating aftermath; the same 
custom was observed in 19th-century rural France, 
where deceased young wives were honoured with 
stone monuments more often than other socio- 
demographic categories (fig. 4).

Certain monuments reveal causes of death that 
transcend the tragedy of an individual story and 
are related to broader phenomena. For instance, in 
the vicinity of Drobeta–Băile Herculane, a munic-
ipal official and a young woman were murdered 
by bandits (latrones) around the same time. In 
pre-industrial societies, the existence of brigands 
who waylaid travellers on roads between different 
towns, especially in the most isolated and moun-
tainous areas, was a well-known and occasionally 
widespread phenomenon. Such robberies were 
common in the Roman Empire and are mentioned 
in both scholarly literature and epigraphic sources. 
There has been much speculation about the iden-
tity of these bandits, and in the oldest literature 
they are described as groups of ethnic (Dacian, in 
our case) freedom fighters. Today, however, this 
theory is deemed implausible for several reasons. 
Although gangs of latrones may have had a cer-
tain ethnic profile and “political agenda” in the 
first decades after the conquest, over time those 
distinctive traits would have faded as the groups 
became a refuge for a wide variety of outcasts, 
social misfits, fugitives, etc. 

Sometimes monuments and tombs draw atten-
tion—either through written mentions in the text 
or the presence of multiple funerals—to the simul-
taneous demise of several members of the same 
family. Except in the cases of mothers and babies 
who died in childbirth or violent deaths, these dis-
coveries suggest contagious diseases transmitted 
within the family or the community. One of the 

Onomastics, the study of the history and origin of 
proper names, can also provide important details 
about people’s identity. A person’s name reveals 
social, cultural and sometimes ethnic information 
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about them and their family. However, we must 
not confuse the etymological origin of a name with 
the person’s ethnicity in a genetic sense; a name 
is primarily indicative of cultural background and 
certain preferences and circumstances, which may 
or may not have ethnic connotations. Moreover, in 
the Roman Empire, the structure of a name could 
indicate the person’s legal status—in other words, 
whether or not he or she was a Roman citizen. 
Non-citizens were called peregrinus (foreigners) 
and lacked certain rights, particularly in political 

life (active and passive suffrage), but they did have 
fairly ample civil and property rights. Their pres-
ence in Dacia was significant; in some cases they 
represented entire communities, such as the min-
ers of Alburnus Maior, who migrated to the province 
for economic reasons—namely, to work the gold 
mines.

Most of the names recorded in Dacia are of Latin 
origin, but this does not mean that all their bear-
ers came from the Italic Peninsula. As Latin was the 

Fig. 5. Circular funerary monument of a family from 
Alburnus Maior. Research photograph © MNIR 
© Mihaela Simion.
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When discussing the population of the province of 
Dacia, the status of native Dacians is a subject that 
cannot be ignored and still poses numerous prob-
lems today. The Dacian Wars were, without a doubt, 
unexpectedly violent, and their consequences 
were traumatic and not easily overcome. The most 
immediate effects were the elimination of the local 
pre-Roman elite and the omission of Dacian gods 
from the provincial pantheon. There are indications 
that Dacia was what we would now call a theocratic 

another relative (probably on the mother’s side), an 
employer or some other important person in the 
couple’s life. There is also a mythological name, 
Achilles, and a name associated with Commagenian 
royalty, Abyssalma; we do not know if these were 
inspired by mythology and history or by real people 
whom the family knew.

I provided this example to highlight two things, 
the first of which is the province’s impressive 
heterogeneity, its cultural diversity and the cos-
mopolitan world in which these people lived. We 
can imagine that, in such families, the children 
would have been at least conversant, if not liter-
ate, in the native languages of both parents as well 
as in Latin, the language of the state. Moreover, it 
is likely that both husband and wife adapted their 
religious traditions to “accommodate” the new dei-
ties and beliefs picked up in their lifetime (such as 
the goddesses who protected military men). The 
second thing this case illustrates is the limitations 
of onomastics or the study of names as a science: if 
a monument simply identified Sabinus as an adult 
male, with no other particulars, we would never be 
able to guess his incredibly complex cultural and 
ethnic roots (fig. 6).

Where are the Dacians?

official language of the empire, Latin names were 
the most common in the Roman world, and parents 
often gave their children Latin names to help them 
fit in better. On the other hand, in Dacia we find 
names from a tremendous variety of etymological 
groups in addition to Latin: Greek, Celtic, Illyrian, 
Semite, Egyptian, Thracian and Dacian.

The cases of mixed families, with a high degree 
of onomastic diversity, are particularly inter-
esting. There are several illustrative examples, 
though one case is especially relevant: the fam-
ily of a solider who served in Dacia with the Cohors 
II Flavia Commagenorum stationed at Micia (Vețel, 
Hunedoara county). He was originally recruited in 
the Kingdom of Commagene on the upper course 
of the Euphrates, in modern-day Turkey. Our sol-
dier was named Zacca, son of Pallaeus, both 
eastern names of Syrian-Semite origin. He was 
married to Julia Florentina, daughter of Bithus, 
who came—as the text explicitly states—from the 
Bessi, a Thracian tribe that lived in Dobruja and 
the lands south of the Danube. Although the wom-
an’s tribal roots are clearly stated—and suggested 
by her father’s name—her own name is entirely 
Latin, suggesting that her mother may have been 
of western Europe origin. She was clearly the prod-
uct of a mixed marriage, and her parents probably 
met in Dacia. The most interesting thing is the cou-
ple’s choice of names for their five sons and one 
daughter. Here we find a fascinating onomastic 
mixture. The sons’ names were Syrian (Abyssalma, 
Zabaeus), Latin (Sabinus), Greek (Achilleus) and 
Iranian (Arsama), while the daughter’s name was 
Latin (Sabina). The significance of these names is 
hidden from us, although it is interesting to note 
that the children were not named after their par-
ents or either of their two known grandparents. 
Sabinus/Sabina may have had special meaning, 
as they used it twice; perhaps it was the name of 
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the events that transpired immediately after the 
war of conquest. Decebalus’s suicide, which prac-
tically eliminated any chance of compromise, and 
the disappearance of the upper classes had a tre-
mendous impact, making the integration of the 
Dacians slower and more difficult. These integra-
tion problems gave rise to one of the province’s 
most peculiar characteristics, the virtual non-exis-
tence of Dacian names: Diurpa, Dablasa/Zuroblasa 
and Tsinta are rare exceptions in provincial epig-
raphy. The best-known Dacian name, Decebalus 
Luci, was discovered on a gold votive tablet placed 
at the nymphæum of Germisara. The presence of 
this royal name here sparked a heated debate, but 
it does not necessarily mean that the person was 
a Dacian. The name can be read in two ways: as 
Decebalus, son of Lucius, or as Decebalus, Lucius’s 
slave, neither of which (particularly the latter) sup-
ply any unequivocal information about his ethnic 
background. Archaeology has also provided some 
clues to the Dacians’ place in the province: more 
specifically, their presence in rural areas is con-
firmed by artefacts, and there is evidence that 
they had economic relations with Roman society, 
so they were certainly not isolated communities. 
In future, perhaps the combination of archaeology 
and anthropology will give us more information on 
these rural Dacian communities.

Sources from other provinces of the Roman Empire 
(Egypt, Britannia, Cappadocia) attest to the pres-
ence of Dacian military units, whose soldiers must 
have been recruited in their home province. Yet in 
their native land, the lack of epigraphic mentions 
of the Dacians is endemic. Even the widespread 
custom of taking Latin names cannot explain the 
total absence of Dacian names. It is tempting to 
think their epigraphs were carved on wood, but 
even if that were the case, for now we have abso-
lutely no evidence to support this hypothesis.

Fig. 6. Incomplete female face discovered in situ at the 
andesite quarry of Măgura Uroiului (Uroi Site) © MCDR 
© Marius Barbu.

state, which could explain the drastic measures 
taken by Trajan. If the ruling class were a theo-
cratic aristocracy, it would have been practically 
impossible for them to accept a compromise. All 
power structures in the new province were built up 
from scratch, according to the Latin model.

In order to understand what happened to the 
province’s pre-Roman population, we must analyse 
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extent. Their role in the province’s demographic 
mosaic remains something of a mystery.

6

The population of Dacia is a complex, complicated 
theme that cannot be fully explored in a few short 
pages. However, I hope this analysis has at least 
served to illustrate the heterogeneous nature of 
Dacia’s inhabitants, their great diversity and the 
fact that the province’s population should never be 
regarded as a monolith but rather as a mosaic. The 
society they built was as complex and colourful as 
their legacy, which we are now striving to discover 
and understand.

Another aspect that must be discussed is their 
direct relationship with the Roman state. In addi-
tion to the status of citizen and peregrinus, a newly 
conquered people could also “acquire” the status of 
dediticii—a kind of stateless person with no rights 
at all, whose very life enjoyed no official protection. 
This is one hypothesis in the case of the Dacians, 
given the generally harsh measures of the post-war 
years, and it would partly explain their omission 
from written sources; however, there is no con-
crete evidence to support it.

Speculations aside, it is clear that the native pop-
ulation, the Dacians, did not react positively to 
acculturation and in fact resisted it to a certain 
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catalysts that turned finished products into profits 
by means of a complex production chain involving 
both rural and urban areas. This chain began with 
farming, animal husbandry and mining and ended 
with the distribution of the finished products, after 
passing through the intermediate stage where raw 
materials were transformed by artisans.

The urban network, closely related to the territo-
rial needs and limitations imposed by the location 
of military structures (military territorium)—which 
in turn produced goods for their own consumption, 
whose surplus was absorbed by the market—was 
connected by a solid and efficient road network, the 
genuine backbone of a diversified and dynamic econ-
omy. Based on the information supplied by ancient 
cartographic sources (Tabula Peutingeriana, the 
Ravenna Cosmography, Ptolemy’s Geography, etc.) 
and archaeological discoveries and observations, 
the road system of the province of Dacia has been 
reconstructed with a fair degree of accuracy. The 
most important road in Roman Dacia began at 
the Danube, continued to Tibiscum, Apulum and 

In general terms, the economy of Dacia followed the 
model established in the provinces that had become 
part of the Roman Empire in earlier periods. Even 
before the conquest, the former Dacian territories 
had close ties to the Roman economy, but it was in 
the early years of Roman administration that the ter-
ritory became connected to the rest of the provinces 
and was able to benefit from safe trade routes, a 
structured domestic market, and an economy based 
on the organised use of resources. In this respect, 
the most important changes were as follows: a new 
way of organising land use and defining ownership; 
an evolved legal system capable of making the sub-
tle distinction between ownership and possession; 
the need for a steady supply of resources to sup-
port a standing army, a road network and an urban 
structure serviced by that network; and, last but not 
least, the existence of a professional administrative 
apparatus, focused on the efficient extraction and 
capitalisation of all sorts of resources. Towns 
and other urban structures were consumer goods 
production centres and, most importantly, meeting 
points for producers and consumers, commercial 

The economy of Roman Dacia

Dr Mihaela Simion, Dr Ionuț Bocan, 
Dr Catalina-Mihaela Neagu, Dr Decebal Vleja
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Fig. 1. Wax tablet, Tab.Cer. D. XI from Alburnus Maior (Roșia Montană, Roșia Montană 
commune, Alba county) recording a work contract / 20 May AD 164 / MNIR Collection © MNIR.

Napoca, and ended at Porolissum. The other roads 
had the following routes: Drobeta – [Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa] – Sarmizegetusa Regia; Taliatæ 

– Dierna – Tibiscum; Viminacium – Zeugma – 
Arcidava – Aizizis – [Tibiscum]; Tibiscum – [Ulpia 
Traiana Sarmizegetusa] – Hidata – Germisara – 
Apulum – Marcodava – Salinæ – Potaissa – Napoca 

– Porolissum; Drobeta – Amutrium – the River Olt. 
In this way, the province’s road network connected 

it to the Balkan region, where it met up with the 
major imperial highways to Rome (Via Egnatia, Via 
Dalmatica), and to the west, crossing Sarmatian and 
Iazyge territory into the western provinces, where 
the Via Sucinaria and Via Flaminia could be fol-
lowed all the way to Rome, along the ancient Amber 
Road. An exceptional piece of information supplied 
by Dio Cassius tells us that Roman authorities were 
keen to keep trade routes open and operational 
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processing areas of Micia, Romula and Porolissum 
deserve special attention: provincial cavatores gem-
marum laboured in workshops to meet the demand 
for their products in a wide area. The gems and cam-
eos made at Romula, of great artistic and stylistic 
value, indicate that this town was a leading pro-
duction centre that distributed its own creations in 
Dacia and even neighbouring provinces.

An important factor in the distribution and circula-
tion of goods and the supply of raw materials, aside 
from the network of primary and secondary roads, 
was navigation on rivers and watercourses within 
the province. The scholarly community generally 
agrees on the important role played by the River 
Mureș, which was navigable in antiquity. We now 
know that port facilities existed at Micia and Apulum. 
In addition, epigraphic references to the collegium 
utricularium are concentrated along this river, and 
the epigraphic evidence of a collegium nautarum at 
Apulum supports the idea that the River Mureș was 
the main inland water route in the province of Dacia.

With regard to the economic activity of the prov-
ince’s inhabitants, we might mention a number of 
epigraphic records that reveal the trades practised 
by some of them during the centuries of Roman dom-
ination in Dacia. Specifically, we are introduced to 
Gaius Iulius Proculus of Ampelum, and to Eros, per-
haps a slave of Zothicus, from the settlement near 
the castrum of Inlăceni (Harghita county), immor-
talised as a sigillarius, an artisan specialised in 
making moulded pottery items. Suppliers of build-
ing materials include Quintus Aponius Bassus from 
Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, Marcus Oppelius 
Adiutor and one Marinus in the vicinity of Romula. 
An inscription at Ampelum tells us that Ælius 
Theseus was an aurarium, perhaps a member of 
the collegium aurariarum mentioned in an inscrip-
tion at Germisara. Working and finishing stone to 

year-round. Thanks to Cassius we know that around 
AD 175, amid the great tumult caused by the reloca-
tion of Germanic tribes, the emperor was concerned 
about keeping the major trade routes intact and 
making sure communications between the west-
ern Sarmatian Iazyges and the eastern Sarmatian 
Roxolani were not disrupted, subject to the governor 
of Dacia’s approval. Obviously, this traffic must have 
benefited the provincial economy, as the province’s 
products were distributed among both Iazyge and 
Roxolani communities; the Sarmatian peoples had 
a famous weakness for certain “luxury” items manu-
factured in Roman provincial workshops (fig. 2).

The Roman towns of Dacia produced a wide range of 
consumer goods, designed to satisfy the most varied 
tastes and needs. Provincial epigraphy alludes to a 
system of professional organisations or guilds similar 
to that used in the rest of the empire. The follow-
ing are mentioned in Dacia: collegium fabrum (Ulpia 
Traiana Sarmizegetusa, Apulum, Drobeta, Potaissa), 
collegium centonariorum (Apulum), collegium den-
drophorus (Apulum), el collegium lapicidarim (Micia), 
collegium utriculariorum (Apulum, Pons Augusti – 
Marga, Călugăreni), and collegium lectirariorum 
(Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa). All these provin-
cial epigraphic references to professional collegia, 
which brought together producers and merchants, 
paint a picture of a vibrant and diversified economy. 
Archaeological research has identified a number of 
workshops that produced consumer goods, round-
ing out the epigraphic information. For instance, at 
Napoca (modern-day Cluj-Napoca), a complex fibula 
workshop has been investigated. Bronze was worked 
at Apulum, Ulpia Traiana, Micia and Tibiscum. There 
is also archaeological evidence of glassworks at 
Apulum, Tibiscum, Micia, Potaissa and other loca-
tions. Most urban and rural sites in Dacia contain 
traces of the industry of transforming hard animal 
materials (bone, horn). The semi-precious stone 
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Fig. 2. Ornaments made at Graeco-Roman workshops 
found in the Sarmatian world. © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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However, as the newly founded colonia was granted 
the “legal fiction” of ius italicum from the outset, it 
was considered part of Rome, which meant that the 
principles of quiritary ownership applied within its 
boundaries. Consequently, the first landowners in 
this extremely fertile part of the new province had 
full rights of ownership, with three absolute prerog-
atives: ius utendi (right to use), ius fruendi (right 
to harvest fruits, usufruct) and ius abutendi (right to 
freely dispose of whatever was obtained). As such, 
this area was organised quite quickly and became 
productive in the early years after the conquest, in 
part thanks to the fact that owners were exempt 
from tributum soli and tributum capitis under ius 
italicum. After Trajan, the system of giving dis-
charged veterans direct land grants (missio agraria) 
was abandoned in favour of an equivalent payment 
in coin (missio numaria). In the rest of the province, 
where ius italicum did not apply, the ager publicus 
was allotted, according to the system of provincial 
ownership, to citizens and veterans, who legally only 
had possession of the land, although over time this 
naturally evolved into full ownership. Finally, these 
agricultural estates could be formed by commercial 
transactions and inheritances, and there was also a 
system of ownership that allowed land to be used by 
peregrinus (free non-citizens). At this stage in our 
research, we have no knowledge of how the land 
was used for agricultural purposes by certain local 
communities that survived the Roman conquest, 
although their presence has been archaeologically 
documented.

Within this system, villa-type estates were resi-
dences as well as a source of income for those who 
owned or possessed them. There is even evidence of 
a tendency to specialise in livestock, grain and veg-
etable crops, or vineyards. The villæ were connected 
to the main defining elements of the socio-eco-
nomic system: the road network, access to profitable 

create architectural elements or monuments, with 
or without inscriptions, is another profession rep-
resented by several names, such as Diogenes of 
Aquæ, Hermeros of Cristești and Marcus Cocceius 
Lucius of Micia. There is also a category of “pro-
fessionals” with superior qualifications; provincial 
epigraphs record Claudius Saturninus, a sculptor of 
Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, the painter Mestrius 
Martinus of Apulum, and Zoilianus of Napoca, 
who chiselled inscriptions. Flavius Secundinus of 
Alburnus Maior must have been a similar scrip-
tor, familiar with laws, legal formulas and the art of 
writing on wax tablets.

We should not overlook the rural part of Roman civil-
isation in this territory, generally subsumed into the 
production system but also responsible for preserv-
ing certain statuses that existed before the Roman 
conquest. The countryside was what kept the 
economy going, supported the operation of urban 
settlements and supplied military garrisons. The 
agricultural system in Dacia differed slightly from 
that of other provinces which had been annexed 
to the empire much earlier. In Dacia we find no 
evidence of large latifundia, only small and medium-
sized farms with properties or plots of between 55 
and 260 hectares. Nevertheless, these were profit-
able because they supplied provisions for the army, 
met domestic demand and exported products. The 
explanation may lie in the way the properties and 
possessions that formed the basis of the province’s 
agricultural economy and, of course, the tax system, 
were constituted. Immediately after the conquest, 
when the colonia Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa was 
founded on ager publicus, 5.5-hectare plots were 
surveyed and assigned by drawing lots to veterans 
and colonists in a centuriation process. Through this 
adsignatio coloniaria, the land of the colony’s terri-
torium was transferred from imperial ownership to 
private property, becoming ager privatus optimo iure. 
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The intense and diverse production of these rural 
areas also supported an equally buoyant commer-
cial activity. However, local products did not fully 
meet the demand for refined and luxury items made 
in other imperial provinces, so imports are another 
interesting dimension of the provincial economy. 
Dacia’s connection to goods from western prov-
inces is proved by the links with Augusta Treverorum 
through people like T. Fabius Ibliomarus and his son 
Aquileinsensis, mentioned in Apulum, Germisara 
and Rapoltul Mare, or Macrinus, epigraphically 
immortalised in an inscription at Sarmizegetusa, 
and L. Samognatius [T]ertius, recorded at Drobeta. 
All were citizens of Augusta Treverorum and had 
undoubtedly come to Dacia on business, as their 
home city specialised in the wine and textile trades. 
An even more explicit inscription at Aquilea (Italy, 
Regio X) refers to one M. Secundus Genialis, nego-
tiator Daciscus, a native of Germania Inferior who 
had settled in Aquilea and specialised in trade with 
Dacia. An inscription at Salona mentions another 
merchant from Dalmatia who traded with Dacia: 
Aurelius Aquila, decurio Patavissensium, negotiator 
ex provincia Dacia. Other possible merchants include 
Ælius Longinianus, decurio coloniæ Drobetensium, 
who died at Tragurium in Dalmatia, and Cocceius 
Umbrianus, a man with ties to Porolissum, where 
he served as decurion, augur and pontifex, who was 
laid to rest at Nedium according to the epitaph ded-
icated by his son.

But who were the local merchants? What was bought 
and sold in the province, how much did ordinary and 
luxury goods cost, and how affordable were they in 
terms of local purchasing power? Thanks to extant 
sources, we are able to answer these questions 
at least partially. If we were to trace the history of 
Ælius Arrianus Alexander, decurion of Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa and worshipper of Theos Hypsistos, 
in faraway Mytelene, we would conclude that the 

modes of transport, and the market, consisting pri-
marily of urban and quasi-urban (vici, pagi, etc.) 
settlements. Approximately 150 villæ have been 
reported in the ancient province of Dacia, around 
30 of which have been investigated by archaeolo-
gists. These estates have residential buildings and 
annexes, usually inside an enclosure, and occa-
sionally with sophisticated architectural elements 
(porticoes, bath facilities, small religious structures, 
etc.). However, the vast majority had a functional 
layout and sometimes had annexes for crafts (kilns 
for pottery or roofing tiles, repair workshops). This is 
the case of the compounds investigated at Dalboșeț 
(Caraș-Severin county), Aiud and Tărtăria (Alba 
county), Ciumăfaia, Jucu de Jos and Chinteni (Cluj 
county), Deva, Hobița, Batiz, Strei, Rapoltul Mare, 
Simeria and Densuș (Hunedoara county), Apoldul 
de Sus and Miercurea Sibiului (Sibiu county), etc. 
Numerous farm implements have been found in 
villæ and several rural settlements, of which we will 
mention the tool deposits at Obreja (Alba county), 
Mărculeni, Dedrad and Lechința de Mureș (Mureș 
county), and the implements revealed by excava-
tions at Apulum, Tărtăria (Alba county), Tălmaciu 
(Sibiu county), Cristești (Mureș county), Ungra 
(Brașov county), Răcari (Dolj county), Dierna 
(Mehedinți county), Moldova Veche, Gornea, Băile 
Herculane and Tibiscum (Caraș-Severin county), 
which included ploughshares, sickles, scythes, hoes, 
rakes, vine pruning knives, etc (fig. 3).

At the other end of the spectrum are the deiticii 
communities that endured throughout the period of 
Roman domination and bear a closer resemblance to 
our modern notion of “rural” life, as was probably the 
case of the communities that archaeologists have 
documented at Mediaș (Sibiu county), Obreja (Alba 
county), Soporu de Câmpie (Cluj county), Locusteni 
(Dolj county), etc.



251

THE ECONOMY OF ROMAN DACIA

alongside his companion Aurelius Primus, decurion 
of the municipium of Septimium Porolissensis.

Eastern flavours, exotic spices... all sorts of goods 
made their way to distant Dacia thanks to the deter-
mination of a few suri negotiatores, also Syrians, such 
as Aurelius Alexander and Aurelius Flavus of Apulum 
or Gaius Gaianus and Proculus Apollofanes of Ulpia 
Traiana. In the provincial capital the merchants 

province’s wealthy inhabitants were fond of the 
sweet, rare wine of Lesbos. We also know that in 
the cold border town of Porolissum there was a high 
demand for the wine made in the sunny lands of 
Thrace and Moesia, zealously imported by Aurelius 
Sabinus Theophili f. Syrus, a Syrian who declared 
himself to be a priest of Jupiter Dolichenus as well as 
a negotiator vinarius Daciscus in a votive inscription 
he left at Augusta Traiana, on the main road in Thrace, 

Fig. 3. Excavation of a Roman villa at Tărtăria (Săliște, Alba 
county) © MNIR © Mihaela Simion.
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quite versatile in his economic activities, alternat-
ing appearing as a creditor, debtor or entrepreneur 
on no fewer than four wax tablets. On 20 June 162 
in Deusara, he borrowed the sum of 140 denarii at 
an interest rate of 12% from Anduenna Batonis. On 
20 October 162 in Alburnus Maior, he in turn lent 60 
denarii to Alexander Carrici at 1% interest for 30 days. 
On 28 May 167 in Deusara, he and Cassius Frontinus 
started a money-lending business, to which Iulius 
Alexander made a contribution of 500 denarii; later, 
on 26 May 167 in Alburnus Maior, Lupus Carentis was 
lent the amount of 50 denarii. These tablets trace 
the economic evolution of an enthusiastic entrepre-
neur in the province of Dacia, a man who had settled 
in a land where fortunes were built on the deceptive 
glitter of a yellow metal laboriously extracted from 
the earth’s bowels by miners who had flocked to this 
California Gold Rush of antiquity.

In addition to all this production and commer-
cial activity, there were also goods produced in the 
vicinity of the province’s military garrisons, whose 
surplus was undoubtedly absorbed by the provincial 
economy.

Even so, there are two aspects we would like to exam-
ine in greater detail, as they are the ones that have 
been most thoroughly analysed at this stage of our 
research into the specific economic life of the prov-
ince of Dacia and, in our opinion, perfectly exemplify 
its complexity and dynamics: pottery production, 
and the extraction and primary transformation of 
mineral resources.

a) Pottery production

of Dacia Apulensis—which may have included T. 
Aurelius Narcissus, negotiator of Apulum—set up 
their own collegium in honour of Crassus Macrobius, 
defender of their association.

Slaves were plentiful and their prices varied widely. 
The girl Passia was found and sold by Maximus 
Batonis to Dasio Vezonis, a member of the Pirustæ 
tribe, and Teudote, a Cretan, was sold by Claudius 
Philetus to Claudius Iulianus, a soldier with the 
Legio XIII Gemina based at Apulum, for 420 denarii. 
A Greek boy like Apalaustus was more valuable, as he 
was sold to Dasius Breucus for 600 denarii by Belicus 
Alexandri. A suckling pig cost five denarii, five lambs 
cost 18 denarii, enough white bread for an entire 
banquet cost 2 denarii, a good wine cost at least 2 
denarii per litre (three amphoræ sold for between 
22 and 35 denarii), and high-quality incense cost 
3 denarii per measure. All these details have been 
preserved on wax tablets found near Alburnus Maior 
(modern-day Roșia Montană, Alba county) and give 
us a good idea of the “price list” and standard of liv-
ing in the province. If we add to this the epigraphic 
clues about the financial clout of the elite and the 
purchasing power of the common folk (gleaned from 
the loan and work contracts preserved on the same 
wax tablets at Alburnus Maior), we can conclude 
that life in Dacia was similar to that in neighbour-
ing provinces, though perhaps the prices of exotic 
goods were slightly higher. The largest amount 
recorded on an epigraph in Dacia is 80,000 ses-
tertii, equal to 20,000 denarii. The owner of this 
fortune was Q. Aurelius Tertius, who donated it for 
the benefit of the cura annonæ in Ulpia Traiana, ob 
honorem Flaminatum, in AD 142. At the other end of 
the scale, a miner of Alburnus Maior hired his work-
force for “70 denarii plus diet”, payable as a salary in 
several instalments from June to November. Another 
person related to the mining industry in Alburnus 
Maior is Iulius Alexander, who seems to have been 

After the Romans conquered Dacia, most of the 
products in use at that time began to enter the new 
province. As the province’s population grew, and 
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such establishments was determined by the prox-
imity of a water source, essential for making pottery, 
and an abundance of the basic raw material, clay. 
Local workshops made luxury wares (terra sigillata 
or “sealed earth”), glazed pottery, religious pot-
tery (with figures in relief), pottery with decorative 
barbotine, amphoræ, mortars, lamps, terracotta 
statuettes and above all coarse ware. 

Based on the discovery of several terra sigillata 
moulds and styluses, corroborated in some cases by 
identifying and investigating workshops (kilns, clay 
pits and processing tanks, facilities for drying fin-
ished products), thirteen terra sigillata production 
centres have been identified: Apulum, Ampelum, 
Alburnus Maior Războieni-Cetate, Micăsasa, Micia, 
Cristești and Tibiscum in Dacia Superior; Porolissum 
and Potaissa in Dacia Porolissensis; and Romula, 
Sucidava and Acidava-Enoșești in Dacia Inferior.

Wheel-thrown pottery decorated with stamped pat-
terns is another category that includes vessels made 
of generally fine red or black ceramic paste. Some of 
the decorative elements on stamped pottery (ovals, 
geometric and plant motifs, etc.) are identical to 
those found on terra sigillata, which leads us to 
believe they were made in the same workshops, 
where the tools used to decorate the stamped ware 
were also used to make moulds. Therefore, the map 
of workshops in the Dacian provinces where both 
types of luxury wares were made on the same prem-
ises features eleven pottery centres: Porolissum and 
Potaissa (Dacia Porolissensis), Apulum, Ampelum, 
Micăsasa, Micia, Cristești and Tibiscum (Dacia 
Superior), and Acidava and Romula (Dacia Inferior).

At the present stage of research, the existence of 
officinæ dedicated solely to the production of lamps 
in the Dacian provinces has not be sufficiently 
documented. 

with it demand, local workshops were established to 
imitate these products, as occurred in other prov-
inces of the Roman Empire.

Archaeological investigations carried out over time 
at several centres in the Dacian provinces have 
revealed elements that clearly point to pottery pro-
duction: clay extraction sites and processing facilities 
(settling tanks, areas for working the clay and drying 
the objects before firing, kilns and storage spaces 
for finished products). A series of pieces, moulds for 
making terra sigillata ware, lamp moulds, styluses 
and other pottery objects suggest the existence of 
specialised pottery factories. The presence of kilns is 
eloquent proof of their existence, shedding new light 
on the role that certain production centres played in 
the economic life of the province and the empire.

The best-known officinæ have been found at 
Porolissum, Napoca, Potaissa and Brâncovenești 
in Dacia Porolissensis; Alburnus Maior, Ampelum, 
Apulum, Cristești, Micăsasa, Tibiscum, Războieni–
Cetate and Șibot in Dacia Superior; and Cioroiul 
Nou, Drobeta, Gârla Mare, Romula, Sucidava and 
Acidava-Enoșești in Dacia Inferior. One of the most 
important finds is the centre at Micăsasa, remark-
able for its impressive terra sigillata production as 
well as a wide variety of other types of pottery, from 
luxury wares to objects for everyday use and building 
materials. Another major pottery centre was found 
at Apulum, the only one in Dacia that we know for 
certain produced glazed pottery. It was here that 
Gaius Iulius Proclus was identified, one of the few 
confirmed local artisans in the province (fig. 4).

Although surveys and fieldwork have not uncov-
ered infrastructure elements of pottery workshops 
in most cases, this does not mean they did not 
exist. These facilities were probably located some-
where outside the residential area. The location of 
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archetype and 1 mould), Napoca (1), Feldioara (5), 
Gârla Mare (4), Sucidava (1), Olteni (1), Pojejena (1) 
and Cășei (1). In addition, four moulds with name-
stamps have turned up in Dacia: “Armenius” at 
Romula, “MSD” at Potaissa, and “Fortis” at Feldioara 
and Porolissum.

Lamps of similar characteristics, but with differ-
ences from one community to the next, have been 
found at most archaeological sites. This suggests 
that each urban centre produced its own lamps, 
which were distributed within a certain area.

Only two have been identified with certainty, the 
workshop of Armenius in Romula and that of 
Ianuarius in Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa. The dis-
covery of an artisan’s stamp (“LV PV LI”) at Alburnus 
Maior not found anywhere else in the Roman 
Empire attests to the presence of a new workshop 
on the map of finds in Dacia Superior. The artisan 
who signed his lamps with the stamp “LVCIA” may 
also have had his main workshop in Alburnus Maior. 
So far, thirty-four anonymous (unstamped) moulds 
have been found in Dacia: Drobeta (6 moulds), 
Romula (5), Porolissum (4), Tibiscum (3), Apulum (1 

Fig. 4. Roman pottery kiln, Șibot (Șibot, Alba county) 
© MNIR © Adela Bâltâc.
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b) Extraction and transformation 
of mineral resources

The mining (metals, salt) and quarrying industries 
had a special place in the economy and special-
ised production of the two provinces. Most scholars 
with an expert knowledge of the Roman period agree 
that one of the reasons for conquering Dacia was the 
Dacian kingdom’s wealth of precious metals. Today, 
recent studies have proved that the metal mining 
industry in the empire’s new territory was organised 
immediately after the conquest, while the province’s 
administration was being set up. The specific skills 
needed to extract and process ore required a special-
ised workforce. Therefore, in the context of organising 
the mass colonisation of the province of Dacia, metal-
rich areas received a large influx of colonists from the 
Thrace, Dardania, Dalmatia and Illyria, regions with 
a long history of mining activity. Research done at 
the site of Roșia Montană over the last decade has 
cleared up many details about how underground and 
open-pit mining was organised and about the pri-
mary processing of gold-bearing ore.

Beyond the particular methods used to organ-
ise, control and govern mining territories in Dacia, 
here the Roman state fell back on its tried-and-
true formula of using the army (in a technical 
and supervisory capacity) and a complex administra-
tive system with plenty of procuratores, beneficiarii 
and others, according to inscriptions found in mining 
areas. The mining administration was inseparably 
linked to the operations of the imperial treasury and 
the customs district to which the new province was 
assigned. A series of inscriptions mention the names 
of several financial procuratores in the province of 
Dacia who were undoubtedly involved in organis-
ing and streamlining the mining districts, such as C. 
Sempronius Urbanus, L. Macrus Macer or the eques-
trian A. Senecius Contianus.

Pottery for everyday use in the Dacian provinces has 
rarely attracted the attention of experts who study 
the Roman period, as they tend to be more inter-
ested in analysing luxury wares like terra sigillata, 
ancient lighting instruments or items of military 
gear. However, it should be noted that there are 
several criteria for classifying pottery in specialised 
literature: chronology, style, typology, function and 
type of paste used.

With regard to the criterion of function, the most 
typical vessels from the Dacian provinces are as 
follows: a) containers for pouring, storing and 
transporting food and drink (amphoræ, jugs, cups 
and dolia); vasa conquinatoria, used to prepare 
food (bowls, mortars, pots and lids); c) vasa escaria 
(plates, trays); d) vasa potatoria (drinking cups and 
bowls); and e) ceremonial vessels (turibula or cen-
sers, unguentaria). As the useful life of common 
ware is quite short, they can be used to narrow 
down the dates provided by terra sigillata ware, a 
luxury product with a long useful life. Moreover, 
common ware offers us a closer look at everyday 
life and can document the endurance or disappear-
ance of local traditions (fig. 5).

Hand-built pottery, with decorations inspired by 
local traditions prior to the Roman conquest (alve-
olar bands, knobs, etc.), has been found in every 
castrum and their adjacent settlements along the 
limes and at sites further inland (Micia, Bologa, 
Orheiul Bistriței, Brâncovenești, Inlăceni, Brețcu, 
Gilău, Gherla, etc.). It is interesting to note that 
there were several workshops—for instance, at 
Micăsasa, Cristești, Apulum, Ampelum, Romula and 
Porolissum—which made hand-built pottery in the 
traditional La Tène style as well as terra sigillata.
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hired workers from among the miner-colonists (as 
the locatio operarum contracts on the wax tablets 
of Alburnus Maior show), and these conductores 
answered to imperial officials led by the procura-
tor aurariarum. To perform their duties, procuratores 
aurariarium had a whole host of bureaucratic offi-
cials at their command, including the subprocurator 
aurariarum and tabularii ab instrumentis or a com-
mentariis, who in turn were assisted by adiutori 
tabulariorum, dispensatores and vilici. Gold mine 
leaseholders, many of them freedmen—liberti et 
leguli aurariorum—comprised an intermediate tier 
in production relations with administrative officials 
and the local population of miner-colonists. The 
names of eight gold mine procurators in Dacia, from 
Trajan’s reign onwards, have come down to us. The 

From the perspective of the exploitation of 
mineral resources, the importance of ferrous and non- 
ferrous metal mines was complemented by a sig-
nificant industry of stone quarrying and salt mining. 
Deposits of copper, iron and lead were mined, but 
precious metals were particularly important given 
their value and abundance in Dacia. The gold-rich 
mining district in the heart of the Apuseni Mountains 
known as the “Golden Quadrilateral” was imperial 
property managed by a procurator aurariarum who 
supervised other imperial officials, usually recruited 
among slaves and imperial freedmen. Ampelum 
was the epicentre of the gold mining administra-
tion. Dacia’s mineral resources, at least in the case 
of metals, were exploited indirectly: the actual work 
was handled by contractors called conductores, who 

Fig. 5. Common ware made in the workshops of Micia (Vețel, 
Hunedoara county) © MNIR © text authors © Marius Amarie.
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as we know from an inscription at Teliucul de Jos 
(modern-day Hunedoara county) that mentions two 
of these leaseholders, Gaius Gaurius Gaurianus and 
Flavius Soterius. 

We do not know the details of how the extraction 
of underground resources was actually organised 
throughout the province, but based on epigraphic 
sources, archaeological fieldwork and the results of 
archaeological investigations in the mountains, we 
can identify several major mining zones that may 
have been divided into smaller mining districts and 
subdivisions:

1. The Arieș river valley, where vestiges of non- 
ferrous metal mining activity (gold, silver, cop-
per) have been identified at Băișoara, Surduc, 
Bistra, Lupșa, Vidolm and Băița.

2. The gold-rich zone of Roșia Montană (Alburnus 
Maior) – Bucium, which includes the spectacu-
lar gold and silver mines of Roșia Montană, Abrud 
and Bucium.

3. The Zlatna (Ampelum) – Almaș – Stănija area 
with the sites of Almașu Mare, Cib, Balșa, 
Techereu and Stănija, where gold and silver-
bearing ore and copper were mined. 

4. The Brad – Certeje – Săcărâmb zone, which 
includes the sites of Baia de Criș, Țebea, Caraciu, 
Ruda-Brad, Crișcior, Câinelu de Sus, Hărțăgani, 
Băița, Măgura-Toplița and Săcărâmb, also spe-
cialised in mining non-ferrous metals.

5. The area south of the River Mureș, which inclu- 
des the mining zones of the Poiana Ruscă 
Mountains, where the main sites are Ghelari, Teliuc, 
Muncelul Mic, Vețel, Cârjiți, Cinciș, Trascău and 
Ocna de Fier (iron, lead and non-ferrous metals).

first was M. Ulpius Hermius, who also died in Dacia 
and was the only one with ties to the “imperial fam-
ily” as a freedman, revealing the emperor’s direct 
involvement and keen interest in ensuring the effec-
tive organisation of his valuable new possession, 
the Dacian gold fields. All subsequent Dacian proc-
uratores aurariarium, such as M. Iulius Apollinaris, 
Papirius Rufus and Ælius Sostratus, belonged to 
the equestrian class, while imperial freedmen like 
Tavianus of Ampelum only appear in the post of sub-
procurator aurariarum. The subprocurator oversaw 
all bureaucratic activity, which was usually carried 
out by a skilled staff of imperial freedmen and slaves. 
We know the names of some of the men who worked 
in the mining bureaucracy of Ampelum, which oper-
ated for roughly 150 years without interruption. The 
freedmen Moschus and Neptunialis and the slave 
Zmaragdus were tabularii, perhaps assisted by the 
adiutores tabulariorum Leonas and Eutyches, while 
the documents were archived and managed by a 
slave named Iustinus. At some point in the late sec-
ond century AD, two slaves named Suriacus and 
Callistus were in charge of receiving and managing 
revenue, and the freedman Romanus and the slaves 
Verus and Scaurianus are mentioned in connection 
with logistics and quartermaster’s duties.

This was therefore a complex administration designed 
to manage a highly technical and specialised indus-
try for which entire communities of colonists were 
brought into Dacia, men whose families had been 
miners for generations and had honed their skills in 
the mines of Dalmatia, Moesia and Thrace.

The actual extraction, probably for all metals, was 
done by leasing the mines; the right to collect the 
revenue generated by this activity and later paid into 
the imperial treasury was also leased to interme-
diaries. Large leaseholders known as conductores 
ferrariarum operated in the iron mining districts, 
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by means of channels dug in the gallery floor or 
with the help of complex wooden hydraulic wheel 
mechanisms. One such complex system was dis-
covered in the mining area of Păru Carpeni, Roșia 
Montană.

Other important mining tasks involved bringing 
the ore to the surface, ventilating the galleries and 
lighting them with niches carved into the walls to 
hold oil lamps (fig. 6). In the case of gold mining, 
well-known thanks to the extensive research done at 
Roșia Montană, the ore was mined underground and 
transported to processing areas where it was bro-
ken up. The ore was later crushed in stone mortars 
or querns and washed in a system of sloping chan-
nels lined with sheepskin or bunches of dried plants. 
The waste rock was piled in mounds of different 
sizes, anomalies in the terrain still visible today that 
help to identify the vestiges of primary ore process-
ing operations. The gold dust obtained from washing 
was later melted down and refined to separate gold 
from silver, usually using mercury (fig. 7).

A similar workshop location for the primary pro-
cessing of gold ore in the Roman period was 
investigated at the Jig-Piciorag site, again in Roșia 
Montană, which had all the elements mentioned 
by ancient authors (fig. 8). 

Special attention has also been paid to the extrac-
tion of the province’s valuable salt deposits. Salt 
mining was probably organised in the same way 
as the metal mining administration, although 
the military seems to have played a much more 
visible role in the salt industry. Practically every 
site where salt mining has been documented 
in Dacia is associated with a military garrison, a 
detail confirmed by ancient sources that mention 
the introduction of a strict system to control salt 
mines under the Severan dynasty. 

6. The Pianului valley and the Sebeșului and Valea 
Secașului valleys.

7 The region of Banat and part of western Oltenia, 
with evidence of mining activity at Bocșa, Ocna de 
Fier, Berzovia, Eftimie Murgu, Dognecea, Moldova 
Nouă, Sasca Montană and Ciclova Română (iron, 
copper, gold, lead).

With regard to extractive techniques, the three 
main mining methods were washing placer depos-
its of gold in watercourses, digging vertical shafts 
and tunnelling horizontal galleries. In addition to 
the traditional “chisel and hammer” method of 
excavation, a special technique known as “fire-
setting” could be used, depending on the available 
space and specific conditions of each site. Fire-
setting involved heating the stone with fire and 
then dousing it with water and vinegar, which 
caused it to fracture. The resulting cracks were 
widened and deepened, and sometimes steps 
were even carved into the rock to follow the metal-
bearing vein.

The galleries were unusual in that they had a 
trapezoidal section. There were generally two 
types of mine works: prospecting and extraction. 
Prospecting works consisted of galleries or cham-
bers and posts dug in ore-rich areas. Prospecting 
and extraction areas were connected by a com-
plex system of galleries that allowed miners to 
move through the tunnels and provided ventila-
tion. The galleries were usually small (around 1.30 
m at the bottom, 1.10 m at the roof and an aver-
age height of 1.65 m). Sometimes these galleries 
were reinforced by timber structures, depending 
on the type of rock in which they were excavated. 
The different extraction levels were connected by 
vertical or spiralling shafts, with a preference for 
the “ramp” system. The galleries were drained 
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It is believed that salt was mined at Ocnele Mari 
(Vâlcea county), in the vicinity of the Buridava cas-
trum (Stolniceni); at Martiniș and Sânpaul (Harghita 
county), near the castrum of Sânpaul; at Sovata 
(Mureș county), in the neighbourhood of the Sărățeni 
castrum; and at Praid – Harghita (Inlăceni castrum).

In the northern part of the province, salt mines have 
been identified at Cojocna, Sic, Ocna Dejului and Pata 
(Cluj county), near the castrum of Gherla. Obviously, 
the most important resource, which yielded a prod-
uct of exceptional quality, was the salt mines at 
Turda – Potaissa (Cluj county), headquarters of the 

5th Macedonian Legion from the second half of the 
second century AD.

Epigraphs mention three conductores from the days 
of Roman occupation: C. Iulius Valentinus, P. Ælius 
Strenuus and P. Ælius Marus. The inscriptions found 
at Micia, Tibiscum, Domnești-Ilișua and Apulum tell 
us they were conductores pascui et salinarum, pas-
ture and salt contractors, which means they were 
also involved in managing and taxing pasture lands; 
salt was important for the livestock business, which 
in turn was essential for maintaining the military 
and meeting the needs of the general population.

Fig. 6. Roman mining galleries at Roșia Montană, tunnelled 
using hammers and chisels, with remnants of shallow niches 
for underground lamps © MNIR © Beatrice Cauuet-UTAH.
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Fig. 7.  Vestiges of Roman mining activity at Roșia Montană 
© MNIR © Beatrice Cauuet-UTAH.
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Fig. 8. General view of the Carnic and Cetate massifs at Roșia Montană; in 
the foreground, the workshop for the primary processing of gold-bearing 
ore from the Jig-Piciorag site, Roșia Montană © MNIR © Paul Damian.
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The andesite quarry at Măgura Uroiului-Simeria 
(Hunedoara county), which old itineraries suggest 
was likely called Petris in antiquity, was another 
important site, probably connected to the fluvial 
transport system of the River Mureș. There are also 
traces of mica schist extraction in the vicinity of 
Bretelin (Hunedoara county), near the castrum 
of Micia, and quality jasper quarries near Brad and 
Bretea Mureșană (Hunedoara county). Practically 
all the main residential or military structures in the 

Finally, stone quarrying is another angle from 
which we can examine this intense, well-organ-
ised system of extracting and capitalising mineral 
resources. The entire province was dotted with 
quarries, among them the marble quarry at Bucova 
(Caraș-Severin county) which, as analyses have 
revealed, supplied the marble used to make a large 
part of the inscriptions, statuary monuments and 
decorative architectural elements in the Dacian 
capital and in Apulum.

Fig. 9. Detail of Roman works to cut stone blocks from the 
andesite quarry of Măgura Uroiului-Simeria, Hunedoara 
county © MCDR © Marius Barbu.
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meet existing needs, local production centres spe-
cialised in pottery, artistic metalwork, processing 
animal materials, working semi-precious stones, 
glass, textile production, etc., and a provincial net-
work seamlessly integrated in the economic system 
of the Roman world. 

northern half of the province had their own sources 
of building material, which was also shipped to areas 
that lacked such resources (fig. 9).

These facts paint the picture of a complex, dynamic, 
diverse economic life characterised by a clear con-
cern with the prudent management of resources to 
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Roman imperial policy in the work of a contemporary, 
particularly one who did not have a very benevolent 
opinion of Rome. Towns and cities were an especially 
important part of this political vision.

Dacia differed from the empire’s other provinces in 
one significant detail: the urbanisation process was 
not moulded to fit pre-existing civitates with Latin 
rights, and in the current state of research the pres-
ence of a local elite remains imperceptible. The 
economic and administrative structure of Roman 
Dacia was unprecedented in this region; the loca-
tion and spatial arrangement of residential nuclei 
was completely unlike those of the period prior to 
the conquest. The urban network grew quite rap-
idly. Within a century, no less than 11 urban centres 
with the superior legal status of municipium or colo-
nia were founded and developed—Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa, Apulum I, Apulum II, Ampelum, 
Drobeta, Dierna, Napoca, Potaissa, Porolissum, 
Tibiscum and Romula—and four of them undoubtedly 

Immediately after the conquest of Dacia, the new 
province underwent a mass colonisation process 
directed by the central authorities. A very famous 
ancient text concisely describes the scope of this 
colonising operation, begun practically at the same 
time peace was achieved in the province: ex  toto 
Orbe Romano infinitas eo copias hominum transtul-
erat ad agros et urbes colendas.

Urban structures played a special role in this pro-
cess, constituting the “skeleton” of a fully Roman 
culture, as the active epicentres from which 
Roman civilisation spread to surrounding areas. 
Although the number of settlements in Dacia was small 
compared to other provinces, both their appearance 
and their organisation were modelled on Rome: effi-
gies parvæ simulacraque populi Romani. According 
to Dio Chrysostom, a good emperor “reviews an army, 
subdues a province, founds a city, bridges rivers, or 
builds roads through a country”. It is surprising to 
find such a concise summary of the cornerstones of 

Fig. 1. Bronze tablet / TABULA AENEA - Lex Troesmensium / Tablet A - discovered at 
Troesmis (Iglița, Turcoaia, Tulcea county), MNIR collection © MNIR © Marius Amarie.

Dacia and Lower Moesia: 
Urbanism and Urban Management Policy
Two Provinces, Different Manifestations

Dr Mihaela Simion
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enjoyed the advantages of ius italicum—Ulpia 
Traiana Sarmizegetusa (from its founding), Apulum 
I, Napoca and Potaissa. In addition to these struc-
tures of higher legal status, the province witnessed 
the development of other settlements which, for 
various reasons, never became coloniæ or muni-
cipia and were classified as rural population centres, 
even though they possessed certain elements of the 
advanced material culture and town planning typi-
cal of urban areas (Micia, Samum, Sucidava, Aquæ, 
Acidava, etc.). Urban structures were formed by the 
conventional methods used throughout the empire: 
some grew up around military bases and others took 
the “civilian” route, based on the prior existence of 
communities of cives romani consistentes.

Colonia Ulpia Traiana, the only Roman colony 
founded by deductio, was the capital of the prov-
ince, created in 108–110 when Decimus Terentius 
Scaurianus was provincial governor. With a surface 
area of 30 hectares and a population that was prob-
ably greater than 20,000 people, the heavily fortified 
town of Ulpia Traiana was the political, administra-
tive and religious centre of the province of Dacia in 
the second and third centuries. 

During the reign of Emperor Hadrian, it also received 
the name of Sarmizegetusa, the capital of Decebalus’s 
Dacian kingdom, located approximately 40 kilome-
tres from the new town. In the same period (117–138) 
Sarmizegetusa was renamed Colonia Ulpia Traiana 
Augusta Dacica Sarmizegetusa, and in AD 222–235 
the word “metropolis” was added to its official title. 
Due to its location, the province’s metropolis had 
certain strategic and economic advantages, with 
mountains to the north and south forming natural 
defensive barriers. The capital, whose territorium 
extended from Tibiscum to Micia, ending where the 
River Jiu enters its gorge, was defended by the cas-
tra of Tibiscum (Jupa), Micia (Vețel) and Bumbești.

This area is particularly rich in epigraphic finds, the 
study of which has provided a fairly complete picture 
of the town’s political, economic and social history. 
A major commercial, political and cultural centre, 
Ulpia Traiana stood out from the rest of the Roman 
province’s towns by virtue of its many public secular 
and religious buildings and numerous works of art. 
The many rich buildings discovered here attest to an 
intense programme of public works: the amphithe-
atre, the forum vetus, the forum novus, the baths, 
several temples and cult complexes, including the 
Capitol, public and private buildings, all connected 
by a coherent network of streets and a complete 
sewer system. The epicentre, the forum novus, was 
an exceptional architectural feat which, along with 
the other constructions, tells us that urban life here 
was in no way inferior to that typical of the Roman 
towns in provinces that had been added to the 
empire in previous periods (fig. 2).

The most important urban community in Dacia was 
Apulum, modern-day Alba Iulia in Alba county. It 
had three different parts: the castrum of the Legio 
XIII Gemina, with the prætorium of the provincial 
governor, and two separate towns. The first urban 
settlement, conventionally known as Apulum  I, 
stood on the banks of the River Mureș, in what is 
now the Partoș district. Presumably, this settlement 
initially belonged to the territorium of Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa, a hypothesis confirmed by archae-
ological and epigraphic discoveries. Therefore, it 
was originally a pagus of Ulpia that later became a 
municipium during the reign of Marcus Aurelius. 
An inscription dated to AD 180 refers to the town as 

Fig. 2. Aerial view of part of the capital of the province 
of Dacia, Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa (Sarmizegetusa, 
Hunedoara county), with the Roman amphitheatre, temples 
and other buildings © Horațiu Cociș / MJIAZ.
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Ampelum, modern-day Zlatna in Alba county, 
occupied a special place in the province’s urban 
landscape. This Roman town flourished in the Ampoi 
river valley, near the present-day localities of Zlatna 
and Pătrângeni. The name is Dacian in origin, but 
there is nothing to indicate the existence of a res-
idential centre here before the Roman conquest. 
The settlement’s expansion was closely linked to 
the organisation of the gold mines in the Golden 
Quadrilateral. Ampelum was the administrative seat 
of the mining industry and the residence of the proc-
uratores aurariarum. Although it has yielded many 
inscriptions, very few mention the urban status of 
the settlement or its administration, as they mostly 
refer to the gold mines managed by the imperial 
treasury. Given its special status as administrative 
centre of the mining district, directly subordinate 
to imperial officials, I believe Ampelum started out 
as a vicus typical of mining areas. However, epi-
graphic information has established that some of 
the surrounding territory may also have been part 
of a pagus belonging to the territorium of Ulpia 
Traiana Sarmizegetusa or, more likely, Apulum I in 
the early decades of the second century AD.

The presence of an urban structure with municipium 
status has been intensely debated in scholarly litera-
ture. Although there is an epigraphic reference to an 
ordo Ampelensium, this is not unanimously accepted 
as proof of a municipal organisation, as such insti-
tutions also existed in settlements of inferior legal 
status. At the same time, the possible reference to 
a duumviri is rejected. Confirmation that this town 
was granted municipium status is provided by an 
inscription from Apulum. As for when it was granted, 
presumably it was sometime during the reign of 
Septimius Severus, famed for his policy of promot-
ing settlements in mining districts. We know that at 
least one military unit was active at Ampelum, but the 
location of its castrum remains a mystery.

Municipium Aurelium Apulense. In Commodus’s time 
it attained the highest urban legal status when it 
became a colonia aurelia, and by the early third cen-
tury AD it had been granted ius italicum. During the 
reign of Trebonianus Gallus, the town received 
the epithet of Chrysopolis, obviously thanks to the 
role its elite citizens played in the mining industry of 
Apuseni Mountains and to the gold trade.

Archaeological research has given us a fairly clear 
idea of its general urban layout. It apparently had 
streets laid out on a grid plan and, in its colonia 
phase, was surrounded by a stone wall. Inside the 
enclosure, the town had all the usual urban symbols: 
temples, water pipes and amphitheatre. Although 
the actual amphitheatre has not yet been identified, 
its presence is indicated by reasons of historical 
logic and by a series of archaeological discoveries, 
such as the image of a gladiator drawn by an Apulens 
“fan” on the wet clay of a tegula while waiting for the 
show to begin. 

The modern buildings standing today make it difficult 
to investigate and map existing Roman structures, 
but the intense archaeological work done over the 
last 10 years will undoubtedly produce a coherent 
plan of the ancient town quite soon.

The second town of Apulum stood south of the cas-
trum and occupied a surface area of roughly 25–30 
hectares: Apulum II. In the days of Septimius 
Severus it was granted municipal status and the 
title of Municipium Septimium Apulense. The two 
towns were separated by a large area used for funer-
ary purposes, which some authors believe was what 
prevented the settlements from merging into a sin-
gle civitas. An inscription from the reign of Emperor 
Decius mentions a Colonia Nova Apulensis, suggest-
ing that the Severan municipium may have been 
promoted to colonia around AD 250.
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of the castrum and several other iconic buildings 
typical of an urban environment, but there is no con-
clusive information about what the town looked like 
in Roman times. There are also indications of ceme-
teries located outside the fortified enclosure.

The ancient settlement of Napoca coincides with 
what is now the city centre of Cluj-Napoca. It was 
presumably established during the first wave of col-
onisation, in this case of Noric-Pannonian settlers, 
in Trajan’s time. Here, again, although the name 
has a pre-Roman sound, the only signs of an indig-
enous population are associated with the Roman 
occupation and Noric-Pannonian elements. Even 
though this area has yielded a wealth of epigraphic 
material, primarily regarding the evolution of the 
municipal system, evidence of a military presence 
is very scarce. Napoca became a municipium under 
Hadrian, receiving the official name of Municipium 
Ælium Hadrianum Napocensium, and was estab-
lished as a duumvirate. Sometime during the reign 
of Marcus Aurelius, the town was renamed Colonia 
Aurelia, and under Septimius Severus it was granted 
ius italicum.

Archaeological research has been severely ham-
pered by the superposition of the medieval and 
modern city. However, various rescue excava-
tions conducted in this area over time have made it 
possible to get a general idea of its layout. A rectan-
gular fortified enclosure ran around the perimeter. 
The forum has been identified in the middle, right 
in the centre of the modern-day city. Presumably, it 
also had streets laid out on a grid plan lined with var-
ious buildings.

The Roman settlement of Potaissa spread across 
a large area of approximately 3 square kilometres 
north of the River Arieș. The presence here of a 
community of cives Romani near the bridge over the 

From an archaeological perspective, the town is 
practically uncharted territory. Except for a few 
reports regarding the existence of pottery work-
shops, we have no information about the town’s 
urban layout. Unfortunately, future research will not 
have a chance to fill this gap, as in 1985 the ancient 
town was almost completely destroyed to make way 
for the construction and expansion of a non-ferrous 
metal processing plant. The possible location of the 
necropolises is also unknown, as funerary finds are 
sporadic and isolated.

Situated in a highly strategic spot on the left bank 
of the Danube, the town of Drobeta (now Turnu-
Severin, Mehedinți county) must have been the 
earliest Roman settlement in Roman Dacia. Its cre-
ation is linked to the presence of the castrum and 
the bridge over the Danube built by Apollodorus of 
Damascus during the Dacian Wars. The urban set-
tlement probably grew out of a military vicus that 
originally existed on the eastern side of the castrum. 
The presence of the military garrison was instru-
mental for the beginning of Roman habitation at 
Drobeta. This very place has yielded an abundance 
of epigraphic material, whose analysis reveals a 
well-organised municipal life and a particularly 
active elite. Drobeta became a municipium quite 
early, in Hadrian’s time, bearing the official title of 
Municipium Publium Ælium Hadrianum Drobetense. 
It was later promoted to colonia under Septimius 
Severus, as attested by inscriptions that refer to it 
as Colonia Septimia. Investigations of the civilian 
settlement have been sporadic and largely limited 
to rescue operations, as the area of archaeological 
interest lies beneath the modern town of Drobeta 
Turnu-Severin. The settlement is believed to have 
occupied an area of approximately 51 hectares, 
delimited by a polygonal fortification connected to 
the castrum. Even so, recent investigations have 
identified vestiges of the amphitheatre in the vicinity 
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Here, also, the epicentre of activity was a large aux-
iliary castrum on the hill of Dealul Pomet. During the 
165 years of Roman rule in Dacia, units of the Legio V 
Macedonica, Cohors I  Ulpiana Brittonum, Cohors 
V  Lingonum Antoniniana, Numerus Palmyrenorum 
Sagittariorum and other corps were stationed here. 
The town probably started out as a military vicus in 
the vicinity of the castrum.

In addition, Porolissum had an important customs 
statio belonging to the customs district of Illyricum. 
Under Septimius Severus, the urban settlement 
of Porolissum was granted municipium status, 
although the exact date is unknown. Over time, the 
entire site has benefited from systematic archaeo-
logical excavations, focused on the castrum and its 
fortifications, the amphitheatre, civilian residential 
structures, the seat of the Roman customs authority 
and two necropolises located southeast of the large 
castrum on the hill of Dealul Pomet. However, we 
have little information on the town’s urban appear-
ance, secondary streets and the location and plan of 
the forum.

Tibiscum, another important provincial town, stood 
roughly in the centre of southwest Dacia. The set-
tlement was established at the intersection of two 
imperial roads: the first began south of the Danube, 
running from Lederata - Arcidava (Vărădia) - Centum 
Putea (Surduc) - Bersobis - Aizis (Fârliug) - Caput 
Bubalii (Valea Boului) to the castrum of Tibiscum; 
the second was the imperial road from Dierna to 
Tibiscum, which followed the right bank of the River 
Timiș and later turned east, passing through the 
Iron Gates of Transylvania and eventually reaching 
Sarmizegetusa. 

The archaeological site consists of a castrum, 
the military vicus and the civilian settlement, 
i.e. the ancient town. The settlement’s economic 

river, along the imperial road, has been documented 
from the second century AD. Perhaps no other town 
in Roman Dacia was more inseparably linked to the 
army than Potaissa. Its rapid growth is related to the 
fact that the 5th Macedonian Legion was transferred 
here from Troesmis in Lower Moesia by Marcus 
Aurelius around AD 169, during the Marcomannic 
Wars. The town became a municipium during the 
Severan period, attested by several inscriptions that 
refer to it as Municipium Septimium. It is difficult to 
know exactly when Potaissa became a colonia. It may 
have achieved this status in Caracalla’s time, but 
Ulpian states that the vicus Potaissa received both 
the rank of colonia and the coveted ius italicum from 
Septimius Severus. This claim has sparked a con-
troversy: while accepting the idea that Municipium 
Septimium was promoted to colonia during the reign 
of Septimius Severus, some scholars have conjec-
tured that it may have been a dual settlement like 
Apulum, where a Severan municipium on the site 
of the ancient community of cives Romani near 
the bridge over the Arieș coexisted with a Colonia 
Septimia. Archaeological investigations at Potaissa 
have been concentrated inside the castrum on the 
hill of Dealul Cetății, which has been extensively 
documented. We still know little about the urbanism 
of the ancient town, completely buried beneath the 
modern city. Various cemetery zones and an area 
with artisans’ workshops have been identified.

The province’s northernmost town, Porolissum, 
modern-day Moigrad in Sălaj county, was situated in 
Poarta Meseșului (Meseș Gate Pass), a highly stra-
tegic location for trade and military operations. It 
was practically the gateway to the province and to 
the entire Roman Empire. Unlike the other provincial 
towns, at Porolissum there is evidence of an ear-
lier indigenous settlement, specifically on the hill of 
Măgura, which disappeared when the territory was 
occupied by the Romans. 
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about the legal evolution of the Roman town. We 
only know it was a municipium thanks to a text from 
Oescus, in Lower Moesia, which mentions the set-
tlement of Romula with this status in the time of 
Antoninus Pius. It was probably promoted to muni-
cipium in Hadrian’s day. In all likelihood, the town 
acquired the status of colonia in AD 248, also during 
the Severan period.

Archaeological observations and investigations in 
the 19th century pointed to the existence of three 
small forts, one of which has been confirmed by 
recent archaeological research. With the exception 
of the old central fortification and enclosure from 
the third century, the Roman town has not been suf-
ficiently studied. The central fortification has been 
interpreted as the town’s pomerium. Inside, archae-
ologists uncovered a monumental brick building 
in very poor condition, which they believe was the 
municipal curia. During the reign of Philip the Arab, 
as a result of political events, a fortified wall was 
built around the town thanks to imperial munifi-
cence. Romula’s cemeteries have also been located. 
As for the highly controversial question of its identi-
fication with Malva, the most likely hypothesis is that 
Romula was part of the province of Dacia Malvensis.

Very little is known about Dierna, the eleventh town 
of the province of Dacia, as it was destroyed in the 
20th century to build the “Iron Gates” hydroelectric 
complex on the Danube. In 1966–1969, extensive 
rescue archaeology work was done in this con-
text, focusing mainly on the late fourth-century 
fortification. The data collected at that time, testi-
monies and sporadic investigations in the area only 
tell us that a Roman settlement grew up around a 
very early military garrison established in the first 
century AD to control navigation on the Danube, 
across from another fort on the opposite riverbank 
called Transdierna (modern-day Tekija, Serbia). 

development, followed by demographic growth and 
urban prosperity, allowed it to become a major mil-
itary, economic and spiritual centre. The limited 
number of inscriptions related to municipal life 
seems to indicate a late promotion to a higher legal 
status. All the inscriptions that identify the civil-
ian settlement as a municipium date from the third 
century AD. As far as we know, the town never had 
an imperial epithet, suggesting that this status was 
acquired at a late date. The first certain chrono-
logical milestone was found on an inscription from 
Gallienus’s reign and alludes to a previous state 
of affairs. Municipal status was probably granted 
earlier, in the context of the provincial policies of 
Septimius Severus or Caracalla.

The fact that decurions from the territorium of Ulpia 
Traiana Sarmizegetusa are mentioned in inscrip-
tions at Tibiscum clearly indicates that, initially, the 
civilian settlement of Tibiscum belonged to the ter-
ritory of the colonia of Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa.

Archaeological investigations have focused on the 
castrum and especially the military vicus. The exam-
ination of the civilian settlement on the right bank of 
the River Timiș, identified with the municipium, has 
only just begun. Dwellings, streets and residential 
and religious buildings have been identified in both. 

Romula, modern-day Dobrosolvenia in Olt county, 
was established on the right bank of the Lower Olt. 
Archaeologists have found signs of Dacian occupa-
tion prior to the conquest, which presumably ended 
when the new town was founded. Several military 
units were stationed here, especially during the 
Carpi raids in the days of Philip the Arab. However, 
the troops that stayed the longest were those of the 
Cohors I  Flavia Commagenorum and the Numerus 
Surorum Saggitariorum. Epigraphic material is very 
scarce, and there are no concrete, detailed facts 
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with no superposed constructions later than the 
third century AD.

Based on epigraphic sources, it is assumed that, 
from an administrative standpoint, Micia belonged 
to the territorium of Ulpia Traiana, gradually evolv-
ing towards pagus status. The settlement was 
governed by two magistrates and may also have had 
a quæstor. With regard to the possible presence of a 
military vicus, the fact is that, in the entire province 
of Dacia, only here do we find inscriptions referring 
to the administration of that type of settlement. 

Micia was an important customs station and trade 
hub associated with the transport of goods on the 
River Mureș. Archaeological research has identi-
fied the castrum’s phases of occupation, but above 
all it has revealed a variety of public and military 
buildings: an amphitheatre, three bath complexes, 
temples, residential complexes and elements of 
a well-organised street system. In recent years, 
excavations carried out in the eastern part of the 
castrum, in the military vicus, have uncovered part 
of the imperial road, annexes to the amphitheatre 
and some of the town streets, which were lined with 
residential structures and bronze workshops (fig. 3).

With regard to the urban structures of Lower 
Moesia, the ancient Greek towns on the west coast 
of the Black Sea were incorporated in the provincial 
system but maintained their previous organisa-
tion. Consequently, over time their status oscillated 
between civitates liberæ, foederatæ and stipendi-
aræ, depending on their attitude towards Rome when 

This strategic location, where river traffic on the 
Danube could be closely monitored, undoubtedly 
made Dierna a prosperous settlement, a manda-
tory stop for trading vessels before they entered the 
dangerous Cazane gorge and passed into the final 
stretch of the river that flowed into the Black Sea. 
Regrettably, aside from the vestiges of a flourishing 
material culture in the form of luxury products found 
in the area, we have no information that might allow 
us to analyse the town’s urban planning system. The 
significant epigraphic material referring to or dis-
covered at Dierna, as well as information provided 
by ancient sources, give us an idea of the town’s 
evolution in terms of its legal status. Thus, we know 
that in the late second century AD, under Septimius 
Severus, Dierna became a municipium.

No discussion of urbanism in Roman Dacia would 
be complete without mentioning Micia (Vețel, 
Hunedoara county), even though, as far as we know, 
this settlement was never promoted to municip-
ium and is only mentioned as a pagus. The heart of 
the Roman settlement was the auxiliary castrum, 
one of the largest in the province, in a situation of 
strategic importance for the province’s defence. At 
least three auxiliary units had their headquarters 
at its military garrison, namely the Cohors II Flavia 
Commagenorum, the Ala I Hispanorum Campagonum 
and the Numerus Maurorum Miciensium. This 
meant that more than 1,500 Roman auxiliary troops, 
the majority cavalrymen, were stationed there. The 
archaeological site includes the castrum, the south-
ern part of the military vicus, a possible sacred zone 
situated southeast of the castrum, the canabæ, 
probably south of the castrum, and at least two cem-
eteries, one to the west and the other to the east of 
the fort. Information about the ancient town has 
been gleaned from abundant epigraphic material 
and from systematic and rescue archaeology oper-
ations, as a large part of the site is easily accessible, 

Fig. 3. Aerial view of the archaeological site of Micia (Vețel, 
Hunedoara county) with the amphitheatre, Roman baths 
and other structures during archaeological excavations © 
MNIR © Mihaela Simion, Călin Șuteu.
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the two cultures came into direct contact. During the 
Principate, with a structure similar to other pro-
vincial towns, the Greek citadels formed a κοινόν, 
originally consisting of five towns (Pentapolis) which 
later became six (Hexapolis) in Caracalla’s time. 

In addition to Greek and Roman components, there 
was also an indigenous element, comprising natives 
or people relocated from north of the Danube or 
the Balkans. The Greek and Roman elements inter-
twined and complemented each other in locations 
with a Greek tradition and in newly founded Roman 
towns.

Given how it was formed and the traits derived from 
its historical-social context, Moesia Inferior was a 
unique province. The creation and evolution of urban 
structures and, implicitly, their administrations 
under Roman rule, were strongly influenced by the 
situation that existed before the Roman conquest. 

Histria, Tomis and Callatis, the ancient Greek cit-
adels, maintained their specific institutions and 
jurisdictional rights over all citizens residing in the 
towns or their territoria; however, with some minor 
differences, depending on their status, they were 
also subject to the authority and even the jurisdic-
tion of the imperial legate. Civitates foederatæ were 
expected to fight alongside Rome when it went to 
war, and the same applied to civitates stipendiaræ, 
which had the additional obligation of quartering 
Roman troops.

During the Principate, the differences between the 
three statuses tended to blur, and throughout this 
period the status of Moesia’s Greek citadels var-
ied depending on specific historical conditions and 
the political situation in the region. Thanks to the 
Roman state’s constant efforts to ensure consen-
sum, they also enjoyed other rights intended to 

pacify pro-independence factions and the peren-
nial local patriotic movements specific to the 
Hellenistic world. These included the right to mint 
their own coins, the right to belong to a commu-
nity or koinon, and a wide array of religious rights 
designed to effect a subtle yet progressive shift 
towards the unified and “universal” practice of the 
imperial cult. Although initially the Greek citadels 
kept their existing form of government, in the late 
first century AD the Roman influence became much 
more apparent, especially in the magistracies, with 
the emergence of a cursus honorum similar to that 
of western towns and of institutions based on the 
Roman model (fig. 4).

The other main category of urban structures in this 
province was that of Roman settlements, coloniæ 
and municipia. The colonia (civium Romanorum, 
liberæ et immunes and Latinæ) was the highest rung 
on the Roman urban hierarchy and could be created 
either by deductio or by promoting a municipium to 
colonia status. Finally, in addition to these princi-
pal urban categories, there were existing urban and 
pre-urban settlements as well as new ones founded 
to accommodate the population increase triggered 
by the presence of Roman garrisons. As result, the 
provincial map was soon dotted with civitates that 
functioned as administrative, financial and, indi-
rectly, military entities (troops were recruited for the 
army through them). Depending on their evolution 
and level of development, they could attain a higher 
status, that of a Roman town. All these civitates had 
their own organisation (ordo), their own territory 
(also referred to as civitas and, in some cases, regio 
or territorium), their own pantheon, etc., and each 
evolved according to their local circumstances.

Fig. 4. Aerial view of Histria (Istria, Constanța county) 
© Mircea Victor Angelescu.
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In Moesia, as in Dacia, there were also rural set-
tlements that had some elements of town planning 
and specific institutions, although they never 
attained the status of municipium or colonia—
at least as far as we know, given the current state 
of research. Ægyssus (Tulcea, Tulcea county), 
Axiopolis (Cernavodă, Constanța county), Argamum 
(Capul Dolojman, Jurilovca, Tulcea county), 
Carsium (Hârșova, Constanța county), Capidava (vil-
lage of Topalu, Constanța county), Arrubium (Măcin, 
Tulcea county), Ulmetum (Pantelimonul de Sus, 
Constanța county) and Ibida/Libida (Slava Rusă, 
Tulcea county) are all examples of settlements, 
mostly established near Roman garrisons, which 
were occupied by civilians in the second–third 
centuries AD, according to archaeological evidence 
and epigraphic sources, had urban elements, and 
evolved towards well-defined urban structures in 
the Roman-Byzantine period.

All these gaps in our knowledge of the urbanism 
of the Roman towns of Dobruja are partly compen-
sated by confirmed epigraphic and archaeological 
information about the ancient Greek citadels on the 
western coast of the Black Sea.

Histria, a Milesian colony founded on the shore of 
Sinoe Lake, became part of the Roman Empire at an 
early date, probably in the Augustan period. From 
the beginning, its status was that of civitas peregrina 
stipendiaria. As such, it maintained its traditional 
institutions but was directly governed by the leg-
ate of Moesia. Although the archaeological record of 
Histria is quite solid, having been investigated con-
tinuously since the 20th century, information on the 
town’s appearance in Roman times is rather scarce. 
The urban layout of Roman Histria has been recon-
structed from numerous epigraphic and historical 
sources. With regard to public works, the reigns of 
Trajan and Hadrian marked what sources refer to as 

Some of the most important urban centres in the 
province of Lower Moesia are located in present-day 
Romania. In addition to the ancient Greek colo-
nies of Histria, Tomis and Callatis, which played a 
very important role in the region during the Roman 
period (especially Tomis), there were several urban 
structures with the legal status of municipium: 
Noviodunum (Isaccea, Tulcea county), Tropæum 
Traiani, Troesmis (Turcoaia, Tulcea county) and 
Durostorum (Silistra, Bulgaria–Ostrov, Constanța 
county, Romania). I will not get into the particulars of 
the urbanism of these Roman towns, given the lack 
of information from the second and third centuries 
AD and the difficulty of locating municipal struc-
tures, as in the case of Durostorum. However, I will 
offer some general observations on the dates of their 
promotion to municipal status and their integration in 
the broader framework of provincial life. The import-
ant town of Tropæum Traiani was a structure of great 
symbolic and propagandistic value for Trajan, leading 
certain authors to believe that it acquired municip-
ium status during that emperor’s reign.

It is believed that Troesmis, headquarters of the 5th 
Macedonian Legion, became a municipium under 
Marcus Aurelius or, according to some scholars, 
in the days of Septimius Severus, after the legion 
was transferred east and later to Potaissa in Dacia. 
However, we do know that Troesmis played a spe-
cial role in the provincial imperial cult (the presence 
of a sacerdos provinciæ is attested here) and had a 
structured municipal organisation enshrined in one 
of the few municipal charters that have survived to 
the present day (Lex Troesmensium), which implies 
a solid urban structure, although further research 
is needed to determine what the town looked like 
during the Principate. Archaeology has revealed lit-
tle information on urban planning tendencies, as the 
town underwent a series of restorations beginning in 
the fourth century AD.
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During this period, the town had all the iconic urban 
structures, and archaeologists have investigated a 
number of its public and private buildings, including 
two large bath complexes (Therme I and Therme III), 
a basilica civilis, a large edifice whose purpose has 
yet to be determined, streets and certain elements 
of the water supply system. In the mid-third cen-
tury, when the Goths were attacking the empire, the 
town was destroyed again and rebuilt inside a much 
smaller enclosure during the reigns of Aurelian and 
Probus (fig. 5).

the town’s “second founding”. A new enclosure was 
built and the town acquired a coherent street sys-
tem based on the pre-existing Hellenistic network. 
Thanks to the emperors, represented by their legates, 
and the generosity of philanthropic citizens, a num-
ber of secular and religious edifices were built. After 
the destruction of Histria during the Marcomannic 
Wars, public works were resumed to eliminate all 
traces of the attacks. It reached its pinnacle under 
the Severan dynasty, when the town received the 
epithet “most illustrious fortress of the Histrians”. 

Fig. 5. Roman baths at Histria (Istria, Constanța county) 
© Mircea Victor Angelescu.
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destroyed the older Roman urban structure of the 
first–third century AD. Even so, thanks to preventive 
archaeological work done in recent years, we have 
been able to get a general idea of the buildings and 
urban elements of this great ancient metropolis. The 
town had well-organised streets, numerous temples, 
a theatre, an amphitheatre (mentioned in epigraphs 
though not yet located), baths and many commer-
cial buildings (warehouses, markets, a complex 
port facility), all located inside fortified enclosures, 
whose size varied over the years. Many marble and 
limestone architectural fragments are important 
indicators of the splendour of urban life in Tomis. 
Examples include architraves dedicated to Trajan, 
Antoninus Pius, Marcus Aurelius, Septimius Severus 
and the imperial family, as well as Corinthian pilaster 
capitals; the town was famous for its monuments in 
the Severan period, doing justice to its title of “illus-
trious metropolis”. Two of the iconic public edifices 
that are still standing, the lentiarion and the mosaic 
building, are well-documented between the fourth 
and sixth centuries AD, but they may have been con-
structed and used as early as the third century AD.

This is the general urban landscape that defined, 
united and differentiated, in some aspects, the 
two Roman provinces which existed in what is now 
Romania. In both provinces there was a genuine zeal 
for building, derived from the quintessentially urban 
nature of Roman civilisation. Without exception, 
towns and settlements that aspired to municipal 
status strove to obtain the symbols and instruments 
of an urbs. Times of peace in provincial life natu-
rally led to economic buoyancy and social prosperity, 
which are accurately reflected in the secular or reli-
gious public buildings erected during this period.

A general survey of all the urban structures anal-
ysed shows that, whether the Roman administration 
adapted to a pre-existing structure, as in Moesia 

Callatis was the only Greek citadel that had a priv-
ileged status from the outset, as its relations with 
Roman authorities were regulated by a foedus signed 
at an early date. Under the terms of this treaty, the 
fortified town had its own military force and effective 
authority over its territory, whose boundaries were 
probably reconfirmed when the province was reor-
ganised in Trajan’s time. 

Little is known about the town’s topography in the 
Roman period, as the contemporary city of Mangalia 
stands atop its ruins. Obviously, the residential cen-
tre dated from the Greek-Hellenistic period and was 
located on the coast, close to the port facilities. The 
town had a fortified enclosure whose perimeter var-
ied over the centuries. The wall was restored in AD 
172 under the authority of legate Valerius Bradua. 
During this phase, the town wall had a defensive 
moat, rectangular towers and two monumental 
gates, one on the east side and the other on the 
south. Epigraphic sources also confirm the exis-
tence of religious buildings and others for various 
purposes typical of urban settings.

Tomis, the other Milesian colony, played a decisive 
economic and, above all, political role in the Roman 
period. It became part of the empire quite early, 
during the Augustan period, and was the capital 
of Moesia Inferior and seat of the provincial gover-
nor, becoming civitas libera et immunis. After losing 
this status for a short time, the town recovered it in 
Hadrian’s day. In fact, Tomis became the koine seat 
of the Black Sea towns. Under Antoninus Pius it was 
granted the title of “metropolis” and later “illustri-
ous”. Like Callatis, ancient Tomis lies beneath the 
modern-day city of Constanța, which poses a serious 
impediment to systematic archaeological excava-
tions. Tomis was also a major urban and ecclesiastical 
hub in Roman-Byzantine times, so changes made to 
the urban layout during this period altered or even 



281

DACIA AND LOWER MOESIA: URBANISM AND URBAN MANAGEMENT POLICY
TWO PROVINCES, DIFFERENT MANIFESTATIONS

The Jireček Line is not merely an abstract linguistic 
boundary but a place where two models of civilisa-
tion intertwined, whose fusion gave rise to a unique 
cultural face. That face is most visible in the prov-
ince of Lower Moesia. Against a backdrop of strong 
cultural and, obviously, political Hellenistic tradi-
tions embedded in organisational forms typical of 
the Thracian world, the Romans gradually devel-
oped an administrative system tailored to the 
existing realities of the ancient Greek towns or of 
the Getæ communities, also influenced by Greek 
culture. It is no coincidence that Trajan promoted 
the town of Oescus to colonia, making it an effigy 
of Rome, at the same time he founded Nicopolis 
ad Istrum, a town created by Rome, as if to show 
the Greeks that their ancient political system was 
still viable and could coexist with the western Latin 
system. 

In Dacia, the Roman soldiers who fought in the 
Dacian Wars, the veterans who chose to retire in 
the remote Dacian territory, the colonists and the 
administrators who arrived brought with them 
a veritable “manual” on how to create a prov-
ince, whose pages, though occasionally somewhat 
illegible, we attempt to reconstruct through the 
fascination of archaeology. 

Inferior, or created a new province, as was the case 
of Dacia, municipal authorities were constantly 
concerned with providing all the buildings and infra-
structure that would define their towns as urban 
centres. Forums, basilicas, baths, streets, water and 
sewer systems, amphitheatres, theatres, govern-
ment offices, etc., were public works and structures 
whose significance far surpassed their mere func-
tionality. Above all, they were symbols of a system 
of urban administration that had evolved over a long 
period of time and were constantly being perfected 
in terms of their useful value. Building a town was a 
lengthy process that required constant expenditure. 
Obviously, a large chunk of the municipal budget 
was spent on maintaining these buildings, although 
this is difficult to prove using epigraphic sources and 
much harder from an archaeological perspective.

The two provinces, Dacia and Lower Moesia, can 
be considered a point of reference for studying the 
urban system, as each presents a different image 
of the evolution of a political system that began by 
adapting to an existing system and, in the case of 
Dacia, later ended up building a province practically 
from the ground up. If we had to come up with a verb 
that captures the essence of Roman domination for 
each province, the words would have to be “adapt” 
for Moesia Inferior and “build” for Dacia.



282

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

aBBot, F. F., and joHnson, A. C., Municipal 
Administration in the Roman Empire 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1926).

alCoCk, S., Græcia Capta, The Landscapes of Roman 
Greece (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993).

aliCu, D., and paki, A., Town Planning and 
Population at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, BAR 
International Series 605 (Oxford: Archaeopress, 
1995).

aparasCHivei, D., Orașele Romane de la Dunărea 
inferioară (secolele i–iii p. C.) (Iași: Editura 
Universităţii “Al. I. Cuza”, 2011).

ardevan, R., Viața municipală în Dacia romană 
(Timișoara: Mirton, 1998).

BărBulesCu, M., Potaissa. Studiu Monografic 
(Turda: Muzeul de Istorie Turda, 1994).

BâltâC, A., Lumea rurală în provinciile Moesia 
Inferior și Thracia (secolele i–iii p. C.) 
(Bucharest: Phoibos Verlag, 2011).

Benea, D., and Bona, P., Tibiscum (Bucharest: Ed. 
Museion, 1994).

davidesCu, M., Drobeta în secolele i–vii e.n. 
(Craiova: Ed. Scrisul Românesc, 1980).

gudea, N., Porolissum, un complex arheologic daco-
roman la marginea de nord a Imperiului roman, 
ActaMP, 13. (Cluj-Napoca: Muzeul National de 
Istorie a Transilvaniei, 1989).

lendon, J. E., Empire of Honour (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1997).

lintott, A., Imperium Romanum, Politics and 
Administration (London: Routledge, 1993).

MaCrea, M., Viața în Dacia romană (Bucharest: Ed. 
Ştiinţifică, 1969).

petolesCu, C. C., Dacia și Imperiul Roman: De 
la Burebista până la sfârșitul Antichităţii 
(Bucharest: Editura Teora, 2000). 

petolesCu, C. C., Inscripţii latine din Dacia 
(Bucharest: Editura Academiei Române, 2005).

suCeveanu, Al., and Barnea, Al., La Dobroudja 
roumaine (Bucharest: Editura Enciclopedică, 
1991).

tătulea, C. M., Romula-Malva (Bucharest: Ed. 
Museion, 1994).

toropu, O., and tătulea, C., Sucidava. Celei 
(Bucharest: Editura Sport-Turism, 1987).

tudor, D., Orașe, târguri și sate în Dacia romană 
(Bucharest: Editura Științifică, 1968).

tudor, D., Sucidava (Craiova: Alta Editura, 1974). 

tudor, D., Oltenia Romană (Bucharest: Editura 
Academiei Republicii Socialiste România, 1978).

vene, P., Le pain et le cirque. Sociologie historique 
d’un pluralisme politique (Paris: Le Seuil, 1976).

Bibliography







285

differences been so clearly demarcated as in antiq-
uity (for example, certain objects were intended 
or used strictly for funerary or worship purposes). 
This is why, in addition to the monument itself, the 
observations that archaeologists make by exam-
ining a certain context, noting the association of 
objects or monuments and how they are discovered, 
are so important.

Moreover, when dealing with these kinds of ancient 
monuments, one must consider the special rela-
tionship that the humans of antiquity had with the 
gods, characterised by very precise and consis-
tent communications or negotiations. This makes 
it easier to understand the various dedications that 
mention a promise (a bilateral pledge between a 
divine being and the dedicator) related to a spe-
cific event or action, or something a particular deity 
demanded of the dedicator in a dream. Inscriptions 
specify these details in what might be called a stan-
dard formula of expression. 

The purely aesthetic role—which modern observ-
ers tend to exaggerate in keeping with contemporary 
standards—of objects and monuments from antiquity 
which we now refer to as “art” was actually of lesser 
or secondary importance at the time they were com-
missioned, made, installed or used. Their purpose 
was practical and sometimes exclusively functional. 
The ancients made statues and reliefs for interior and 
exterior architectural decoration, ornaments for char-
iots and gates, and items for everyday use out of stone, 
metal, glass, pottery and other materials (bone, ivory, 
wood, etc.). There is a clear distinction, especially in 
Roman times, between objects and monuments with 
a public purpose or use (official, communal or related 
to the practice of a certain profession) and those 
intended for the privacy of the home and family life, 
as well as strictly personal objects.

These uses could be related to the public or official 
sphere, the different cults of the religious world, 
funerary contexts or daily life. Rarely have those 

Fig. 1. Marble sculpture of Glycon the snake-god, MINAC collection © MNIR ©Marius Amarie.

Roman “Art” Monuments in Romania

Dr Cristina-Georgeta Alexandrescu



286

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

provenance of monuments, especially when they 
bear inscriptions, which for a long time (18th–20th 
centuries) were particularly attractive to more or 
less amateurish investigators and private citizens 
with no scientific intentions. In an overwhelming 
number of cases there is no contextual information, 
and over time blocks with inscriptions and statues or 
sculpture fragments have ended up in private collec-
tions, country homes, etc. Additionally, if the stone 
blocks—because they were well carved or made of 
better material—were reused, often the context 
of the find is merely recorded as a classification of 
the monument (partial or whole) among spolia. A 
methodological system for properly documenting 
these types of finds has yet to be established.

The majority of late Roman, Byzantine and medie-
val fortifications in Dobruja, with a long history of 
research, are characterised by the intensive reuse 
of locally available materials. In some cases, due 
to the lack of systematic archaeological fieldwork, 
the older settlements that preceded these struc-
tures (first–third century AD) can only be studied 
using the epigraphic information supplied by recy-
cled monuments (as at Troesmis, Sucidava and 
Halmyris). Most of the time, the materials were 
selected and adapted to suit their new purpose. 
However, there are also instances of reuse with-
out substantial deterioration, such as the large 
funerary stelæ (over 2 m high) that have preserved 
portraits, carved ornaments and even traces of the 
original paint.

The antique practice of recycling certain stone, 
glass and bronze materials is well known and has 
been studied at the international level. Studies on 
the subject have also been published in Romania, 
but without a systematic approach. In many cases, 
analysis is based on preconceived notions, such as 
the idea that the reuse of antique representations 

Funerary monuments were intended for private 
and family use as well as for the community where 
they were originally exhibited and to which they 
were addressed, making them particularly valuable 
sources of information for researchers.

The society of the Roman provinces, where soldiers, 
civil servants and colonists played a very import-
ant role, was also marked by the idiosyncrasies of 
each region: the local pre-Roman population, trade 
relations and existing roads and waterways. In this 
respect, Dacia and Lower Moesia were no different 
from other parts of the empire. However, in spe-
cialised scholarship, the comparative analysis and 
integration of these areas in regional or imperial 
contexts has been a long time coming.

In antiquity, there were clearly a series of values 
to which society as a whole, the family and each 
individual aspired. Representation and iconogra-
phy were, particularly in the Roman period, among 
the most common means of certifying the achieve-
ment or fulfilment of such values. For example, 
Roman peace and victory, piety, virtue, justice and 
mercy were confirmed, reasserted or remembered, 
as appropriate, in the official or public arena. In 
the more confined sphere of the community and the 
family, these were joined by signs of integration in 
Roman society, such as wearing certain clothes and 
learning Latin, and by the preservation of traditions 
and symbols of personal value.

The current state of research into these “art” 
monuments in Romania defines both the level of 
knowledge and the methodology of specialised 
study. Therefore, comparative analyses with other 
regions of the Roman Empire are only possible in 
special cases and have only appeared in recent 
years. One of the problems that researchers face is 
the lack of interest in documenting the contexts and 
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Aphrodite in Histria and dated to the third century 
BC, was carved on an Ionic column base.

One of the most interesting aspects of these “art” 
monuments is their authorship and provenance—
in other words, whether they were imported or 
produced in local workshops. In this context, 
I avoid using the term “provincial Roman art” 
because of the considerable debate surrounding it 
and the different meanings it may have depending 
on the area to which it is applied (Dacia or Lower 
Moesia).

and blocks can be explained by Christian efforts 
to combat paganism. In addition to construc-
tion materials (funerary stelæ, blocks with votive 
inscriptions, architectural elements or altars) used 
in fortifications, there are also examples of reuse on 
a smaller scale, taking advantage of existing forms 
made of precious imported marble. For instance, a 
votive relief depicting the Thracian Horseman (fig. 
2), from Cernavodă, was sculpted on the back of a 
plaque where a representation of Jupiter or Bacchus 
had been outlined. In addition, the famous relief 
dedicated to the Moirai, found at the temple of 

Fig. 2. Marble votive relief of the Danubian Horseman, 
MINAC.
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and price among these alternatives, which could be 
imported or locally made. 

Communities of colonists, comprising different 
types of people from across the empire, were also 
eager to express themselves through monuments 
and the depictions and texts they bore, even though 
these, in their mode of expression and execution, 
formally followed the guidelines established by 
Roman authority. These colonists strove to stand 
out in the society of an ancient town by, among 
other things, erecting or purchasing buildings or 
showing their devotion to the non-official cults they 
practised and even instituted by building a shrine 
and covering the cost of its priests and rites (as 
was the case of the temple to the Palmyrene gods 
at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa). Sculpted monu-
ments, preserved in better or worse condition, also 
attest to the worship of Egyptian deities (busts of 
Isis and Serapis, dedications) and the very special 
cult of Glycon, documented at Tomis by the famous 
statue and at Apulum by votive inscriptions, one of 
which also bears traces of a statue erected “by order 
of the god”.

Among the classical deities of the Græco-Roman 
pantheon, the most popular were Jupiter, Liber 
Pater/Bacchus/Dionysus, Apollo, Diana and Hercules. 
They were accompanied by the Dioscuri, Hecate, 
Æsculapius and Hygeia. In the provinces, we find 
evidence of the election and adoption of a particular 
type of cult, with its corresponding representations, 
such as the double Nemesis used at Tomis and in 
the vicinity of ancient Napoca, following the formula 
of the Nemeseis of Smyrna. However, we are still far 
from a complete understanding of the cults in which 
many of the known dedications were made. In both 
Dacia and Lower Moesia, we find cases of religious 
syncretism, fused concepts and images, mys-
tery cults, etc., about which very little information 

Specialised scholarship has already confirmed that 
both Dacia and Moesia Inferior imported materials 
like marble as well as finished and/or semi-fin-
ished products, and that raw materials were often 
accompanied by artisans. Certain inscriptions pro-
vide explicit evidence of their presence. Analyses of 
style, iconography and the materials used have also 
proved that such artisans were active in the area. In 
the same way, it has been noted that some of their 
techniques and decorative motifs were applied to 
locally sourced stone: marble from Bucova, in Dacia, 
and different types of limestone. A telling example 
is the Corinthian capitals, similar in style and pro-
portions, found at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa and 
Troesmis but made of imported marble and Babadag 
limestone, respectively.

Considering the presence of imports, artisans and 
monuments, it is necessary to make some clar-
ifications about the clients who requested and 
paid for these products. Most of the information 
about these people is, of course, supplied by writ-
ten sources, together with representations and, 
above all, iconographic analysis to determine how 
and why the represented subject was chosen. The 
choice of material also provides information on 
the financial aspect. The Roman provinces had a 
well-known habit of copying monuments, struc-
tures and objects of everyday use for different 
classes of buyers. Thus, while the most expensive 
were made of glass and metal (sometimes even 
precious metal), imported marble and, if possible, 
precious stones or amber, the less costly alterna-
tives were made of ceramic, local stone, glass paste, 
etc. There were also different categories of quality 

Fig. 3. Marble votive relief of the god Mars, MNUAI.
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to offer snapshots of the reality of the Roman prov-
inces in antiquity. There are very few instances of 
monuments found in their original locations and not 
reused, making it possible to understand how they 
were placed and displayed, the setting (indoors/
outdoors, in a niche, etc.) and sometimes even their 
original colours (thanks to traces of paint). Two rel-
evant examples were recently discovered at Apulum 
(modern-day Alba Iulia) in Dacia. One is a dedica-
tion to Nemesis, found with the inscribed base of the 
statue, the plinth that supported it, and the statu-
ette itself. The marble statue, which iconographic 
analysis has identified as an import, has a second 
inscription on its own plinth, confirming its connec-
tion to the base. What makes this case particularly 
interesting is that the statuette was originally part of 
a group representing the double Nemesis, like those 
discovered at Tomis. However, at Apulum the god-
dess was venerated as a single entity, as attested by 
other statuettes, votive reliefs and dedications. Yet 
the double Nemesis also had devotees in Dacia, as 
proved by the chance discovery of a Greek dedica-
tion at Vâlcele (Cluj county), near Potaissa.

The other recent find made at Apulum is a votive 
relief in excellent condition depicting Mars, the god 
of war, with traces of its original polychrome deco-
ration (fig. 2).

With regard to official monuments, one of the most 
important in the entire Roman Empire is the trium-
phal monument built by Emperor Trajan at Adamclisi 
in Dobruja. The entire structure and its sculptural 
and iconographic details have been the subject of 
debate, as has Trajan’s Column in Rome, created 
after the war against the Dacians. Both monuments 

has come down to us from antiquity. Moreover, in 
practice the worship of different deities was not 
all that separate: in cases where the context of 
the find is documented, we often encounter ded-
ications in temples to other gods, shared shrines, 
sacred groves, etc. In particular, the situation in 
rural areas, rarely studied by Roman archaeology in 
the provinces, has enormous potential as a field of 
future research.

Given the large military presence in Dacia and 
Lower Moesia, the cults of Jupiter Optimus Maximus 
Dolichenus and of Mithras were widespread, as 
proved by numerous dedications, votive reliefs 
(mostly of imported marble) and cult statues and 
altars.

To conclude this review of the current state of 
research, it should also be noted that very few tem-
ples of these cults, sometimes explicitly mentioned 
in inscriptions, have been located and studied. 
True cult statues have only been identified in a few 
cases, such as the group of statues in the sculpture 
hoard at Tomis, depictions of Jupiter enthroned (of 
the Verospi type) or fragments of colossal statues 
like that of Mithras at Potaissa. 

For a general overview of monuments in the prov-
inces of Dacia and Moesia Inferior, perhaps the 
most interesting examples are those of the afore-
mentioned goddess Nemesis and representations 
of Dionysus/Liber Pater, Fortuna and even Mithras 
on locally made monuments inspired by imported 
models.

Those fortunate cases in which it is possible to 
corroborate the information provided by the inscrip-
tion, the form and material of the monument, the 
depicted themes and/or symbols, and the man-
ner and quality of its execution allow researchers Fig. 4. Marble funerary statue of a male togate figure, ICEM.



291

ROMAN “ART” MONUMENTS IN ROMANIA



292

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

(and others, naturally) are important for under-
standing how such elements were used in imperial 
propaganda in Rome and on the edge of the Roman 
world, respectively, though the latter was erected 
beside a newly created city with the same name, 
Tropæum Traiani However, they are also relevant 
because of the information that can be gleaned 
from specific studies of their iconographic con-
cepts, the artisans who crafted them, the details, 
etc. And despite the meaning and the specific 
(and restricted) values that some researchers have 
attributed to these two monuments, they should be 
analysed in their proper category, as monuments of 
the empire, and in light of the message they were 
intended to convey.

Other monuments in the main squares of Roman 
towns, preserved in fragments or known only by the 
base inscriptions that have been found, honoured 
emperors and members of the imperial family, gov-
ernors and prominent citizens of the provinces, 
gracing public buildings, fountains, baths and other 
architectural elements. All that is left of the bronze 
statues which once stood in the towns and castra 
of Dacia and Lower Moesia are fragments, primar-
ily due to the fact that this material was reused by 
the Romans as well as by their enemies and peoples 
who ventured into the former provinces after Rome 
withdrew. However, the abundance of such frag-
ments tells us that there must have been quite a 
large number of bronze statues. The degree of frag-
mentation makes it difficult to tell what the pieces 
originally represented; the most common identi-
fications are statues of emperors wearing lorica 
armour, deities (based on a particular attribute, 

Fig. 5. Marble funerary statue of the Large Herculaneum 
Woman type from Noviodunum, ICEM.
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such as a halo of rays) and, in exceptional cases, 
portrait elements (of Caracalla, for example).

In the field of statuary, it is important to note the use 
of certain models or types (another standard term 
in scholarship) to underscore and confirm compli-
ance with societal norms. The most frequent are 
the official lorica-clad figure, the togate figure, the 
equestrian or quadriga statue, the seated matron 
(sometimes empress), the Herculaneum Youth and 
Herculaneum Woman types, the Pudicitia type or 

the representation of a dead woman as a person-
ification of Venus. Personalisation was primarily 
achieved through portraiture, although details of 
dress, decoration and attributes were also used 
to add nuances (some of which are hard to detect 
today without a thorough comparative analysis). In 
other words, the limited range of forms or types led 
to a sort of prefabricated process, in the sense that, 
presumably, workshops turned out standard stat-
ues, stelæ, funerary medallions and other elements 
and the portrait was the actual commission. As this 

Fig. 6. Limestone sarcophagus of Ulpia Iulia, commissioned 
by P. Aelius Mithres, treasurer of the Danube fleet based at 
Noviodunum, ICEM.
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Yet all too often, in the specific case of sarcoph-
agi, the mere fact of their existence was deemed 
sufficient, and the monument’s personalised 
and individual aspects excited little interest. 
Sarcophagi are also especially useful for illustrat-
ing and highlighting differences within the same 
province. Although materials and artisans from 
Asia Minor have been documented, sarcophagi 
from this region, characterised by decoration on all 
four sides, are rare. There is one exceptional piece 
known as the “Ghica sarcophagus”, made locally 
but influenced by certain products of Asia Minor. 
The large Proconnesian marble sarcophagus found 
at Barboși (Galați) was left undecorated, bearing 
only a dipinto with details of its provenance at the 
time of discovery. In the Greek colonies on the Black 
Sea, the situation differs from that of other towns in 
terms of the number of sarcophagi and the material 
of which they were made (imported marble in many 
cases). The coffins were customised with symbols 
and scenes chosen by the buyers. In the rest of 
the province of Moesia Inferior and in Dacia, sar-
cophagi are made of locally available materials and 
generally not decorated.

Tumulus XXX at Noviodunum (Isaccea, Tulcea county) 
was found to contain particularly rich grave goods as 
well as two marble funerary statues—a togate man 
(fig. 4) and a Large Herculaneum Woman (fig. 5)—
and a sarcophagus of local limestone (fig.  6) with 
an inscription that mentions the deceased woman, 
Ulpia Iulia, and the occupation of the man who 
ordered the sarcophagus, P. Ælius Mithres, bursar of 
the Danubian fleet based in that town. 

In addition to portraits, funerary monuments could 
be personalised by choosing various symbols and 
objects to be represented in characteristic scenes 
or themes. The range of motifs in Dacia and Lower 
Moesia was apparently limited in comparison with 

part of the job would have required an artist’s skill, 
various statues (such as those found at Micia, now 
in the Muzeul Civilizaţiei Dacice şi Romane, Deva) 
have a hole in the neck for attaching the separately 
sculpted head.

In the case of bronze statues, this practice was par-
ticularly useful during periods when the emperors 
in Rome changed so quickly that the provinces did 
not have time to order, pay for and receive entire 
statues. In this way, only the head or portrait had to 
be replaced.

Some votive or cult images were also assembled 
in parts. The body and the head, and occasion-
ally even some of the attributes, were made of the 
same material but worked separately (though in 
some cases the attributes might be made of a dif-
ferent material, such as base or precious metals). 
This practice is quite old, as attested in our region 
by monuments prior to the Roman period; for exam-
ple, assembled statues of seated deities such as 
Cybele or the Mother Goddess were found in the 
Greek colonies.

Funerary monuments come in a wide variety of forms: 
funerary altars and stelæ, medallions and ædiculæ 
(in groups and formats specific to the region), statues 
(free-standing or incorporated in a larger funerary 
structure) and sarcophagi. The fate of these monu-
ments after they were originally built and displayed 
has deprived us of a complete funerary complex like 
those found in northern Italy, Noricum, Pannonia, 
Germania and Gaul. However, the fragments that 
have survived lend themselves to reconstructions and 
hypotheses which indicate that the degree of com-
plexity found in other provinces was also present in 
Dacia and Lower Moesia. The variety of features that 
allow us to identify common and personalised ele-
ments is particularly interesting.
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Fig. 7. Limestone funerary aedicula from Apulum, with a 
depiction of the dead man hunting stags and a banquet scene 
on one side, and the image of Medea on the other, Muzeul 
Militar Naţional “Regele Ferdinand I” collection, Bucharest.
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the couple’s children. The scene is completed by 
furniture and utensils typical of a banquet. Yet the 
execution and composition of the scene suggests a 
moment of grief and sorrow rather than a time of 
celebration.

This contrasts with the scene on another funerary 
stela, also found at Tomis, in which the family (par-
ents and daughter, according to the inscription) 
are skilfully and painstakingly depicted as willing 
participants in the feast. Proportions are used to 
indicate the relative importance of the different ele-
ments and individuals represented.

Careful observation and analysis of the monuments 
discovered thus far proves that Dacia and Lower 
Moesia were an integral part of the Roman Empire, 
with parallels in Rome, Italy, Asia Minor, Nordicum, 
Pannonia and Africa (depending on the backgrounds 
of the colonists and artisans). At the same time, 
these monuments eloquently express the distinc-
tive, recognisable characteristics derived, as they 
are everywhere, from the realities of the region and, 
in some cases, the micro-region, which the Romans 
explored, understood and used to build functional 
communities.

other provinces. This is true of both mythologi-
cal themes and representations of everyday life 
or genre scenes related to a specific profession or 
favourite pastime (such as gladiators, priests, farm-
ing, hunting, hairdressing, etc.). Individualisation 
is observed in the composition of the scene, the 
choice of certain elements or a particular pose or 
perspective.

One example—discovered in the 1880s but given 
little consideration until now—is provided by a wall 
of the funerary ædicula at Apulum (now exhibited at 
the Muzeul Militar Naţional, Bucharest). In different 
registers, it depicts the deceased hunting stags and 
people at a banquet and Medea (fig. 7), one of the 
few known mythological themes found on funerary 
monuments in Dacia.

The funeral feast is an important theme repre-
sented in various ways on funerary monuments, 
often with great skill and in singular compositions. A 
noteworthy specimen is the stela commissioned at 
Tomis by Abaskantos, son of Socrates, for him and 
his wife Zosime. The main scene shows the husband 
sitting on a stool at his dead wife’s feet. The other 
three standing figures may be relatives, perhaps 
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in 1880, Dacia înainte de romani [Dacia before the 
Romans], the learned historian and archaeologist 
Grigore I. Tocilescu, born in Bucharest, defined the 
free Dacians as “Dacians uprooted by the Romans”. 
During the same period, the term also began to ap-
pear in the German historiography of Transylvania. 
In 1874, Karls Goos published a book on the province 
of Dacia and used the term “free Dacians” to gener-
ally refer to the various Dacian tribes living outside 
the Roman province. It is undoubtedly tempting to 
compare the genesis of this name with the inven-
tion of the “free Germans”, a term coined by German 
historians just a few decades before the Romanian 
version. The appearance of these terms is related 
to the national emancipation of European peoples in 
the 19th century which, in the Romanian and German 
cases, also drew on a historical model of antiquity 
by highlighting the interaction/confrontation be-
tween Dacians and Romans or Germanic tribes and 
Romans.

Roman historical sources that mention peoples 
living outside the empire primarily reflect the 

It is difficult to adopt a unified approach to archaeo-
logical research in the territories near Dacia, as the 
evolution of the barbarian communities of Moldavia 
and Wallachia was influenced by historical process-
es related to the northern region of Pontus, while 
inhabitants of the western and northern areas inter-
acted with the Germanic tribes of Central Europe and 
the Sarmatian Iazyges of the Tisza plain. The only 
relatively uniform material culture in these lands is 
that of the free Dacians.

The concept of “free Dacians” is deeply embedded in 
Romania’s public consciousness and is used in daily 
life and in the art world. From sports clubs and tour-
ist complexes to historical recreation festivals, the 
name “free Dacians” is ubiquitous in the everyday 
lives of modern Romanians. In some regions, such 
as Țara Oașului or Oaș Country in the county of Satu 
Mare, local residents believe they are directly de-
scended from the free Dacians.

Historians began to use this term in the second half of 
the 19th century. In his monumental work published 

Fig. 1. Fibula from Culciu Mare-Bogilaz, MJSM collection © MNIR © Marius Amarie.

The free dacians of Northeast Romania 
and early germanic tribes on the borders 
of the province of Dacia

Dr Robert Gindele
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phenomena of social, economic and cultural inter-
action between free Dacians, Germanic peoples and 
Sarmatians, which must be studied in the broader 
context of Roman-barbarian relations in the em-
pire’s European territories. Archaeological finds are 
the product of systematic research, when a subject 
is studied in detail over several years (for instance, 
the pottery production centre of Medieșu Aurit), or 
preventive archaeology interventions, when valu-
able information is saved from the destructive 
action of bulldozers and backhoes on construc-
tion sites. In addition to these investigative efforts, 
sometimes accidental discoveries are made, with 
artefacts salvaged by lovers of history and deliv-
ered to museums for safekeeping. The quality and 
quantity of archaeological information has always 
increased over time thanks to the appearance of 
new technologies, which we are making full use 
of in our research. 

Combining historical and archaeological sources to 
form a complex whole is a fascinating endeavour 
for archaeologists, but it can never be entirely ob-
jective. The historiographical trends of the moment 
and the author’s personality will inevitably influence 
his or her findings. The advantage of archaeologi-
cal sources over written sources is that they do not 
end up in the ground merely in order to reconstruct 
history; they are primary sources which, if properly 
documented at the moment of discovery, can al-
ways be reinterpreted in the future.

The Dacian-Roman wars of the early second cen-
tury AD undoubtedly had a significant impact on 

perspective of a Roman citizen and, in many cases, 
the author’s own personality. An eloquent example 
is Tacitus (AD 54–120), a critic of Rome’s political 
system and bad habits, who idealised the lifestyle of 
the Germanic peoples in his works, comparing it to 
the Roman world. When interpreting written sourc-
es, contemporary historians and archaeologists 
often struggle to pinpoint the geographical location 
or date of the events described. Another difficul-
ty is the quantitative estimation of the number of 
participants in different wars or battles, which is 
often exaggerated by ancient authors. The greatest 
source of information on historical events in the vi-
cinity of Roman Dacia is Dio Cassius (155/163–after 
229), who left behind several fragments of texts that 
discuss the Dacian-Roman wars and the conflicts of 
the second century AD. Given his career in public 
service, which included an official post in Pannonia, 
it is believed that Cassius was well acquainted with 
the region, and his information is generally held to 
be quite accurate. A much more dubious source 
is the Historia Augusta or Scriptores Historiae 
Augustae), written by six authors during the reigns 
of Diocletian and Constantine, which contains the 
biographies of the emperors from 117 to 284 and is 
riddled with erroneous details and biased descrip-
tions. Written sources are complemented by maps 
that show rivers, mountains, Roman towns and set-
tlements outside the province, as well as the names 
of different tribes. The most relevant map of Dacia 
was made by Ptolemy, an erudite geographer who 
lived in Alexandria in the second century AD and 
was therefore a contemporary of the information 
he recorded.

In the area around the province of Dacia inhabited 
by barbarians, archaeological finds are the prima-
ry sources for understanding the complex history of 
this territory. That complex history refers not only 
to a succession of wars and tribes, but also to the 

Fig. 2. Vintage photograph of the grave goods as 
discovered in Tomb 41 of the necropolis of Medieșu Aurit-
“La Leșu”. MJSM archive.
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the northwestern and western parts of Decebalus’s 
kingdom. Although no military structures from 
Trajan’s time have been found here so far, the 
Romans presumably occupied part of the plain that 
stretches from the Carpathians to the River Tisza, 
at least temporarily. This land was probably also of 
interest to the Sarmatian Iazyges, a tribe allied 
with the Romans in the Dacian Wars. Immediately 
after the wars, in 107–108, the Roman army of Dacia 
had its first confrontation with the Iazyges, who 
were dissatisfied with their territorial gains.

Archaeological finds that can be linked to the tem-
porary Roman occupation of west and northwest 
Dacia are first-century Roman gold coins and very 
fine fibulae with trapezoidal feet. According to some 
scholars, these discoveries can be linked to the 
Roman army and therefore point to a Roman mili-
tary presence on the plains east of the River Tisza. 
Other possible elements used to delimit an area con-
trolled by the Romans may be the mounds of earth 
with trenches on the north and northwest sides that 
cross the plain from northeast to southwest and do 
not match the typology of Sarmatian mounds from 
the late Roman period. The Roman army appears to 
have ventured beyond the northwestern and western 
borders of the future province, based on evidence of 
the destruction of Dacian fortifications along the line 
of hills in Sălaj (Șimleu Silvaniei, Stârci), in Bihor 
and along the Upper Tisza in what is now Ukraine 
(Mala Kopanya). We do not know how these raids af-
fected civilian settlements, as these are practically 
non-existent (from an archaeological perspective) 
during the period when fortresses existed. Based 
on a study of settlements from the first half of the 
second century, where no evidence of earlier occu-
pation phases has appeared so far, we can assume 
that even civilian settlements were affected by the 
Roman incursions.

The situation on the province’s borders seems to 
have stabilised after the wars of 117–119, when major 
battles were fought against the Sarmatian Roxolani 
and Iazyges. The provinces of Pannonia, Dacia and 
Moesia were attacked, and the situation became so 
serious that Emperor Hadrian gave up his plans to 
build a bridge at Drobeta and considered abandon-
ing Dacia altogether. However, placing the troops of 
Lower Pannonia and Dacia under a single command, 
increasing the stipends paid to the Roxolani, and 
granting Roman citizenship to the Roxolani king, 
Rasparaganus, eventually brought the hostilities to 
an end, but the Romans were forced to withdraw 
from the occupied plains and establish the border of 
Dacia along more defensible strategic lines marked 
by mountains or rivers.

In the nearly half a century that transpired be-
tween the creation of the province of Dacia and the 
Marcomannic Wars, fought in areas to the north-
west and west of the province, a scattered network 
of settlements gradually emerged, with differences 
between micro-regions. Near the town of Porolissum 
and the limes frontier, archaeological discoveries 
indicate that Roman material culture had a strong 
influence on free Dacian settlements. This phenom-
enon can be observed in the Zalău valley and the 
Silvania depression, where elements of Germanic 
material culture are absent. On the Someș plain, 
the phenomenon is quite different to that found 
closer to the province. In the initial phase of the 
Petea-Csengersima settlement, in addition to pot-
tery typical of the free Dacians, we find elements 
of Przeworsk culture which, in my opinion, may be 
linked to the presence of the Germanic Buri tribe. 
The earliest Germanic elements, dating from the 
classical Dacian period, have been found at the set-
tlement of Moigrad-Măgura and the small Germanic 
necropolis on a hill beside the Dacia fort of Mala 
Kopanya (modern-day Ukraine). The Buri tribe was 



305

THE FREE DACIANS OF NORTHEAST ROMANIA 
AND EARLY GERMANIC TRIBES ON THE BORDERS OF THE PROVINCE OF DACIA

compiled by Jordanes in the sixth century. This his-
torian of the Goths in turn borrowed an excerpt from 
the third-century text Scythica by Greek author 
Dexippus, which speaks of the Vandals’ collective 
memory of an ancient journey that lasted one year, 
from the ocean shores to the empire’s frontiers, as 
well as of the Hasdingi royal lineage. In the first cen-
tury AD, Pliny the Elder (Naturalis Historia, IV, 99) 
described the Vandals as part of a confederacy of 
tribes that included the Burgundians, the Varini, the 
Carini and the Gutones who, according to authors 
who have recreated this list, must have been located 
in northern Europe. Two centuries after the fact, Dio 
Cassius narrated Drusus’s expedition in the year 9 BC, 
saying that it reached the River Elbe which springs 
from the Mount of the Vandals. The Vandals also ap-
pear in the historical traditions of other Germanic 
tribes. Paul the Deacon gave a detailed description 
of the battle between the Lombards and the Vandals 
immediately after the latter tribe left Scandinavia. 
Before they reached the vicinity of Dacia, the name 
of the Vandals was associated with several different 
regions, which means that, for the Romans, the term 
probably applied to various tribes or confederacies 
of Germanic tribes.

In 170–172, the Hasdingi Vandals, under the joint 
leadership of the kings Raus and Rapt, attacked the 
province of Dacia and asked the governor, Sextus 
Cornelius Clemens, for permission to settle in Roman 
territory. Following Rome’s foreign policy of sowing 
discord, the governor granted them foederati status 
in exchange for attacking the Costoboci tribe. The 
ensuing course of events clearly illustrates the vol-
atile nature of Roman-barbarian relations: in order 
to wage war on the Costoboci, the Vandals left their 
families under Roman protection, and when they re-
turned, they attacked their own allies. This time the 
Romans sought the help of foederati who, apparent-
ly, were more loyal: the Victohali Lacringi, who put 

mentioned by Dio Cassius in his description of the 
Dacian-Roman wars; I believe the Buri fought along-
side the Dacians and, after the province was created, 
coexisted with the free Dacians on the Someș plain. 
The difference in material culture between areas 
closer to and more distant from the province can be 
explained by the greater influence of Roman civil-
isation near the limes. However, we do not know if 
this influence was also implicitly political, with the 
Romans trying to create a buffer zone between 
the limes and enemy tribes. The temporary earthen 
castra identified at Zalău-Dealul Lupului, approx-
imately 10 kilometres from the limes, may support 
this hypothesis; I suspect that they could have been 
training castra for barbarian troops.

The Marcomannic Wars (166–180) had a major im-
pact on Roman-barbarian relations in the Middle 
and Lower Danube regions. According to historio-
graphical tradition, population movements were 
triggered by the Goth migration to the southeast. 
The Goths displaced several other tribes, who in 
turn began to drift southwards, towards the Rhenish 
and Danubian frontiers of the Roman Empire. Some 
tribes attacked the empire, while others asked to be 
granted access to Roman lands, and the Roman pol-
icy of divide et impera often succeeded in pitting 
these tribes against each other. Written sources list 
a series of tribe names and events along the border 
in territories surrounding Dacia.

During the wars, the Vandals—destined to play a 
prominent role in European history in late antiqui-
ty—showed up on the borders of Dacia. The origins 
of the Vandals are lost in the mists of time, as no 
“history of the Vandals” similar to that of the Goths, 
the Lombards or the Franks has come down to us. 
However, over the centuries, members of the tribe 
did pass down certain elements of historical tradi-
tion from one generation to the next, which were 





Fig. 4a-b.Views of the excavation of the necropolis of Medieșu 
Aurit. Vintage photographs, 1960s. MJSM archive.
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graves contain accessories (fibulae, pendants), 
loom weights and ornamental plates applied to small 
Roman boxes. The invasive horizon is quite easy to 
observe in newly founded settlements with typi-
cal Przeworsk culture architecture and distinctive 
pottery. Pottery found in complexes of the invasive 
horizon is almost exclusively hand-built, as the pot-
ter’s wheel had not yet been adopted by the Vandals 
at that time. The settlements consist of a cluster of 
dwellings or villages of isolated houses. In the case 
of Petea-Csengersima, the evidence clearly indi-
cates that the newcomers established themselves 
on the perimeter of an older settlement. 

As a result of this demographic displacement, the 
number of settlements multiplied, the ethnic pan-
orama of the region changed, and there were 
probably certain social transformations, though 
these are hard to study based on archaeological 
sources. Once the Vandals reached the basin of the 
Upper Tisza, a barbarian cultural environment was 
formed with a mixture of Dacian and Germanic el-
ements that lasted until the late fourth/early fifth 
century AD. These two and a half centuries of coex-
istence have given us a cultural model that is quite 
extraordinary in the landscape of barbarian archae-
ological cultures in Europe. On top of the interaction 
between these two barbarian material cultures, 
there was a Romanisation process whose effects are 
apparent in various aspects.

The interaction between Dacian and Germanic ma-
terial cultures probably began one or two decades 
after the creation of the first settlements by the 
Vandal newcomers. A good example is the evolution 
of the settlement of Petea-Csengersima, where lo-
cal Dacian pottery appeared following the invasion 
that occurred during or possibly shortly after the 
Marcomannic Wars. These pottery pieces consist 
of Dacian cups and pots in traditional homemade 

the Hasdingi Vandals in their place. In the descrip-
tions of these and other events in coming centuries, 
we find that the Romans tended to confuse the 
names of tribes (Vandals, Victohali) with the names 
of royal families (Hasdingi, Lacringi). For example, 
the Silingi branch of the Vandals, which inhabit-
ed Silesia, is known almost exclusively by its ruling 
family. Fighting broke out again a few years later; 
the Buri were defeated in 180 and forced to submit 
to Rome. The peace terms forced the Buri to return 
their Roman prisoners, not let their livestock graze 
within 40 stadi (about 7 km) of the Dacian border, 
and turn over members of their ruling families to be 
held as hostages. The buffer zone for grazing live-
stock, added to the customary terms, was perhaps 
more a measure of border defence to avoid minor 
surprise attacks. At the end of the war, Sabinianus, 
legate of the three Dacias, promised land within the 
province to a group of 12,000 Dacian refugees.

The turbulent events of the Marcomannic Wars 
naturally effected important changes in the ar-
chaeological landscape of the regions outside the 
province of Dacia. In a very short period of time, 
settlements and necropolises with a special mate-
rial culture (the Przeworsk culture) appeared in a 
large area northwest of Porolissum defined by the 
Upper Tisza basin (northwest Romania, Ukrainian 
Transcarpathia, eastern Slovakia and northeast 
Hungary). These were not just elements of Przeworsk 
culture, like those found in the cultural context of 
the free Dacians; it was a full-scale invasion, a pop-
ulation displacement of the kind rarely documented 
so precisely in the archaeological record. 

The funerary horizon of the Vandals is characterised 
by cremation graves which, in the case of men, in-
clude weapons as grave goods. Bent swords, bosses 
and other shield parts, spearheads and spurs attest 
to the fact that they fought on horseback. Women’s 
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an entire pottery industry was transferred from 
Porolissum to Barbaricum. Porolissum-type sigillata 
ware was produced on a large scale in the vicini-
ty of that Roman town: objects richly adorned with 
stamped floral or geometric motifs, primarily in grey 
tones, destined for the barbarian market. At some 
point in the middle of the third century, this pro-
duction spread throughout the Dacian-Germanic 
settlements in the basin of the Upper Tisza, not 
just near the limes border zone. Presumably, 
this technological transfer was begun by Roman 
artisans and later developed into a barbarian dec-
orative style. This type of pottery continued to be 
made until the late fourth century, long after pro-
duction at Porolissum ceased. The production of 
coarse ware continued, along with terra sigillata, 
and Romanised pottery almost completely displaced 
traditional Dacian or Germanic pieces. It is quite in-
teresting to note how the geographical spread of 
this Romanised pottery culture overlapped with the 
spread of Dacian-Germanic culture in the Upper 
Tisza basin, while the Sarmatian Iazyges on 
the Tisza plain showed no preference for these forms. 
However, the Romanisation of material ceramic cul-
ture had no effect on habitation structures; neither 
the settlements nor the pre-existing architecture 
were changed. The socio-political consequences 
of this technological transfer on the economic lev-
el is a topic to be explored in future studies. Even so, 
the major production centres of the third and fourth 
centuries AD (such as Beregsurány in modern-day 
Hungary, with over 50 kilns) certainly would have 
needed to organise production and distribution on 
a smaller scale, in a manner similar to the centre of 
Medieșu Aurit in the second and third centuries AD. 

forms, hand-built and embellished with decorative 
motifs. Plain hand-built wares are also present in 
traditional Germanic pottery, with different forms 
and decorative patterns but essentially identical 
functions. With regard to these types of objects, 
there is no question of technological transfer or ac-
quisition; the simultaneous presence of traditional 
Germanic and Dacian vessels clearly points to a co-
existence of both material cultures in the same 
settlements. One of the characteristic elements of 
Przeworsk culture is the thin-walled, hand-built, 
blackish wares used to serve food and drink. Shortly 
after the Vandals settled here, this type of tradition-
al pottery disappeared and only survived as a relic 
of the past; apparently, this was when traditional 
artisans of the free Dacian community began mod-
elling forms on the potter’s wheel. Beginning in the 
late second century AD, a Dacian-Germanic cultural 
mosaic emerged in northwest Romania, with a pre-
dominance of Dacian elements in some settlements 
and Germanic elements in others. The sole excep-
tion is the pottery production centre of Medieșu 
Aurit-Șuculeu, where no Germanic elements have 
been found thus far.

Romanisation influenced the pottery of this Dacian-
Germanic material culture. In the first phase, plain 
Roman-style pottery appeared in the early third 
century and began to replace the archaic, plain, 
hand-built wares used for cooking. This pottery was 
made at the production centre of Medieșu Aurit-
Șuculeu, where Dacian potters adapted to the new 
technology by slightly modifying their traditional 
kilns. In the mid-third century, during the em-
pire’s economic crisis, a peculiar thing happened: 
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with the hope of discovering additional firing kilns. 
Modern research methods were applied, and geo-
physical surveys of the terrain were conducted to 
detect supposed magnetic anomalies in the soil that 
might indicate the existence of as-yet undiscovered 
kilns. Surprisingly, the first surveys identified more 
than fifty such anomalies.

Upon realising the archaeological potential of the 
site, which exceeded all our expectations, a sys-
tematic archaeological investigation was begun 
one decade ago (in 2011), with almost yearly dig 
campaigns at the pottery production centre and 
surface examinations across the entire micro-zone. 
To date, geophysical surveys have identified more 
than 300 kilns in a 24-hectare area—not includ-
ing the northern and southern edges of the site, 
which have yet to be analysed. When excavated, 
all the anomalies turned out to be pottery firing 
kilns, and by combining traditional and modern 

In northwest Romania, the most important archae-
ological source for studying the civilisation of the 
free Dacians and Vandals is the craftmanship area 
on the plain surrounding the village of Medieșu 
Aurit. It is located north of the River Someș, a heavi-
ly trafficked waterway in every period, on flat terrain 
crossed by several of the river’s tributaries, with 
terraces conducive to human occupation but also 
many boggy areas. Here the plains meet the peaks: 
the Oaș Mountains rise up to the north and east, 
while the flat horizon to the west rolls towards the 
Hungarian steppe.

The archaeological potential of this micro-zone was 
discovered quite recently, in the 1960s, when ten 
pottery kilns were excavated and studied at Medieșu 
Aurit-Șuculeu. Four of those kilns have been pre-
served in their original location and are currently 
part of the archaeological park open to the public. 
Half a century after this find, research was resumed 

Fig. 1. Close-up of a group of kilns at Medieșu Aurit, Satu Mare county, 
during excavations. © MJSM © Robert Gindele.

Medieșul Aurit – a centre of free Dacian 
craftsmanship in the second and third 
century ad

Dr Robert Gindele
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Fig. 2. Panoramic view of the pottery production zone at Medieșu Aurit, 
Satu Mare county, during excavations. © MJSM © Robert Gindele.
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of fragments discovered and the overwhelming 
presence of traditional Dacian pottery point to a 
community of free Dacians who established this 
enormous production centre.

Just four km away, near the village of Colonia 
Iojibului, after following up on a local resident’s re-
port that he had found “some stones that weren’t 
actually stones” in his youth, we discovered a sec-
ond industrial centre dedicated to the reduction of 
iron ore. Geophysical surveys and excavations have 
revealed the remains of 52 furnaces for smelting 
iron ore obtained from a local deposit of limonite 
(commonly known as “bog iron”). The site still re-
tains traces of these blast furnaces, specifically the 
iron slag at their bases and, beneath it, a thin lay-
er of charcoal. The circular pieces of slag are very 
compact with a high iron content and still bear the 
marks of the furnace. The smallest chunks weigh 
around 25–30 kg, and the largest are over 60 kg.

Limonite or “bog iron” is the result of a biochemical 
process that occurs in bogs or swamps: certain bac-
teria break down iron-rich soil, and these lumps of 
iron ore accumulate in layers at the bottom of stag-
nant pools. This raw material was reduced in blast 
furnaces, mixed with charcoal, heated and melted. 
The blast furnaces were built on small islands of 
dry land in the bog, forming rows, one of which we 
are investigating. Once they had obtained pig iron, 
it was sold and used by other smiths in settlement 
workshops to manufacture tools or weapons. The in-
vestigation of the metallurgical centre has only just 
begun, and its size has yet to be determined. On the 
surface, the impressions made by several rows of 
furnaces can still be detected in the tilled fields; by 
analogy with other metallurgical centres in Central 
Europe, we can assume that there were hundreds of 
furnaces on small islands in the boggy plain around 
the village of Medieșu Aurit.

archaeological methods, we have managed to 
outline the main characteristics of this industri-
al centre. Based on the knowledge gleaned thus 
far, Medieșu Aurit was undoubtedly the largest 
pottery centre of its kind located outside Roman 
borders. The potters who worked here specialised 
in large vessels for storing victuals, made us-
ing a distinctive technique: the vases were built 
with clay coils and later smoothed on a potter’s 
wheel. Given the size of the storage vessels, the 
kilns were also quite large, often more than 2 m 
in diameter. The kiln construction method, root-
ed in Celtic and Dacian pottery traditions, almost 
always included a wall in the middle to support 
the grate. Pottery firing workshops consisted of 
a stoke-hole or pit dug below ground level which 
fuelled the firing chambers, also underground. A 
stoke-hole could service several kilns, probably at 
different stages in the production process (heat-
ing, firing, dismounting, etc.). These workshops 
form rows in the centre’s internal layout and, we 
believe, were probably used by a large family of 
artisans. Evidence of pottery drying sheds and wa-
ter fountains were found in the spaces between 
these workshop clusters, all related to pottery pro-
duction. Surprisingly, alongside these remnants, 
food storage pits and partly buried dwellings were 
discovered, which indicates the existence of a 
complex settlement of artisans rather than a mere 
industrial quarter next to a population centre. In 
our opinion, the entire community was involved 
in pottery production, having passed down the 
art of making vessels from generation to gener-
ation. In most cases, archaeology cannot provide 
clear answers on the ethnic attribution of the 
objects it finds, and the theoretical literature writ-
ten on this subject is already copious enough to 
fill entire libraries. However, in the case of this 
particular site, we believe that the absence of 
Germanic pottery among the tens of thousands 
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found at the Medieșu Aurit pottery workshop sug-
gest a special connection with the nearby Roman 
army, but at present we do not know whether this 
relationship was purely economic or also, implicitly, 
political.

The artisanal micro-zone we have been studying 
over the last decade has enormous potential for the 
investigation of the civilisations of the free Dacians 
and Vandals, as well as for the study of the inter-
action between barbarian societies and the Roman 
Empire. Future research into the distribution of 
products from this industrial zone, complex bar-
barian society, Romanisation and the technological 
transfer of the potter’s wheel to the Germanic tribes 
of Central Europe are all subjects that will undoubt-
edly provide valuable historical information on this 
fascinating period of antiquity.

These industrial centres attest to a complex Dacian-
Germanic society; both the production and the sale 
of goods had to be well organised, and the arti-
sans would have required protection. The pottery 
centre’s cemetery, where 74 graves with cremated 
remains have been investigated, contains urns typ-
ical of the free Dacian civilisation as well as tombs 
with weapons characteristic of the Vandals. Not far 
from these production centres, near the village of 
Apa, the grave goods of a cremated Przeworsk cul-
ture warrior were discovered at a quarry in the late 
19th century. It was determined that the sword and 
shield, found alongside the grave goods and a few 
Germanic pieces, were most likely Roman imports. 
The Roman Empire probably played a very important 
role in this centre of craftsmanship, located ap-
proximately 70 km from the limes as the crow flies. 
Pieces of military gear and a beneficiarius badge 
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After the two Dacian-Roman Wars and the creation 
of the province of Dacia, part of the territory once 
ruled by Decebalus was left outside the provincial 
borders: vast regions inhabited by tribes generically 
referred to as “free Dacians” and the Carpi who lived 
east of the Carpathians.

Ancient epigraphic and literary information on the 
Carpi is scarce and sometimes incomplete and con-
troversial. However, we know that ancient sources did 
not mention many “barbarian” peoples unless they 
came into contact with the Graeco-Roman world.

The name of the Carpi people is related to that 
of the Carpathian Mountains, first recorded by the 
Greek geographer Ptolemy (Geography, III, 5.1), who 
used the term καρπατος. However, the root is found 
in Herodotus (Histories, IV, 49), who mentions two 
tributaries of the Danube, καρπίς and Aλπίς, which 

scholars have been unable to identify (probably a 
mix-up with the names of the Carpathians and the 
Alps).

The first mention of the Carpi dates from the fourth 
century BC and is attributed to the Greek historian 
Ephorus, a report echoed by Pseudo-Scymnus in the 
second century BC: “First along the Istros, Ephorus 
says, are the Karpides [καρπίδαί], then the [Scythian] 
Aroteres.” Later, Ptolemy (Geography, III, 5.10) men-
tioned the καρπίδανoί, located between the Bastarnae 
and the Peucini. The same ancient geographer re-
called the “Harpioi” near the River Istros and a city 
named after them, Harpis (Geography, III, 10.7).

Until the third century AD, the Carpi remained in 
the shadows of history, perhaps because they 
lived under the control of other peoples from east 
of the Carpathians, though they are listed among 

Fig. 1. Muncelul de Sus hoard, Iași county, CMNNT collection - Piatra Neamț. © MNIR 
© Marius Amarie, published in Aurul și Argintul Antic al României, Bucharest 2014: 529.

The free Dacians of the eastern Romanian 
territories (second–fourth century)
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Once peace had been restored, the emperor and 
his son took the titles Carpicus Maximus and Ger-
manicus Maximus and the legend on their coins 
celebrated the Victoria Carpica of AD 248.

In the years that followed, the Carpi joined oth-
er tribes in the fight against the empire, during the 
reigns of Decius, Trebonianus Gallus and Gallienus. 
The Carpi also attacked the empire on their own: the 
only record of such an incident appears to date from 
the time of Emperor Aurelian, when they were de-
feated in Dobruja.

Emperor Gallienus relocated part of the Carpian pop-
ulation to Roman territory, for which he was awarded 
the title of Carpicus Maximus as many as six times. 

In 313–316 the Carpi attacked again and were defeat-
ed by Constantine the Great, who also took the title 
of Carpicus Maximus in the year 319. The same tri-
umphant distinction was granted to the emperors of 
the Tetrarchy—Diocletian, Galerius, Maximian and 
Constantius Chlorus—as well as to Philip the Arab, 
Aurelian, Decius and Gallienus, making a total of nine 
emperors who received the title of Carpicus Maximus.

The resettlement of the Carpi within the empire is 
mentioned by Eusebius of Caesarea, Aurelius Vic-
tor, Eutropius, Orosius, Ammianus Marcellinus and 
Jordanes.

The last reference to the Carpi in literary sources was 
made by Zosimus, who wrote that in AD 381 Emperor 
Theodosius successfully repelled a raid by the Scirii 
and Carpo-Dacians, mixed with Huns, forcing them 
to cross the River Istros and retreat to their territo-
ries. These Carpo-Dacians were Dacians and Carpi 
who entered the former province of Dacia after the 
Romans withdrew and probably attained a consider-
able degree of military might.

the tribes that put pressure on the empire’s bor-
ders in the days of Marcus Aurelius. Apparently, 
it was not until after the defeat of the Costoboci 
(around 170) that the Carpi were able to exercise 
their own authority in the lands east of the Car-
pathians. Ancient historians brought them out 
of anonymity after the year 238, when they ap-
peared in the biography of Maximus and Balbinus 
in the Historia Augusta 16.3 (Fontes Historiæ Daco- 
Romanæ, II, pp. 102–103).

An inscription from 238 at Durostorum recalls a cit-
izen who returned from captivity among the Carpi, 
which tells us how far this tribe had penetrated in 
Lower Moesia. These raids were conducted in part-
nership with the Goths, a fact noted by the ancient 
historian Petrus Patricius (Historiæ, 8), who wrote 
that Tullius Menophilus, governor of Moesia Inferior, 
sought to upset the alliance between the Carpi and 
the Goths by refusing to pay a stipend to the Car-
pi, despite the claim that they were “more worthy 
than the Goths”. In the end, they went off in a huff, 
“and for the three years that Menophilus adminis-
tered the province they did not dare to break out 
into insurrection”. From this we can infer that they 
did rebel again after three years, participating in the 
242 invasion of the provinces south of the Danube; 
the invaders were defeated by the Roman armies led 
by Emperor Gordian II.

At the beginning of the reign of Philip the Arab, the 
Carpi attacked the province of Dacia, even reaching 
Upper Dacia, according to an inscription at Apulum 
that mentions a citizen who had returned from cap-
tivity, “a Carpis liberatus”.

After several bloody battles, the Carpi were defeat-
ed. The historian Zosimus mentions fierce fighting 
around a Carpian fortress that ended with a truce 
between the Carpi and Emperor Philip the Arab.
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among them I.  Antonescu at Moldoveni-Gabăra 
and Luizi Călugăra; M.  Babeș at Poienești; G.  Bi-
chir at Butnărăști, Pădureni and Poiana Dulcești; 
M. Ignat at Podeni and Zvorâștea; V. Căpitanu at Băr-
boasa-Gălănești, Oncești-Cioara, Săucești, Poiana 
Negri and Sohodor; I. Ioniță at Văleni and Dumitreștii 
Gălății; S. Teodor at Cucorăni; S. Morintz at Pădureni 
and Țifești; I. Mitrea at Oncești-Canton; and V. Ursachi 
at Moldoveni-Gabăra, Săbăoani, Văleni and Călinești.

Over the years, important works have been pub-
lished on the synthesis of the culture of the Carpi 

Since the interwar years, archaeologists have been 
making a series of finds east of the Carpathians 
that are related to the Poienești-Vârteșcoiu culture, 
which most historians attribute to the Carpi tribes.

This culture is named after the villages where the 
first discoveries were made by  G.  Anițescu and I. 
Neagu at Vârteșcoiu (Vrancea county), published in 
1929 and 1930, respectively, and by C. Cihodaru 
in 1936 and R. Vulpe at Poienești (Vaslui county) in 
1946. In the decades since then, a number of pres-
tigious researchers have studied this culture, chief 

Fig. 2. Dersca hoard, Botoșani county, MJBT collection, 
Botoșani. © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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Subcarpathia. The scarcity of discoveries related to 
the Carpi in certain areas can be explained by the 
terrain of northeast and northern Moldavia, dominat-
ed by large plains where it seems the Carpi preferred 
not to live. Moreover, many finds in these areas have 
been linked to the Sarmatians, a nomadic people 
who, given their specific characteristics, would have 
found this terrain and climate more suitable.

Outside the territory east of the Carpathians, dis-
coveries attributed to the Poienești-Vârteșcoiu 
culture have been made south of the Carpathians 
in the county of Buzău:  Izvoru Dulce (settlement), 
Gura Nișcovului (necropolis) and Bălteni and Zorești 
(pottery), suggesting the existence of a Carpian “en-
clave” in this area. 

In Transylvania, necropolises have been investigat-
ed at Șopteriu (21 graves with cremated remains 
in urns and six in pits) and one at Sighișoara (nine 
graves with cremated remains in urns and two in 
pits), which most experts attribute to a group of Car-
pi who entered this region after the Roman army and 
government institutions withdrew from Dacia.

East of the River Prut, several archaeological finds 
prove that this region also belonged to the Carpi cul-
ture. In 1966, 13 vessels made by free Dacians were 
recovered from a pottery kiln found at Novo-Troickoe. 

The most important discovery in the Republic of 
Moldova was made at Pruteni, where a pottery pro-
duction centre similar to the one at Butnărăști (in 
the modern-day Romanian county of Neamț) was 
found, studied and published.

Systematic archaeological investigations have been 
conducted at 21 settlements, generally in small 
areas; more extensive research has only been com-
pleted in a few cases (90% at Butnărăști and Poiana, 

(G. Bichir, Cultura carpică, 1973) and the lands east 
of the Carpathians (I. Ioniță, Din istoria și civili-
zația dacilor liberi, 1982), as well as on specific sites 
(M. Ignat, Dacii liberi din Moldova, Contribuții arheo-
logice. Necropolele de la Podeni și Zvorâștea, 1999; I. 
Ioniță, V. Ursachi, Văleni. O mare necropolă a dacilor 
liberi, 1988; V. Ursachi, Săbăoani. Monografie arheo-
logică, vol. I, 2007, vol. II, 2010; D. Spânu, Poienești. 
Necropola din secolele ii–iii, 2019; V. Vornic, N. Tel-
nov, V. Bubulici, L. Ciobanu, Pruteni. Un centru de 
olărie dacic din epocă romană, 2007). In addition, 
over 200 articles and studies have been written on 
the subject.

After analysing archaeological and numismatic 
finds, certain types of objects (especially imported 
pottery and fibulae) and funerary rituals and rites, 
the Poienești-Vârteșcoiu culture was dated to the 
second–third centuries AD, a chronology accepted 
by most experts.

To date, materials from the second and third centu-
ries AD have been found at more than 700 sites in 445 
municipalities across the regions of Moldavia, Wal-
lachia and Transylvania. Among these, systematic 
archaeological investigations and chance discov-
eries have identified 68 settlements, 75 funerary 
sites (necropolises or individual graves) and isolated 
finds, particularly of pottery. It should also be noted 
that 115 monetary hoards containing over 17,000 Ro-
man coins have been dated to the same period.

The highest concentration of archaeological finds 
is located on the Central Moldavian and Suceava 
Plateaus, in the Bahlui River Basin and Moldavian 

Fig. 3 a, b, c. Carpi pottery from the Homiceni 
archaeological site, village of Bârgăoani, Neamț county, 
CMNNT collection - Piatra Neamț. © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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Artisan workshops had an important place in set-
tlement compounds, the most common being 
potteries. Important pottery production centres 
have been studied at Butnărăști (Neamț coun-
ty), Izvorul Dulce (Buzău county), Văleni (Neamț 
county), Bălteni (Buzău county), Piatra Neamț and 
Pruteni (Republic of Moldova). 

The inventory of objects found in settlements is rich 
and quite varied.

Certain farming implements (ploughshares and 
plough knives, sickles, scythes) and tools used in 
various crafts and domestic activities (axes, chisels, 
drills, knives, harness parts, daggers, keys, sewing 
needles, fishing rods, etc.) were made of iron.

The disc-shaped millstones for grinding grain, with 
a hole in the centre, were imitations of the Roman 
model made from locally sourced rock. The most 
common stone objects found in these settlements 
are sandstone whetstones, while the most frequent 
clay items are pyramidal and conical loom weights 
and spindle whorls.

An impressive quantity of hand-built or wheel-
thrown Dacian pottery items have been uncovered. 
Both types are generally found in equal propor-
tions, but it is assumed that hand-built vessels 
were predominant at an earlier stage and wheel-
thrown versions became more popular later. The 
hand-modelled pottery, made with an inferior 
paste, reflects the forms (pots and truncated cone 
cups with or without handles) and traditional dec-
orations of the Dacian La  Tène culture (bands in 
relief, honeycomb patterns, notches, protuberanc-
es, horizontal or wavy incised lines). Wheel-thrown 
pottery, made with fine grey or red paste, offers 
a much wider variety of forms, the most common 
of which are different types and versions of pots, 

Dulcești, 90% of the surface at Cucorăni, 50% at 
Dumbrava and 40% at Botoșani-Groapa lui Ichim). 

Carpian settlements, in some cases quite large and 
unfortified, were located in valleys, on river terraces 
or on gentle slopes at the base of hills, surrounded 
by land suitable for farming or raising livestock.

The dwellings, partially buried or built on the sur-
face, were arranged in two or three rows stretching 
across the settlements. The best houses were 
buried at varying depths and are called huts or 
semi-huts depending on their depth. The num-
ber of such dwellings is still relatively small and, 
above all, unevenly distributed in the different ar-
eas occupied by free Dacians. Inside, the hut was 
sometimes furnished with benches along the walls, 
which were wider or narrower depending on their 
intended use. Most do not have an oven. Only in the 
northern reaches of Dacian territory, perhaps due 
to the colder climate, do we find some buried huts 
equipped with stone and clay ovens.

Ground-level huts are more numerous, but we do 
not know much about them as they are not well- 
preserved. The few that have been discovered show 
they had a frame of wooden posts and interwoven 
branches over which clay daub was applied. The in-
terior had an oven made of clay or of stones and clay. 
The floor plan was roughly rectangular, with a sur-
face area of between 9 and 30 m2.

Remnants of several domestic facilities were found 
beside the dwellings, including chimneys and ovens, 
probably all that remains of open-air kitchens.

A variety of different pits, generally cylindrical, filled 
with domestic waste have been found in settle-
ments. As in previous periods, their original purpose 
must have been to store food, especially grains. 



325

THE FREE DACIANS OF THE EASTERN ROMANIAN TERRITORIES (SECOND–FOURTH CENTURY)

This inventory, made in local artisan workshops, is 
accompanied by many other materials of Roman or-
igin. The most common are amphorae and other 
types of vessels, such as pateras and even a few rare 
examples of terra sigillata ware.

A splendid hoard of Roman-made silver vessels from 
the southern Mediterranean was found at Muncelul 
de Sus (Iași county), and several silver-plated bronze 
harness pieces, also of Roman origin, appeared at 

storage vessels, bowls, fruit dishes, vases, ampho-
rae and lids, always carefully crafted and covered 
with a slip. These objects were often decorated 
using the burnishing technique, especially with 
various combinations of straight and wavy lines.

Settlements have also yielded accessories (fibu-
lae, buckles, spurs) and assorted toiletry items and 
ornaments (beads, earrings, bracelets, amulet pen-
dants, mirrors).

Fig. 4. Urn-vase with lid and zoomorphic motifs, necropolis 
of Poienești, Vaslui county, MNIR collection. © MNIR © 
Marius Amarie.
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Fig. 5. Grave goods from Tomb 239 in the Poienești necropolis, Vaslui county, CMIABC collection, 
Bacău. Published in D. Spânu, Poienești. Necropola din secolele ii -iii, with contributions by 
Mircea Babeș, Nicolae Mirițoiu and Mihaela Culea, Cluj-Napoca, Editura Mega, 2019: 149, pl. 16.

Săbăoani (Neamț county). Whole or broken glass 
vessels, particularly vases, have turned up in settle-
ments and especially in tombs.

The necropolises have been studied far more ex-
tensively than the settlements. As systematic 
investigations and surveys have identified at least 10–
15 graves, it seems likely that isolated tombs indicate 
the presence of a necropolis. A total of 75 funerary 
sites have been identified to date. The most import-
ant necropolises are those of Văleni (village of Botești, 
Neamț county), with 606 graves, 484 containing 

cremated remains (265 in urns and 219 in pits) and 
122 interments; Bărboasa-Gălănești (village of Onceș-
ti, Bacău county) with 291 cremation graves (193 in 
urns and 98 in pits); Pădureni (Vrancea county) with 
77 cremation graves (73 in urns and 4 in pits); Poieneș-
ti with 224 graves (129 cremains in urns, 13 cremains 
in pits and 82 interments); Dămienești with 81 bur-
ied urns containing cremains and one interment; 
Moldoveni-Gabăra with 64 cremains in urns, one set of 
cremated remains in a stone cist and 36 interments; 
Săbăoani I with 43 cremation graves (21 in urns and 
22 in pits) and 63 interments; and Săbăoani II with 78 
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ornaments (fibulae, filigreed silver ornaments), 
utensils, pottery or glass vessels, pendants and bone 
combs. Although historical sources describe the 
Carpi as a nation of warriors, there are no weapons 
in the graves.

An abundance of Roman coins—denarii primar-
ily found in hoards—has appeared east of the 
Carpathians. Chance discoveries and, to a less-
er extent, archaeological research have unearthed 
115 hoards containing more than 17,000 denarii, 
some of which were issued during the Roman Re-
public. According to experts, the primary sources of 
these hoards were the stipends that the Roman Em-
pire paid to keep the peace on its eastern borders, 

cremation graves (56 in urns and 22 in pits) and 70 in-
terments. A total of 2,215 graves have been studied, of 
which 1.811 were cremations (1,358 in urns and 453 in 
simple pits) and 404 were interments.

The analysis of these finds has revealed that mem-
bers of the Poienești-Vârteșcoiu culture practised 
funerary rituals, with cremated remains in urns or 
pits outnumbering interments. Anthropological 
analysis has shown that the vast majority of inter-
ments were young individuals, a phenomenon also 
observed in the Roman Empire.

In addition to hand-built or wheel-thrown pottery 
urns, the rich grave goods include accessories and 

Fig. 6. Earrings from the grave goods of Tomb 46 in the 
Carpi necropolis of Dămienești, Bacău county, © MNIR 
© Marius Amarie, published in Aurul și Argintul Antic al 
României, Bucharest 2014: 540.
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and the Carpi’s frequent raids on nearby imperial 
provinces. Some of the largest hoards are those of 
Măgura (Bacău county) with 2,830 pieces; Ciolpani 
(Bacău county) with 1,055 pieces; Cursești (Vaslui 

county) with 608 pieces; Hârșova (Vaslui coun-
ty) with 222 pieces; Homiceni (Neamț county) with 
661 pieces; and Mastacăn (Neamț county) with 344 
pieces.
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the epithet Gallienarum, indicating their allegiance 
to the legitimate emperor. The detachments or vex-
illations of the two legions were brought from Dacia 
after 264. Before its vexillation left Potaissa (Turda), 
the 5th Macedonian Legion had been given the epi-
thet Pia Fidelis because of its loyalty to Gallienus. The 
inscription dates from 257–258. The small number of 
coins from Gallienus’s time found at Apulum (Alba 
Iulia) and Potaissa can be explained by the fact that 
the legions were only stationed in these two towns 
for a short time. The presence of coins at auxiliary 
castra also decreased significantly between 253 and 
258. The partial withdrawal of the army led to a de-
cline in law and order, and the civilians and troops 
who were left in the province became hostile towards 
Gallienus, who had abandoned them. They may have 
joined some of the rebellions in those years, such as 

1. The withdrawal of the Roman 
army and administration from 
Dacia

After the mid-third century, keeping Dacia inside 
the borders of the Roman Empire no longer had any 
strategic advantage; consequently, part of the troops 
stationed in Dacia were moved to other provinc-
es in Gallienus’s time (253–268). At Ratiaria (Arčar), 
where the Legio XIII Gemina was posted after 275, 
work was done to enlarge the castrum starting in 
the reign of Gallienus, suggesting that at least some 
of the legion’s cohorts were transferred there in or 
after the 270s. There is evidence of other repairs 
made at Oescus (Gigen) and Novæ (Svištov) around 
the same time. The castrum of Sucidava (Celei, 
Olt county) may also have been built in Gallienus’s 
time, around 257, as part of the same strategy of 
concentrating forces in the Danube area. On an in-
scription found at Ptuj-Poetovio (Upper Pannonia), 
the 5th Macedonian and 13th Twin Legions are given 

Fig. 1. Votive offering/donarium of Biertan, Sibiu county, MNIR collection ©MNIR © Marius Amarie.

Post-Imperial Dacia and the Roman-
Byzantine provinces of the Lower Danube 
(fourth–seventh century)

Dr. Alexandru Madgearu
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outpost was part of his strategy for reinforcing the 
defences of the imperial provinces in south-eastern 
Europe. At the time it was considered a win rather 
than a loss for the general interests of the Roman 
state. The emperor decided to withdraw the army 
and administration when he visited the Danube re-
gion early in 275.

The troops pulled out of Dacia were used to strength-
en defences along the section of the Danube 
between the Iron Gates and Durostorum (Silistra). 
To maintain the illusion of the empire’s integrity, 
imperial propaganda created a new Dacia south of 
the Danube. According to Eutropius, Aurelian gave 
up Dacia because Illyria and Moesia had been dev-
astated, and it was impossible to maintain the lands 
north of the Danube; the Dacian Romans were re-
settled in Moesia, where a new province by the 
same name was created. Eutropius based his claim 
on a lost propagandistic document (a history of 
the third-century emperors) which, for the sake 
of Rome’s reputation, could not let Aurelian be 
blamed for something as serious as abandoning 
Roman citizens to their fate among barbarians, and 
therefore had to state that all those citizens had 
been moved south of the Danube. Eutropius had a 
high opinion of Aurelian, and the relocation of the 
Romans of Dacia is mentioned among his praisewor-
thy deeds. The same source used by Eutropius also 
inspired the Historia Augusta, which provides almost 
identical information regarding the removal of the 
troops and part of the civilian population.

2. The Lower Danube provinces in 
the late Roman period

that of Publius Cassius Regalianus (259–260), a sen-
ator who claimed to be a descendant of Decebalus. 
The passage in the Historia Augusta—a collection 
of imperial biographies compiled in the last pa-
gan aristocratic circles between 395 and 406—that 
mentions those soldiers of Dacia (milites Dacisciani) 
who were furious with Gallienus reflects the chang-
ing situation in the province during the final years 
of this emperor’s reign. The supply of new coins to 
the province of Dacia virtually ceased in 268 and was 
not resumed until the early days of Aurelian. The 
reduced amount of currency circulating in Dacia, 
in comparison with neighbouring provinces, may 
indicate that Dacia was no longer under Rome’s fi-
nancial control towards the end of Gallienus’s reign. 
Sextus Aurelius Victor and Eutropius stated that 
Dacia was lost (amissa) in the time of Gallienus. This 
loss (amissio) refers to the fact that it had ceased to 
acknowledge the emperor’s authority.

Aurelian (270–275) decided to relocate the re-
maining troops and the civil administration. After 
Claudius II’s resounding victory over the Goths at 
Naissus (Niš) in September 269, the situation on 
the Danubian border seemed to improve. However, 
a radical solution was needed to consolidate the 
limes, and it was decided to concentrate troops 
along the Danube, a shorter border and therefore 
easier to defend. Dacia played a strategic offensive 
role in the barbarian world. As pressure mounted on 
all of the empire’s frontiers, maintaining this ter-
ritory beyond the natural boundary of the Danube 
was no longer worth the effort. Dacia ceased to 
protect the empire against attacks from the north, 
becoming more of a burden than a boon, as the 
barbarian were not raiding through Dacia but from 
lands east or west of it. Preventing further attacks 
of such magnitude was one of the missions taken 
on by Aurelian, whose reign was primarily devoted 
to restoring imperial power. Renouncing the Dacian 

Between the fourth and seventh centuries, Roman 
civilisation evolved towards new forms due to the 
economic, social and religious changes that trans-
pired in late antiquity. Until the late fourth century, 
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Christianity prevailed as the official religion, and the 
state became a profoundly bureaucratic organisa-
tion. Church hierarchy was modelled on the Roman 
state, and by the sixth century bishops had be-
come the de facto rulers of the capital cities. In 
the reorganisation begun in 286, Moesia Superior 
was divided into Moesia Prima, with its capital at 
Viminacium (Kostolac) and Dacia Ripensis, whose 
capital was Ratiaria, while Moesia Inferior was di-
vided into Moesia Secunda and Scythia, whose 
respective capitals were Marcianopolis (Devnja) and 
Tomis (Constanța). The provinces had a civilian gov-
ernor (præses) and a military governor (dux). Each 
province had two legions and a varying number of 
auxiliary units attached to the border army (limita-
nei). The legions were: VII  Claudia at Viminacium 
and IV  Flavia at Singidunum (Belgrade) in Moesia 
Prima; V  Macedonica at Oescus and XIII  Gemina at 
Ratiaria in Dacia Ripensis; XI Claudia at Durostorum 
and I Italica at Novæ in Moesia Secunda; and I Iovia at 
Troesmis (Turcoaia, Tulcea county) and II  Herculia 
at Noviodunum (Isaccea, Tulcea county) in Scythia. 
Numerous forts were rebuilt or built from the ground 
up along the limes: Diana (Karataš), Oescus, Novæ, 
Sexaginta Prista (Ruse), Transmarisca (Tutrakan), 
Durostorum, Sacidava (Rasova, Constanța county), 
Capidava (Constanța county), Noviodunum, Halmyris 
(Murighiol, Tulcea county), and at the bridgeheads 
on the north bank of the Danube, namely Dierna 
(Orșova, Mehedinți county), Drobeta (Turnu Severin), 
Sucidava and Hinova (Mehedinți county) (fig. 2).

Offensives against the Carpi and the Goths between 
286 and 370 made the Danubian border secure. The 
Goths took refuge in the empire during the Hun 
invasion of 376, beginning a period of disturbanc-
es caused by these barbarians who had settled in 
Moesia Secunda as well as by the attacks of the 
Ostrogoths and Huns from north of the Danube. This 
state of insecurity continued until the remnants of 

the Hun confederacy were defeated in 474. From the 
final quarter of the fifth century and until the reign 
of Justin II (565–578) the border generally held firm, 
despite frequent attacks perpetrated by Kutrigur 
Bulgars and later Slavs. During this period, the limes 
was primarily a space of cultural interaction between 
the late Roman Empire and Barbaricum that facili-
tated the circulation of people and goods. Some of 
the soldiers who defended these fortifications were 
recruited from among the inhabitants of Barbaricum 
(Slavs, Gepids, Romance peoples), who brought to-
kens of prestige from the empire—amphoræ, lamps, 
brooches, coins, etc.—into their native lands  The 
Danube provinces reached the pinnacle of their ur-
ban and economic development under Justinian 
I (527–565), but in 576 the Avars and Slavs com-
menced a series of raids that destroyed many towns 
and smaller forts along the limes and further inland. 
In some cases, life went on as normal for several 
decades, but the final wave of invasions, which be-
gan in 614, put an end to urban life in the Danube 
provinces, initially on the limes line and later in the 
coastal towns. All “surviving” settlements were ei-
ther countrified or abandoned, and the rest of the 
population in the territory between the Danube 
and the Balkan Mountains fled to areas where they 
would be less vulnerable to attack. A large part of 
the eastern Balkan Peninsula was controlled by the 
Avars who, after launching several attacks starting 
in 614, joined forces with the Persian army in an at-
tempt to conquer Constantinople in 626. Their failed 
siege marked the beginning of the end for the Avar 
Khaganate, facilitating the rise of other nomads 
who had arrived on the northern Pontic steppes: the 
Proto-Bulgarians. Led by Asparuh, these people ar-
rived in southern Moldavia around the year 670. With 
the Byzantine Empire still struggling to hold certain 
positions along the Danube, Constantine IV sent a 
naval expedition against the Proto-Bulgarians in 680, 
but the operation was poorly organised, allowing the 
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neighbourhoods outside the town walls that were 
abandoned in periods of demographic decline due 
to invasions. This pattern is apparent in both the for-
mer castra (such as Halmyris and Dinogetia) and the 
ancient towns founded by Greek colonists (Histria, 
Tomis, etc.) (fig. 3). Located on one of the empire’s 
most threatened borders, the four provinces of the 
Lower Danube were subject to frequent attacks from 
Goths, Huns, Avars and Slavs. Consequently, in the 
late Roman period, more attention was paid to de-
fending towns and preparing them to withstand 
sieges, especially once the Huns learned how to 

invaders to cross the Danube and settle in the former 
territory of Moesia. The years 680 and 681 therefore 
marked a turning point, given the long-term conse-
quences of the Proto-Bulgarian penetration in what 
had once been part of the empire.

Between the fourth and sixth centuries, the legion-
ary and auxiliary castra all along the Danubian limes 
were turned into military and civilian fortified set-
tlements or towns. As the population of the urban 
centres in the Danube provinces swelled, many had 
to expand their inhabited surface area, creating 

Fig. 2. Aerial view of the Romano-Byzantine fortress of 
Capidava, Topalu, Constanța county © Ioan Carol Opriș 
© Dan Ștefan.
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had a surface area of 30 ha, but after the devastat-
ing Gothic attack of 267, the new town occupied just 
7 ha. However, the towns, especially larger ones, still 
had the urban appearance conferred by their public 
buildings, chiefly basilicas and baths.

The urban landscape changed considerably with the 
advent of Christianity, as the basilicas became 
the new town centres. A network of dioceses began 
to emerge in the fourth century, starting in the most 
important towns. By the sixth century, the situation 
was as follows: the metropolitan seat (archdiocese) 

attack using siege engines. Outer walls were made 
thicker and equipped with bastions for installing 
catapults and horseshoe-shaped towers. With such 
heavily fortified enclosures, towns became places 
of refuge for the inhabitants of nearby settlements. 
The occupational density of these protected areas 
progressively increased during the frequent inva-
sions of the sixth century, as even residents of razed 
villages sought shelter in or near towns. Sometimes 
there is evidence that the fortified area was reduced, 
making it easier to defend with fewer men. Histria 
is a case in point: the early Roman walled enclosure 

Fig. 3. Aerial view of the Romano-Byzantine fortress of 
Halmyris, Murighiol, Tulcea county © Programul Național 
“Limes”, Romania.
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suffragan dioceses: there were undoubtedly bishops 
at Histria, Halmyris, Axiopolis (Cernavodă, Constanța 
county), Argamum (Capul Dolojman, Tulcea coun-
ty) (fig. 4), Callatis (Mangalia, Constanța county), 
Tropæum (Adamclisi, Constanța county) and Ibida 
(Slava Rusă, Tulcea county), confirmed by the discov-
ery of episcopal basilicas (fig. 5). The largest towns 
had several basilicas. Christianity made its way into 
rural areas somewhat later, but its presence there is 
also documented by the valuable archaeological dis-
covery of a building from the first half of the fourth 
century in Telița-Amza (Tulcea county). Monasticism 

was at Singidunum in Moesia Prima, with the suf-
fragan dioceses of Viminacium and Horreum Margi 
(Ćuprija). Dacia Ripensis had the archdiocese of 
Ratiaria, which oversaw the dioceses of Aquæ 
(Prahovo), Castra Martis (Kula), Bononia (Vidin) and 
Oescus. In Moesia Secunda, the metropolitan arch-
diocese was based in Marcianopolis, with dioceses 
at Novæ, Appiaria (Ryahovo), Durostorum, Odessos 
(Varna), Nicopolis ad Istrum (Nikiup) and Abrittus 
(Razgrad). In Scythia, until the early sixth century, 
there was only the diocese of Tomis, which after be-
coming an archdiocese had an uncertain number of 

Fig. 4. Aerial view of the complex of Christian basilicas at 
Argamum, Capul Dolojman-Jurilovca, Tulcea county 
© ICEM/Dorel Paraschiv/George Nuțu.
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The decline of urban life led to the dissolution of ec-
clesiastical organisation. Some destroyed churches 
were not rebuilt and either abandoned or turned 
into dwellings. When people who lived outside the 
walls took shelter inside fortified towns, extra space 
was needed to house them, and abandoned church-
es or adjacent buildings were often converted into 
rudimentary housing. The conquest or destruc-
tion of towns also led to the disappearance of the 
dioceses. When the church hierarchy fell apart, 
the Romanised population of the Danube provinc-
es lost their last remaining link to the empire, and 

is represented by the sixth-century monastery near 
Ibida and the fifth/sixth-century cave chapels near 
Durostorum (Alfatar in Bulgaria and Dumbrăveni, 
Constanța county, in Romania). In the sixth centu-
ry some monks from Scythia became involved in the 
theological controversies of the period, and one of 
them, Saint Dionysius Exiguus, invented the Anno 
Domini dating system for counting years from the 
birth of Christ. Another Scythian theologian, Saint 
John Cassian, was one of the founders of western 
monasticism in the first half of the fifth century.

Fig. 5. Investigation of a Palaeo-Christian basilica at Libida/
Ibida, Slava Rusă, Tulcea county © ICEM/Dorel Paraschiv/
Alessandro Teatini.
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3. The survival of the Romanised 
population in the former 
province of Dacia and their 
enduring presence in the 
sphere of influence of late 
Roman civilisation

they, like the peoples north of the Danube, had to 
fall back on forms of popular Christianity to prac-
tise their faith. For a quarter of a millennium, until 
the Christianisation of Bulgaria in 864, there were no 
other ecclesiastical structures in the region.

In the fourth century, the terms Imperium Romanum 
and Imperium populi Romani were joined by a new 
word, Romania, derived from everyday speech. 
The term was first mentioned by church authors 
who wrote in Greek and Latin (Saint Athanasius, 
Bretannio of Tomis, Auxentius of Durostorum). Bretan- 
nio, bishop of Tomis, wrote a document acknowledg- 
ing the martyrdom of Saint Sabbas in 374, stating 
that the body of the saint, slain by the Goths some-
where in the Buzău region of Gothia in Barbaricum, 
was brought to Romania by the priest Sansalas. 
The name Romania, coined as the antithesis of 
Barbaricum and especially Gothia, reflects the new 
mentality of a world that was forging a shared con-
sciousness as a result of the shocking invasions that 
had overrun what was once believed to be an impen-
etrable border. In these circumstances, Romanus, a 
political term used in antiquity to designate a citi-
zen of the Roman Empire (cives Romanus), began to 
take on an ethnic meaning that was inherited by the 
Romanian language. The name Romanus was pre-
served because it defined these people in contrast 
to all the barbarians with whom they fought or coex-
isted. The Roman Dacians and later the Romanians 
continued to see themselves as belonging to the 
Roman and subsequently the Byzantine Empire, even 
when they dwelt among barbarians. This is proved 
by the survival of the words împărat (imperator) 
and domn (dominus, an imperial title in the fourth–
seventh centuries). The Slavs, and the Greeks and 
Hungarians after them, called the Romanians vla-
hi, valahi, volohi or blaci, a word which the Slavs 
borrowed from the Germanic peoples and initially 
meant “Roman”.

The Roman way of life did not end with the withdraw-
al of the Roman army and administration from the 
former province, even in the towns, which were not 
immediately depopulated. In the fourth century, the 
towns of Apulum, Napoca (Cluj-Napoca, Cluj county), 
Porolissum (Moigrad, Sălaj county), Potaissa (Turda, 
Cluj county), Colonia Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa 
(Hunedoara county), Tibiscum (Jupa, modern-day 
Caransebeș, Caraș-Severin county), Romula (Reșca, 
Olt county) and Aquæ (Cioroiu Nou, Dolj county) were 
still inhabited. Some buildings were modified for de-
fensive purposes. For instance, the amphitheatre of 
Sarmizegetusa was turned into a small fort where a 
coin hoard from the time of Valens (364–378) was 
hidden. At Porolissum, people installed dwellings in 
the portico of the forum after this public space was 
destroyed in a fire. This mode of habitation would 
have been impossible before the disappearance of 
the municipal administration system. The walls that 
encircled most of the towns remained standing, and 
some were reused in the Middle Ages. The gradual 
disappearance of the defining elements of urbanism 
(public buildings, water supply, sewer system, road 
network, local government structures, a certain level 
of economic activity) is called ruralisation. This ru-
ralisation process was a transitional period in which 
certain elements of urban life still survived. For ex-
ample, in the fourth century stone walls set with 
mortar were still being built at Sarmizegetusa and 
Tibiscum. At Apulum, recent investigations have re-
vealed evidence of restoration work on the west side 
of the walled enclosure after the withdrawal of the 
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Legio XIII Gemina. The abandoned castra had not 
been torn down and therefore offered residential and 
defensive opportunities. There are signs of occupa-
tion after 275 in the auxiliary castra of Transylvania 
at Brâncovenești (Mureș county), Buciumi (Sălaj 
county), Gherla (Cluj county), Bologa (Cluj county), 
Gilău (Cluj county), Ilișua (Bistrița-Năsăud county), 
Războieni (Alba county), Sighișoara (Mureș coun-
ty), Odorheiu Secuiesc (Harghita county), Sânpaul 
(Harghita county), Olteni (Covasna county) and 
Micia (Vețel, Hunedoara county); in the Banat region 
at Prætorium (Mehadia, Caraș-Severin county) and 
Tibiscum; and in the region of Oltenia at Slăveni (Olt 
county) and Buridava (Stolniceni, Vâlcea county). 
However, there is no evidence of rebuilt enclosures 
or new structures in these auxiliary castra after 275. 
The fact that the old castra did not need repairs 
during the fourth century indicates that they were 
not threatened, or that the population was too small 
or poor to perform such maintenance work. Some 
villæ rusticæ in Dacia continued to be used as dwell-
ings for an undetermined period of time after being 
abandoned by their owners, such as those of Iernut 
(Mureș county), Chinteni (Cluj county), Răhău (Alba 
county), Băcăinți (Alba county) and Apoldu de Sus 
(Sibiu county).

The discovery of accessories used as symbols of 
prestige and high social status, such as fibulæ with 
onion-shaped knobs, belt buckles and rings, points 
to the continued presence of a local elite that main-
tained ties to the empire for several decades after 
the province was abandoned. The silver fibula found 
at Micia, with onion-shaped knobs at the ends and 
the inscription QVARTINE VIVAS, was part of the uni-
form of high-ranking officers in the Roman army 
(fig. 6). Other silver fibulæ with onion-shaped knobs 
have been discovered at Târnăvioara (Sibiu county) 
and Turda and dated to 280–330. Dacia is the only 
place outside the empire where such silver brooches 

have been found. The military apparel of officers also 
included belt pieces like the fourth-century items 
found at Alba Iulia, Saschiz (Mureș county) and 
Vețel. The dates of the silver fibulæ and belt piec-
es rule out their use by Gothic chieftains (because 
the Goths had not yet entered Transylvania) and can 
be attributed to members of the Roman Dacian elite 
who maintained some ties to the empire. These in-
dications of the presence of a Roman Dacian military 
elite allow us to conclude that some type of local de-
fence was mounted in the towns of Transylvania after 
the Roman army retreated, and probably maintained 
until the expansion of Hunnic power. This explains 
the survival of Latin words related to weapons and 
war in the Romanian language, such as arc (arcus), 
luptă (luctor), oaste (hostis), pace (pax), săgeată 
(sagitta), scut (scutum) and spată (spatha).

This Roman Dacian military elite was able to stay 
in touch with the Roman Empire after 275 because 
there were still certain outposts north of the Danube, 
for example at Pojejena (Caraș-Severin county), 
Drobeta and Sucidava. In the days of Diocletian and 
Constantine the Great, new fortifications were built 
at Kuvin, Gornea (Caraș-Severin county), Dierna, 
Hinova and Bistreț (Dolj county), and the castra of 
Prætorium, Desa (Dolj county) and Puținei (Mehedinți 
county) were reoccupied. In 328, Constantine the 
Great decided to build a bridge over the Danube be-
tween Œscus and Sucidava (fig. 7). The territory 
under imperial control extended as far as the bound-
ary of earthen ramparts known as Brazda lui Novac 
de Nord, which was also built by the Romans, prob-
ably around AD 62 when 100,000 inhabitants of the 
region were deported by Tiberius Plautius Silvanus 
Ælianus. This area of southern Oltenia remained part 
of the empire until 378. Additionally, the Daphne for-
tification was built at Ulmeni (Călărași county) as a 
bridgehead across from Transmarisca (Tutrakan) af-
ter the victory over the Goths in 332.
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which instead maintained a Dacian term (cătun, vil-
lage), and a new word was created in Albanian: sat 
(town) from the Latin fossatum or fossatus, meaning 
“settlement surrounding by ditches/moats”, a lega-
cy of the fourth–sixth centuries, when the Danube 
area was dotted with fortified sites inhabited by sol-
diers and civilians. The word fossatum, inherited by 
Romance peoples from the inhabitants of the Lower 
Danube provinces, underwent a semantic evolution 
in this setting. The survival of fossatum or fossa-
tus in the Romanian and Albanian languages, in 
its evolved form with the meaning of “settlement”, 

Unlike the western Roman provinces, in Dacia the 
ruralisation process was absolute. The sudden dis-
appearance of the great rural estates also sets Dacia 
apart from the western provinces, where the aris-
tocrats’ fortified villæ survived. In Italy, Gaul and 
Hispania, nobles eventually turned into feudal lords, 
and their villæ became centres of social and econom-
ic power for small farmers and their families. This 
explains how the Latin villa evolved into the west-
ern Romance words used to describe small towns 
(village in French, villaggio in Italian). However, this 
word was not preserved in the Romanian language, 

Fig. 6. Fragmented fibula from Micia, Vețel, Hunedoara 
county, with the inscription “Qvartine Vivas”, 
MNIT collection ©MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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evolution because, in the fourth century, the ceme-
teries of the towns of Napoca, Potaissa, Porolissum, 
Apulum and Romula were still in use, along with sar-
cophagi made from recycled materials. It is also 
possible that the verb a înmărmuri (to be petrified) 
is a reminder of extinct urban life, the marble stat-
ues that once graced Dacia’s towns. As for the word 
cetate, the change in the meaning of the Latin civi-
tas, from “city” to “fortification”, was only possible in 
the context of total ruralisation. In other Romance 
languages, the Latin civitas retained its original sig-
nificance of “urban settlement” (cité, città, etc.) 

is owing to the isolation of these two ethnogenet-
ic areas from the territory of the Byzantine Empire 
after the seventh century. The eventual abandon-
ment of the towns explains the appearance of the 
word pământ (land), derived from the Latin pavi-
menum, which does not exist in Romanian dialects 
spoken south of the Danube. Additionally, the Latin 
monumentum (mormânt, grave) suppressed the 
words tumba (tomb) and sepulcrum (sepulchre), 
which have endured in western Romance languag-
es and also in Romanian dialects from south of the 
Danube (tumbă). Monumentum underwent this 

Fig. 7. The Danube at Sucidava, Corabia, Olt county © MNIR 
© Marius Amarie.
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connection between the presence of Roman imports 
and Christianisation. In the process of ruralisa-
tion, the new religion spread out from these towns 
to more rural areas which had long remained pa-
gan, as in other parts of the Roman world (in fact, 
the word pagan comes from paganus, meaning an 
inhabitant of a pagus or village). The only place 
where earlier (second–third century) Christian ar-
tefacts have been found is Turda, suggesting that 
Christian communities spread from the heavily pop-
ulated area of Potaissa-Napoca to other post-urban 
settlements. Two of the remaining four discoveries 
in this group were made at the rural settlements of 
Cristești (Mureș county) and Micăsasa (Sibiu coun-
ty). Probable (though not certain) Christian items 
have been found at nine sites, four of which are for-
mer towns or castra that were still inhabited (Ilișua, 
Tibiscum, Potaissa and Micia). Another four are ru-
ral settlements at Cărbunari (Caraș-Severin county), 
Deva (Hunedoara county), Jabăr (Timiș county) and 
Sânnicolaul Mare (Timiș county).

The only house of worship in the former province 
of Dacia, dated with certainty to the fourth centu-
ry, was discovered in the former castrum of Slăveni, 
built atop the ruins of the command post by the 
Roman Dacian population who settled in the fort af-
ter it was abandoned in 247. These Slăveni Christians 
lived in the territory reconquered by Constantine the 
Great in 328. A 13.5 x 7.2 metre basilica, also from 
the fourth century, was found at Izvoarele (Gruia 
commune, Mehedinți county) near a bridgehead 
fortification on the bank of the Danube. However, 
it is not clear whether this fortification was part of 
the limes or attached to a civilian settlement (the 
ruins have been destroyed by erosion). The temple 
of the Liber Pater at Porolissum was also presum-
ably turned into a Christian house of worship after 
its abandonment, and a chapel appears to have 
been built in part of the same town’s amphitheatre. 

because towns and cities did not disappear. Total 
ruralisation explains the disappearance of Latin 
terms meaning “city”, but the word civitas would 
not have survived if the Roman Dacians and the 
ancestors of modern Romanians had not always lived 
near the ruins of Roman towns and fortifications. 
The ruralisation of urban areas was specific to the 
Roman population north of the Danube. This proves 
that the Dacian-Romanian dialect was formed in 
the lands of the former province of Dacia, but it 
also shows that the relocation of post-urban peo-
ple played a decisive role in Romanising the rest of 
the population. Several settlements have been in-
vestigated in the rural area where these formerly 
urban Roman Dacians settled; some had existed be-
fore the withdrawal of the imperial administration, 
while others appeared in the fourth and fifth centu-
ries. Examples include those of Bratei (Sibiu county), 
Hărman (Brașov county), Sânmiclăuș (Alba coun-
ty), Țaga (Cluj county), Suceag (Cluj county), Stupini 
(Bistrița-Năsăud county), Sighișoara-Dealul Viilor 
(Mureș county), Hodoni (Timiș county) and Locusteni 
(Dolj county). Some rudimentary economic activity 
continued in these settlements, as attested by the 
discovery of kilns used to make an evolved version of 
the pottery used in provincial times.

The most significant archaeological finds that doc-
ument the preservation of ties between Roman 
Dacians and the empire are related to Christianity. 
Christianisation played a decisive role in the fi-
nal period of Romanisation in former Dacia and 
the surrounding areas, as the new religion became 
an essential component of late Roman civilisation 
during the fourth century. In ancient Roman Dacia, 
Christian artefacts have primarily appeared in towns 
that survived after the imperial administration with-
drew, where a considerable number of coins have 
also been found (Apulum, Potaissa, Porolissum, 
Tibiscum, Sarmizegetusa, Romula), revealing a 
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status of citizens, but “Romans” who lived in bar-
barian territory. Thus, it seems that in the late sixth 
century there was a Romance people living on the 
Wallachian Plain.

The majority of liturgical objects (imported or lo-
cally made) have been discovered in the former 
Roman province. However, it should be noted that 
in Transylvania, the Christian objects from the sixth 
and seventh centuries can also be attributed to the 
Gepids, who were (Arian) Christians too. The cre-
ation of a Gepid kingdom in Transylvania in the late 
fifth century led to a symbiosis of Gepid and Romance 
peoples, attested by elements found at several set-
tlements—Bratei in Sibiu county and Dipșa, Stupini 
and Șirioara in Bistrița-Năsăud county—that clearly 
indicate the continuity of the material culture of the 
preceding period, objects unlike those introduced 
by the Gepids yet associated with Gepid pottery. 
The Gepid kingdom’s existence may have facili- 
tated the survival of some forms of ecclesiastical 
organisation.

The most important Christian artefacts were brought 
by pilgrims: three ampullæ adorned with the im-
age of Saint Menas and used to transport holy water 
taken from the monastery dedicated to this saint in 
Karm Abu Mina, Egypt (fig. 8). These vessels were 
found in Moigrad (Porolissum), Dierna and some-
where in Transylvania. The Moigrad piece can even 
be dated to the seventh century. In the pit of Grave 
3 in a late fourth-century Gothic necropolis estab-
lished among the ruins of a villa rustica at Pălatca 
(Cluj county), near Napoca, a fired clay stamp deco-
rated with a cross was discovered. At first the piece 
was attributed to a late Roman level, but it was sub-
sequently found to have analogies with pieces from 
the sixth century. These types of objects were made 
in Egypt and used to stamp consecrated bread. The 
only possibility is that the stamp came from a sixth/

However, both of these discoveries in Porolissum re-
main uncertain.

As for the sixth–seventh centuries, archaeologi-
cal research has uncovered a greater number of 
Christian artefacts in what was once the Roman prov-
ince of Dacia and outside its borders, in Wallachia 
and Moldavia, where inhabitants of the provinces 
of Dacia Ripensis, Moesia Prima, Moesia Secunda 
and Scythia ended up voluntarily or as prisoners of 
the Slavs. Emperor Maurice’s treatise on military 
arts mentions that the so-called “refugees” who 
offered information to the army involved in the cam-
paigns north of the Danube during the last decade 
of the sixth century were not to be trusted: “Those 
called defectors, whose purpose [task] is show-
ing us the paths and informing on people, must be 
closely watched for, even if over time they have 
become Romans, they lose sight of their own inter-
ests and are more favourably inclined towards the 
enemy.” The meaning of these words becomes clear-
er if we compare them with another excerpt on the 
attitude that commanders should have towards ene-
my “refugees”. There were general rules rather than 
anti-Slavic campaigns: “But we should not be quick 
to believe fugitives or people who have infiltrated our 
ranks, or those captured in a surprise raid, because 
spies and those taken by force will often say made-
up things [...]. And deserters from enemy ranks and 
those who say they have come to reveal certain se-
crets must be kept in chains or taken to some other 
place and closely watched, promising them gifts if 
they speak the truth or death if they lie”. In the first 
quote, the defectors are identified with a word not 
found in any Byzantine text: rephougoi. The author 
borrowed the term used by those defectors, a word 
from the vulgar Latin they spoke somewhere on the 
Wallachian Plain, where Maurice’s army staged its 
offensives. Therefore, those “Romans” were not peo-
ple who lived outside the empire and had earned the 
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decorated with Christian symbols and dated to the 
sixth–seventh centuries, which have been discov-
ered at Alba Iulia, Bumbești (Gorj county), Dej (Cluj 
county) (fig. 9), Feldioara-Războieni (Alba county), 
Lipova (Arad county), Moigrad, Răcari (Dolj coun- 
ty), Reșca and Turda. The majority came from ancient 
Roman towns. Small crosses, moulds for casting 
crosses, lamps and other Christian artefacts have 
been found in settlements like Alba Iulia, Botoșana 
(Suceava county), Bucharest-Străulești, Davideni 
(Neamț county), Dulceanca (Teleorman county) and 

seventh-century occupation level which archaeol-
ogists have been unable to document. The copper 
liturgical vase from Periam (Timiș county) is anoth-
er Egyptian product with analogies dated to the first 
half of the seventh century. Other objects for worship 
found in the former province of Dacia are the lamps 

Fig. 8. Pilgrim’s ampulla with a depiction of Saint Menas, 
MNB-Timișoara collection © MNIR © Marius Amarie.

Fig. 9. Lamp with Christian symbols discovered at Dej, Cluj 
county, MNIR collection © MNIR © Marius Amarie.



346

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

intended to be hung from a candelabrum, but the 
perforations made later indicate it was reused and 
attached to a coffer for storing liturgical vessels. As it 
was found in a place where there was never a Roman 
town, the donarium was probably hidden by the peo-
ple who had taken refuge there after the towns were 
abandoned sometime in the fifth or sixth century. 
The Periam vase is another certain sign of the exis-
tence of a church. These Christians were still wealthy 
enough to purchase imported goods, some of them 
made in faraway provinces (fig. 10).

Hansca (Republic of Moldova). To date, no church 
ruins from the sixth–seventh centuries have been 
found in what was once the province of Dacia, but 
presumably such buildings, if they did exist, would 
have been made of wood. It is fairly certain that they 
did exist, as imported lamps were not used to illumi-
nate huts. A find that calls for special analysis is the 
bronze donarium discovered at Biertan, consisting of 
a medallion with a Chi-Rho and a plaque bearing the 
inscription EGO ZENOVIVS VOTVM POSVI. This ob-
ject was crafted in Aquilea in the fourth century and 

Fig. 10. Holy water vessel found at Periam, Timiș county, 
MNB-Timișoara collection © MNIR © Marius Amarie.
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imported and worn for utilitarian reasons, as cloth-
ing accessories. Such items ended up north of the 
Danube as a result of trade or were brought by sol-
diers returning home (brooches were part of their 
military gear).

The Romance peoples north of the Danube were 
Christianised voluntarily, not under orders from 
their political leaders, unlike the barbarian nations 
living in Roman territory (fig. 11). As a result of this 
gradual conversion, Palaeo-Christian elements uni-
formly spread throughout the former province of 
Dacia and beyond, into Wallachia and Moldavia. 
The urban-to-rural population shift played an in-
strumental role in this process. Romanisation and 
Christianisation were two inseparable and con-
vergent processes, as Christianity had become a 
component of late Roman spirituality. Conversion 
to the new religion made it possible for the newly 
Romanised and the descendants of Roman colonists 
to intermarry. The territory of the former Roman 
province was primarily responsible for the spread of 
Christianity in Wallachia and Moldavia; otherwise, 
it would be impossible to explain why Romanian 
Christianity retained archaic elements and did not 
adopt certain novelties introduced in the rest of 
imperial Christendom. Therefore, we can say that 
Roman Dacian Christianity and, in general, the 
Roman culture north of the Danube was somewhat 
isolated. The words in the Romanian language that 
express the fundamental concepts of the Christian 
faith come from Latin: Dumnezeu (God), creștin 
(Christian), biserică (church), cruce (cross), cum-
inecare (communion), înger (angel), altar (altar), 
rugăciune (prayer) and many more. Only terms re-
lated to church hierarchy and organisation are of 
Slavic and medieval Greek origin. The Latin Christian 
terminology of the Romanian language is, in many 
ways, different from that of the western Romance 
languages (credință rather than fides, rugăciune 

Practically all the moulds used to cast pectoral cross-
es, and the crosses made in such moulds, have been 
found outside the former province, with the excep-
tion of those discovered at Sânmiclăuș (Alba county) 
and Cristuru Secuiesc (Harghita county). The moulds 
come from settlements in the most populated ar-
eas of Wallachia and Moldavia: Botoșana (Suceava 
county), Bucharest-Străulești-Lunca, Budureasca 
(Prahova county), Davideni (Neamț county), Giurcani 
(Vaslui county), Hansca (Ialoveni county, Republic 
of Moldova), Izvoru Dulce (Buzău county) and Olteni 
(Teleorman county). Pectoral crosses have turned 
up in the settlements of Băleni-Români (Dâmbovița 
county), Davideni, Lozna-Străteni (Botoșani coun-
ty), Moigrad and Raškov (Hotin county, Ukraine), as 
well as isolated finds in Ruginoasa (Iași county) and 
Valea Voievozilor (Dâmbovița county). These pec-
toral crosses were made of bronze, lead or bone 
and intended for people of limited means (only the 
Raškov cross is made of silver). Other pieces with 
a similar function, used to identify the wearer as a 
member of the Christian faith, are the three rings 
decorated with crosses found at Budureasca, Mizil 
(Prahova county) and Cernat (Covasna county). 
Pectoral crosses and moulds are especially common 
in place where Romance peoples coexisted with the 
Slavs, who were still pagans. These objects served 
as signs of religious and ethnic identity that set the 
Romance population apart from the Slavs. There is 
no evidence that the Slavs persecuted Christians. 
Sources indicate that prisoners were well treated by 
the Slavs, so advertising one’s Christian faith was not 
a risk but a way of expressing identity. This explains 
the limited number of moulds and crosses found in 
Transylvania: the Gepids who lived there were also 
Christians, so pectoral crosses were not a sign of 
ethnic distinction, and the Slavs had not yet made 
their way into Transylvania and Oltenia. Earrings or 
brooches adorned with the sign of the cross cannot 
be considered identifying symbols, as these were 
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instead of oratio, înviere not ressurectio, drac for di-
abolus, iertare rather than remissio). Roman Dacian 
Christian vocabulary belongs to the Roman culture 
of fourth-century south-eastern Europe and re-
flects the language spoken by the Christian authors 
of the fourth–fifth centuries in the Danube provinc-
es. Specific words used by these authors, like Saint 
Nicetas of Remesiana, only survive in the Romanian 

tongue: credentia, Sancta Scriptura, Dominus Deus, 
rogare, vigilare. Thus, Christianity spread across 
the former province through the efforts of the dio-
ceses of Dacia Ripensis and Moesia Prima, located 
near routes of access to the region (the Cerna and 
Olt river valleys), of Pannonia in the Mureș valley, 
and of Moesia Secunda and Scythia in Wallachia and 
Moldavia (fig. 12). 

Fig. 12. Liturgical hoard of Lipnița, Izvoarele, Constanța 
county, MINAC © MNIR © Marius Amarie.

Fig. 11. Pottery found at Capidava, Topalu, Constanța 
county (MNIR coll.)
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1. Thervingi/Visigoths and 
Greuthungi/Ostrogoths, 
forest and steppe peoples: 
The Sântana de Mureș-
Chernyakhov culture

In the second half of the third century and 
throughout the fourth, in a region that cov-
ers much of modern-day Ukraine, Bessarabia, 
Moldavia, Wallachia and Transylvania, archaeo-
logical investigations have managed to identify 
a fascinating archaeological phenomenon: the 
Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture, attributed 
to the Thervingi Visigoths in the west and to the 
Greuthungi Ostrogoths in the east (fig. 1 A). In “rich 
and far-flung villages” with half-dugout or ground-
level dwellings, even some made of stone, people 
practised farming and animal husbandry, carved 
deer antlers and produced a type of pottery that 
is impressive for its advanced technique and wide 
variety of forms, evidencing the technological and 
formal influence of the Roman Empire.

The dead were buried in large necropolises with 
hundreds of graves where inhumation was the norm; 
most bodies were interred with the head point-
ing north or, to a lesser extent, west. However, they 
also practised cremation, a survival of older funer-
ary customs, in urns or pits. A wide variety of pottery 
vessels—pots, cups and bowls—were placed in the 
tombs. There are also plenty of glass vases and jars 
imported from the empire, offerings that would serve 
the deceased in the afterlife.

Diverse personal ornaments give us a picture of the 
fashions and funerary attire of the day: beads and 
pendants, fibulæ with an upturned foot or a lateral 
pin rest, but also the highly prized silver fibulæ with 
a semicircular plate and rhomboid foot. Additionally, 
graves often contain tools and utensils, such as a 
loom weight with a runic inscription—one more 
reason to classify this culture within that of the 
Goths. There are very few, if any, weapons: the pro-
hibition against depositing weapons in tombs was 
one of the defining characteristics of this cultural 
phenomenon.

Dacia during the dominance of the early 
migrant peoples (fourth–seventh century)

Dr. Radu Harhoiu
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Goths and translated the Bible into the Gothic lan-
guage, a fact that was instrumental in the spread of 
Christianity north of the Danube. One of the harshest 
persecutions of Christians was that of 369–372, initi-
ated by Athanaric, which resulted in the martyrdom 
of Sabbas the Goth in the spring of 372 somewhere 
on the Romanian Plain. However, this and other 
campaigns were unable to stop the spread of the 
new faith.

In 376, finding themselves under tremendous pres-
sure on the steppe, the Visigoths crossed the Danube 
en masse. This marked the beginning of the “migra-
tion of peoples” period, a term laden with doubt, 

From the western Carpathians to the Dniester 
basin, from Cluj to Kiev, a cultural symbiosis took 
place. In this context, the Lower Danube area—
despite the barrier of the corona montium, as 
Jordanes called it—was part of the cultural zone 
of the Middle Danube (Transylvania), an extremely 
rare phenomenon in prehistory, protohistory and 
even later history.

Neighbourhood with the Roman Empire facilitated the 
early spread of Christianity in the Visigothic world. In 
348 the first bishop of the Visigoths, the Arian Wulfila 
(Ulfilas), crossed the Danube into imperial terri-
tory to escape the persecution begun by the pagan 

KIEV

100 km

CLUJ

Fig. 1. Distribution area of the Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture.
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In contrast to the funerary customs of the Sântana 
de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture, here the graves 
were oriented along a south-north axis and con-
tain weapons: one sword each in Graves 10 and 19, 
a spear in Grave 6 and a short sword with notches 
below the hilt in Grave 9.

These graves also differ from the Sântana de Mureș-
Chernyakhov culture in that they contain abundant 
coins (siliquae) with little sign of wear from the 
reign of Constantius II (337–361), making it possi-
ble to date the burial site to the approximate time of 
Valens’s war against the Goths.

The predominantly south-north orientation of the 
interments, the relatively frequent inclusion of weap-
ons—including a Micia-type short sword—among 
grave goods, and the considerable number of coins 
separate this necropolis from the funerary landscapes 
of the Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture. These 
kinds of short swords were repeatedly deposited in 
graves in Crimea and the lands northeast of the Black 
Sea, as well as in the North Caucasus. Their pres-
ence in northeast Wallachia and later in the basin 
of the River Tisza (fig. 2) may be a consequence of 
disturbances on the Pontic steppe caused by the 
appearance of the Huns.

The term “Huns” does not refer to a single migratory 
population; rather, it is a collective name for groups 
of equestrian peoples or tribal confederacies, swiftly 
strengthened by the arrival of steppe warriors, from 
different parts of Central Asia, who led a semi- 
nomadic lifestyle based primarily on animal hus-
bandry and, to a lesser extent, farming. For this 
reason, I feel the term “equestrian nomads” is pref-
erable to the ethnonym “Huns”. 

suspicion and distrust, that spanned the time from 
the barbarians’ entry in the empire to the creation of 
barbarian states on imperial soil.

However, relations with the territory north of the 
Danube were not completely severed. Between 383 
and 392, the Visigothic Princess Gaatha managed 
to cross the Danube into the empire, bringing 
with her the relics of 26 martyrs who had met 
their deaths “in the flames of their church” during 
Athanaric’s persecution.

In the late fourth and early fifth centuries, archae-
ological evidence attributed to the Visigoths 
disappeared. In this respect, the accessories and 
ornaments in the hoard discovered in the early 
days of World War II at Valea Strâmbă/Tekeröpatak, 
along the upper course of the River Mureș, are par-
adigmatic and suggestive. The fact that this hoard 
contained fibulæ with a rectangular plate and 
rhomboid foot, pieces specific to the Sântana de 
Mureș culture, as well as solidi from the time of 
Gratian (375–383), supports the hypothesis that 
the twilight of the Sântana de Mureș culture can be 
dated to the late fourth century.

2. Huns before the Huns

In the northeast corner of Wallachia, at Peitroasa—in 
other words, within the geographical area of the 
Sântana de Mureș culture, just 1.05 km south-south-
east of the site where the famous hoard was found 
and 0.65 km west-southwest of the Roman forti-
fication—a bi-ritual burial site was established in 
the second half of the fourth century.
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As a result of the great ethnic movements of the 
late fourth and early fifth centuries, settlements 
north of the Danube were abandoned and burials 
ceased in the necropolises. This phenomenon can 
be observed throughout the region inhabited by 
the Goths, from the Dneiper to the Lower Olt, and 
is also apparent in Transylvania. The demise of the 
Sântana de Mureș culture ended cultural unifor-
mity in the area inside and outside the Carpathian 
arc of Romania for more than 1,500 years. 

3. Equestrian nomads

From the accounts of historian and protec-
tor domesticus Ammianus Marcellinus that can 
be dated to the final quarter of the fourth cen-
tury, we can infer that before the Huns appeared 
in the Lower Danube, various northern peoples of 
the Pontic steppe headed westward to the prom-
ised land, among them the owners of the short 
sword found in Grave 9 of Cemetery 2 at Pietroasa.

Fig. 2. Distribution area of Micia-type short swords.

Pietroasele
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it was probably associated with the influence of the 
equestrian nomads known as “Huns”.

The Gainas episode, depicted on the Column of 
Arcadius and amply described in period accounts, 
seems to indicate the beginning of the new era. 
After his revolt in Constantinople failed, the Visigoth 
and magister militum Gainas fled northwards 
across the Danube and, in contrast with Gaatha’s 
feat just a few decades earlier, was captured by the 
Hun leader Uldin and beheaded. His head was sent 
back to Constantinople as a gift to mark the advent 
of a new year and, we might say, a new time. It was 
gratefully received on 3 January 401 and displayed 
for all the city to see. New times, new customs.

However, relations with the Roman Empire were 
tense. A few years previously, in the winter of 408/409, 
Uldin’s Huns crossed the Danube at a point—and 
perhaps this is not coincidence—opposite the site 
where the Hunnic cauldron of Desa was found and 
laid siege to the Roman fort of Castra Martis (Kula).

Late Roman fortresses on the banks of the Danube 
in the Oltenia region were on their last leg. The late 
Roman fortress of Celei/Sucidava was particularly 
hard hit by the adversities of the time. Extensive 
archaeological research begun here before World 
War II also provided a more precise chronological 
classification of the late Roman level of occupa-
tion as well as the date of the first “Hun” horizon in 
the Lower Danube area. The last late Roman hori-
zon is represented by belt buckles cast in relief and 
Pröttel 6-type fibulæ with onion-shaped knobs. A 
thorough analysis of the bronze coins at Sucidava, 
including the bronze coin hoards that were found, 
has revealed the extinction of bronze coinage, with 
pieces of Emperor Theodosius II issued in 423 but 
not from the end of his reign.

4. Harbingers of days to come
A series of funerary finds in the Lower Danube basin 
have been associated with that transitional period 
between the twilight of the fourth century and the 
dawn of the fifth. The end of the Sântana de Mureș 
culture and the beginning of the new era are both 
illustrated by Grave 444 in the necropolis of this cul-
ture at Târgșor. This tomb, located on the outskirts 
of the burial site, contains the remains of a warrior 
aligned along a northwest-southeast axis. The pot-
tery vessels at his feet obviously correspond to the 
formal repertoire of the Sântana de Mureș culture.

In total contradiction with the funerary customs 
of the Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture, 
which forbid the burying of weapons, this grave 
contains a sword and sword amulet beside the left 
foot and another short sword or combat dagger 
placed near the right shoulder. The equipment of 
the warrior in Grave 444 is absolutely unique in the 
funerary repertoire of the Lower Danube Sântana 
de Mureș culture, but it fits perfectly within the 
post-Chernyakhov military mosaic of Crimea or 
the northeast Pontic coast.

In fact, the chance discovery of a hoard (or tomb?) in 
1993 at Coșovenii de Jos, in the Oltenia region of 
the Danube basin, found to contain a one-piece gilt 
silver fibula with a rhomboid foot, a silver buckle 
with a rectangular plate, and partly gilded silver har-
ness pieces with stamped and punched decoration, 
signalled the dawn of a new historical period. 

The burial with harness pieces at Coșovenii de Jos 
illustrates a phenomenon that can be traced from 
Coșovenii de Jos, in the Lower Danube basin, to 
Sösdala in Sweden. Given its huge area of distri-
bution and its timeframe—late fourth century and 
especially the early decades of the fifth century— 
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Returning to the cauldrons: it may not be mere coin-
cidence that the easternmost point where a Hunnic 
cauldron was found is now the largest metalworking 
centre in China. These copper vessels with a cylin-
drical body, rounded bottom and bell-shaped foot, 
some of them exquisitely proportioned, also attest to 
the tremendous skill of Hun artisans.

Fifteen whole or fragmented cauldrons have been 
found in the Lower Danube, making this area, along 
with Hungarian Transdanubia, one of the most 
important regions within the area of distribution of 
these relevant discoveries from the Hun period. This 
relatively high concentration is also a clear indica-
tion that the Hunnic equestrian nomads dominated 
the Lower Danube area in the first half of the fifth 
century (fig. 3).

The Huns’ conquest of the Lower and Middle Danube 
effected major changes in every area of economic, 
social and political life.

We also observe significant changes in funerary 
customs. From the Ural Mountains to the Middle 
Danube, large cemeteries with hundreds of graves 
diminished, and individual tombs, more or less lav-
ish, or groups of tombs with more modest grave 
goods appeared.

The archaeological mosaic of this period is domi-
nated by gold diadems set with decorative stones, 
gold necklaces, fibulæ, buckles and richly orna-
mented weapons made of precious metals, in 
addition to valuable items made by the empire’s 
gold or silversmiths, mirrors with a central loop 
and cylindrical copper cauldrons with mush-
room-shaped protuberances on the handles, like 
those found at Desa in Oltenia (fig. 4 B-18) and 
Ionești in Wallachia, all illustrating one of the most 
spectacular phenomena in human history. The 

The distribution of bronze coins throughout the 
Lower Danube basin also appears to be related to 
the consequences of the Gainas episode. As in the 
Danube fortresses, bronze coins disappeared from 
the entire northern Danubian area. Apparently, 
from this moment on, normal communications 
between the north and south banks ceased.

This circumstance also unequivocally supports the 
dating of copper cauldron fragments with mush-
room-like protuberances found at Sucidava to 
the early decades of the fifth century and, conse-
quently, confirms the presence of their users, the 
equestrian nomads or “Huns”, in the Lower Danube 
at that time.

5. Cauldrons, diadems and mirrors

The people responsible for this new situation appear 
to be the same ones who brought the copper caul-
drons with mushroom-shaped protuberances. From 
Ürümqi in western China to Troyes (?) in eastern 
France, the distribution of such cauldrons illus-
trates “with ridiculous accuracy” the extent of the 
Hun migration (fig. 3). The cauldrons’ area of distri-
bution is indicative of a phenomenon that probably 
originated in Central Asia and, like the buran wind, 
swept eastwards, integrating diverse ethnic groups 
or tribes along the way to form a network of depen-
dence based on ties of allegiance and comradeship.

In addition to going to war together, another essen-
tial element of this pact was feasting with the 
leader, a chance to celebrate victory and exchange 
special gifts, expensive weapons and clothing and 
ostentatious harnesses to confirm and consolidate 
the alliance.
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Fig. 3.  Distribution area of cauldrons with mushroom-like protuberances

accessories and ornaments found in the Lower 
Danube, some of which are unique in their ornate-
ness and exquisite craftsmanship, offer convincing 
evidence of the talent and skill of the precious 
metalsmiths of that time, those anonymous auri-
fices whose creations have consistently excited the 
admiration of their contemporaries and successors.

A possible Gothic-Hunnic princess was buried in 
Chiojdu with a lavish, though regrettably frag-
mented, silver fibula that has gold plates set with 

cabochons at the ends of the bow. This ostentatious 
piece—along with a pair of similar fibulæ measur-
ing 28 cm, almost too long to wear—was found in 
northeast Wallachia during systematic investiga-
tions at the late Roman fortress of Celeiu/Sucidava 
(fig. 4 B-10) and belongs to the Castelbolognese/
Bakodpuszta fibula group from the second quarter 
of the fifth century. As for the pair of almost iden-
tical fibulæ from Celeiu/Sucidava, they represent a 
fashion popular throughout the Pannonian basin, as 
the other brooches in that group undoubtedly prove.
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Fig. 4 A. Centres of power (first half of the fifth century): Moldavia: 1–8, 12–15, 17–19 Concești; 9 Sobari; 10 Buhăieni; 
11 Mărițeia; 16 Șestaci; 20–21 Bivolari.
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Fig. 4 B. Centres of power (first half of the fifth century): Wallachia/Oltenia: 1–5, 7, 9, 11–13 Pietroasa; 6 Poșta Câlnău; 
10 Celeiu/Sucidava; 14 Bălteni; 15–17 Gherăseni; 18 Desa.
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horizon of the second–third centuries in Moldavia 
and Wallachia. After a total absence of finds related 
to the fourth century in the Sântana de Mureș cul-
ture area, this eastern fashion resurfaced in the 
Lower Danube as a result of the Hun migration to 
the west where, after the end of the “Hun episode”, 
it disappears from the archaeological record. 
However, the few diadems discovered in this region 
fit perfectly within the distribution area of this cus-
tom, which originated in the northeast area of the 
Pontic highlands and reached an impressive den-
sity in the Middle Danube.

The surprising concentration of diadems, mirrors 
with a central loop, shoe buckles with polychrome 
decorations, cap ornaments and harness pieces 
adorned in a similar way, combined with the artifi-
cial skull deformation, on the northeastern shores 
of the Black Sea, in Crimea and also in the North 
Caucasus, suggest that there were several focal 
points of the Hunnic dissemination that would later 
have such a profound impact on the cultural image 
of this era in the Lower and Middle Danube.

6. The elite become visible

At Poșta Câlnău on the northest Romanian Plain 
(fig. 4 B-6), at Țara Bârsei near Brașov, in the upper 
basin of the River Olt, on the plain of the River Jijia 
and in the warrior’s tomb at Bivolari, small shoe 
buckles with round/oval plates decorated with poly-
chrome and little gold balls along the edges were 
found. These kinds of buckles were highly prized in 
the late fourth and fifth centuries in the area north 
of the Black Sea, especially on the North Caucasus 
steppe, and were widely used in the Middle Danube 
area and, to a lesser extent, even in Portugal and 
North Africa. Such a wide area of distribution sug-
gests that the Hunnic equestrian nomads from the 
east of the Tisza basin had a predilection for such 
footwear accessories; Pannonia was clearly the 
epicentre, but we also find pieces made by metal-
workers in the eastern and western Roman Empire. 
As in the case of the Bivolari warrior, these were 
predominantly male shoe accessories.

The use of diadems should also be considered a trend 
that “radiated” outward from the Pontic-Caspian 
steppes; this custom has been unequivocally doc-
umented in the vicinity of Șubraneț in Bukovina, in 
northeast Moldavia, in a nobleman’s tomb at Buhăeni 
(fig. 4 A-10); directly, combined with an artifi-
cially deformed skull, at Gherăseni in the northeast 
Wallachian Plain (fig. 4 B-15 y 17); and indirectly, by 
a small fragment in a man’s grave at Dulceanca, to 
the southwest. Diadems were accessories reserved 
for noble female “Huns”, as suggested by their area 
of distribution, which extends from Kanattas on the 
“wild steppe of Baikal” to Csorna in the Pannonian 
Danube basin.

The skull of the Hunnic-Alanic (?) woman buried at 
Gherăseni was artificially deformed (fig. 4 B-17), as 
was that of the man in the Dulceanca tomb, with 
a reused diadem fragment. Artificial skull defor-
mations are frequent in the Sarmatian funerary 

The conquest of vast territories and contact 
with the great civilisations of antiquity brought a 
new awareness of power and an almost organic need 
to ostentatiously express the strong personalities of 
the barbarian elite, something impressively appar-
ent in the hoards and tombs of the Lower Danube. 
These prominent figures, who were responsible for 
launching and coordinating a phenomenon that 
shook the foundations of the mightiest power struc-
ture in the ancient world, wanted to stand out in 
their ancient traditional communities by express-
ing themselves with great pomp and flaunting their 
new position of power.
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members of society are visible in the archaeological 
mosaic of the Hunnic period in the Lower Danube.

Two remarkable discoveries made in the Lower 
Danube area offer insight into the court of the 
equestrian nomads or “Huns” on Byzantine soil: 
the princely burial at Concești in northern Moldavia, 
on the edge of the Jijia plain (fig. 4 A-1 a 9, 12 a 15, 
17 a 19), and the Pietroasa hoard on the edge of the 
Romanian Plain.

In the early 19th century, a tomb made of carved 
stone with a vaulted roof and slab floor was discov-
ered by chance at Concești in northern Moldavia, 
near the source of the Podriga stream. Inside was 
a rotting wooden coffin with enormous gold fasten-
ings containing a human skeleton and, to its left, a 
horse skeleton. According to information later pro-
vided by the discoverers, the body was wrapped in a 
blanket studded with ornamental stones. Gold har-
ness pieces were also found among the horse bones. 
These offerings, directly related to the deceased, 
point to a prominent member of the Hunnic social 
superstructure.

As for the Pietroasa hoard, it was found in 1837, 
also by chance, not far below the surface on the 
hill of Istrița in northeast Wallachia, a hilly region 
that was densely wooded at the time the treasure 
was buried. Several generations had a part in this 
hoard, as was also the case of the Șimleu Silvaniei/
Szilágysomlyó hoard.

Both sumptuous complexes combined examples of 
barbarian precious metalwork with valuable pieces 
made by gold/silversmiths of the Eastern Empire, as 
evidenced by the trays and beakers at Concești and 
Pietroasa, the amphora and situla at Concești, 
and the basket-cups at Pietroasa.

At the same time, “contact with the great civilisations 
and certain political constellations led to the iden-
tification of the barbarian superstructure with the 
supposedly superior ally. The means were the same: 
costly ceremonial extravagance on festive occasions, 
long banquets in keeping with sophisticated foreign 
customs, valuable attire expertly crafted by artisans.”

The exquisite luxury of the ornaments found in graves 
or hoards from the Hunnic period in the Lower Danube 
should not be interpreted as a chaotic, uncontrolled 
accumulation of goods sacked in countless raids. 
These exceptional complexes are specifically asso-
ciated with sumptuous attire, precious harness 
pieces and valuable late Roman tableware which, in 
conjunction, make it possible to identify the social 
superstructure of that time. These items were not 
just loot obtained from plundering raids—at most, 
imported vessels might fall under this heading—
but diplomatic gifts presented to the barbarians by 
Byzantine ambassadors and used to imitate courtly 
table customs, as is apparent from finds associated 
with the Hunnic period in the Lower Danube region.

This ostentation, expressed in both this world and the 
afterlife, reflects a mentality that did not exist in the 
previous period. It was one of the rare moments when 
“big history” also developed in the Lower Danube, a 
time of dazzling splendour on the steppe.

There is an abundance of written information about 
Thervingian chieftains: Aoric, father of Athanaric, 
who was given a state funeral at Constantinople, 
Fritigern, Gaatha and her son Arimir, Gainas, 
etc. However, in the archaeological record of the 
Sântana de Mureș culture, the identities of the 
elite remain shrouded in mystery, only allowing us 
to recognise the middle and lower classes of soci-
ety. In contrast to this negative testimony, both the 
representatives of the elite and the highest-ranking 
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leopards, the same motif used on the handles of 
the basket-cups in the Pietroasa hoard (fig. 4 B-4 
y 5). Several important clues support the hypothe-
sis that it was made in precious metal workshops, 
perhaps even in the Eastern Empire, or maybe by 
eastern artisans who worked in the west for a time.

The silver situla with a conical body and flat bottom 
found in the Concești grave (fig. 4 A-6) was used at 
banquets, probably to mix wine and water, as was 
customary at the time.

Of all the archaeological material from the first 
half of the fifth century recovered in the Lower 
Danube area, perhaps the piece that most bril-
liantly exemplifies the characteristics of late 
antiquity is the gold patera from the Pietroasa 
hoard (fig. 4 B-3). The patera was made in a late 
antique goldsmith’s workshop, perhaps during 
the reign of Julian the Apostate, located in Asia 
Minor, Antioch or even Egypt. The decorative pro-
gramme is either a thiasus dedicated to the Dea 
Mater (Mother Goddess) or a frieze with myster-
ies comprising Orphic and Dionysian elements. 
How the piece made its way from that workshop 
in the eastern part of the empire to the northeast 
corner of the Romanian Plain remains an enigma, 
but its presence in the Lower Danube was clearly 
a by-product of the major ethnic upheaval caused 
by the Hun migration.

The richness of the hoard is also reflected in the 
two polygonal basket-cups, one hexagonal and 
the other decagonal (figs. 4 B-4 y 5). The motif of 
affronted predators, flanking or drinking from a 
cup between them, is rooted in Orphic/Dionysian 
symbolism. This decorative theme is found in late 
antique artistic metalwork, specifically on the 
amphorae from the Seuso treasure or the Concești 
burial (fig. 4 A-8), but also on the spherical pendant 

Both the silver tray or lanx at Concești (fig. 4 A-7), 
and the gold tray at Pietroasa (fig. 4 B-2), excep-
tional pieces of late Roman precious metalwork, 
were part of lavish tableware sets used at banquets 
and in religious ceremonies.

Both of these astonishingly complete trays bore 
marvellous oenochoes made in imperial metal 
workshops which, as their name suggests, were 
used to serve wine (Concești: fig. 4 A-2; Pietroasa: 
fig. 4 B-1).

The intact wine jug in the Pietroasa hoard is char-
acterised by its thin body, flared mouth and short 
foot resting on a circular base. Due to its slender 
form, the Pietroasa jug (and probably also the frag-
mented jug found at Concești) has been linked to 
the late antique ovoid jars discovered in Crimea 
and the Seuso treasure.

The silver amphora from the Concești tomb, dec-
orated with a hunting scene on the shoulder, an 
Amazonomachy scene on the body, and Nereids 
riding dolphins on the vase’s disc-shaped foot, 
occupies an importance place in late antique artistic 
metalwork. The amphora, made of silver plate with 
repoussé decoration, has several remarkable fea-
tures: the neck, shaped like a truncated cone and 
covered in scales; the spherical body; and the annu-
lar foot adorned (like the Pietroasa hoard jug) with 
applied silver beads, a decorative element typical of 
late antique metalwork (fig. 4 A-8).

This amphora has closer and more complex mor-
phological and ornamental connections to the 
Seuso treasure amphora, which has the same trun-
cated-cone neck, the same structure of decorative 
registers and the same zoomorphic handles; how-
ever, while the handles on the Concești vase depict 
centaurs, the ones on the Seuso amphora represent 
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was buried with him, as was the animal’s lavish 
harness. This is convincingly proved by the har-
ness plates made of thin gold plate and set with 
cabochons, perhaps made especially for burials, 
as well as by the repoussé plate from the wooden 
saddle (fig. 4A-14 y 15, 17 a 19).

The repoussé gold sheets used to decorate wooden 
saddles found at Concești are also impressive and 
highly significant (fig. 4 A-14). Their area of dis-
tribution, similar to that of the cauldrons (fig. 3), 
extending from Burabay in northern Kazakhstan to 
Mundolsheim in Alsace, once again illustrates the 
impressive scale of the “Hun” migration.

The specific combination of symbols of rank and 
power, brilliant accessories and harness pieces, 
and beautiful elements of a late Roman tableware 
set in the splendid Concești tomb identify the 
deceased as a prominent personality in the Hunnic 
world of the first half of the fifth century.

The necklaces of fine gold wire in the Pietroasa 
hoard (figs. 4-8 y 9) and the four fragments of a 
gold necklace found in a warrior’s grave at Bivolari 
have been interpreted as signs that their own-
ers belonged to the elite class of “Hun” society, an 
interpretation supported by their area of distribu-
tion, from Tugoznovo in southern Siberia across 
the Pannonian basin and as far west as Wolfsheim 
in the Middle Rhein region.

The necklace fragments in the Pietroasa hoard 
were engraved with a runic inscription, several 
different readings of which were proposed centu-
ries later (fig. 4 B-9). Whether the correct reading 
is GUTAN(E) IOWI HAILAG or another, all proposed 
variants agree on the words GUTANI (Goths) and 
HAILAG (saint) as alluding to the owners of the trea-
sure who, given the richness of the hoard, probably 

from the Șimleu Silvaniei/Szilágysomlyó hoard. The 
motif was widespread and even used to embellish 
fourth-century Roman belt buckles, which may 
explain its presence on barbarian metalwork, as 
suggested by the imitations found at Romanovka, 
in the Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture area, 
and at the Danish site of Brangstrup. 

7. Status symbols, centres 
of wealth–centres of power

The silver helmet from Concești, the only one of its 
kind found in the eastern Carpathians (fig. 4 B-1), 
must have conferred prestige upon its wearer. It is 
an example of the so-called guard helmets intro-
duced by Constantine I, based on Persian models 
and made in imperial workshops, whose use was 
limited to members of the imperial guard. The frag-
mented folding chair found in the Concești tomb 
also dates from late antiquity and is a unique piece 
in the archaeological mosaic of the Hunnic period in 
both the Lower and Middle Danube (fig. 4 A-4). The 
Concești chair is an Ostian version of the sella cas-
triensis which, unlike the sella curulis—a symbol of 
power used by high-ranking imperial magistrates—
was only used in the military context of imperial 
administration.

We do not know if these objects were plundered or 
obtained through interactions with the imperial 
guard. In any case, the twisted gold wire necklace, 
the folding chair and especially the guard helmet 
are not congruent with a late Roman military con-
text; rather, in the barbarian landscape of northern 
Moldavia, they point to a member of the local elite.

Another indicator of the high social status of the 
person interred at Concești is the fact that, accord-
ing to the discoverers’ testimony, his (war) horse 
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goods, the diadems from Buhăeni (fig. 4 A-10) and 
Șubraneț, the gold necklace from Chernivtsi in 
northern Bukovina, together with the repoussé gold 
plates applied to the wooden saddles at Concești 
(fig. 4 A-14) and Sobari (fig. 4 A-9), the harness 
plates with polychrome decoration from Concești 
(figs. 4 A-15, 17 y 19) and Mărițeia (fig. 4 A-11), and 
the accidental discovery of a cauldron at Șestaci 
(fig. 4 A-16) all point to a nomadic equestrian elite 
of Hunnic origin (fig. 4 A).

The situation in northeast Wallachia, at the “Pietroasa 
centre of wealth/power” (fig. 4 B), is somewhat 
more complex. The relatively high concentration of 
cauldrons on the Romanian Plain is an unmistake-
able sign of the Huns’ control over Wallachia and 
Oltenia. The Hunnic equestrian nomad component is 
reinforced by the custom of wearing diadems, doc-
umented at Gherăseni (fig. 4 B-15) and Dulceanca, 
but also by the fashion of cap ornaments detected at 
Bălteni (fig. 4 B-14). This centre of wealth can also be 
linked to isolated finds in southeast Transylvania, at 
Brașov, and the gold ingots discovered at Feldioara 
and Crasna. Here, in the Lower Danube area, per-
haps in the vicinity of Buzău, the young Attila may 
have had his residence (ordu) at some point, per-
haps even before his rise to supreme power.

The small shoe buckles from Poșta Câlnău (fig. 4 
B-6), like those found in the tombs at Bivolari and 
Brașov, suggest an international trend given their 
distribution from the North Caucasian steppe to 
North Africa. In contrast, the marvellous jewellery 
from Chiojdu and Celeiu/Sucidava (fig. 4 B-10) are 
evidence of a fashion—the use of paired fibulæ—
that was unusual among the “Hunnic” equestrian 
nomads. 

Given its lavish splendour, unique in that period, the 
Pietroasa hoard seems to eclipse the expressiveness 

belonged to the ruling house of the “Gutani” or 
Goths.

The shape and structure of the hinged necklace 
(fig. 4 B-7) shed light on the varied relations 
between the barbarian elite of the Lower Danube 
and the Eastern Imperial court. Based on more or 
less similar examples of female imperial attire, 
the necklace could represent, according to M. 
Schmauder, “an additional element of imitatio 
imperii, that is, æmulatio”.

Plausible examples of imitatio imperii through æmu-
latio—the phenomenon of imitating and developing 
a classical model under the influence of a different 
(barbarian) aesthetic—are disc fibulæ with onion-
shaped knobs or “imperial” fibulæ: the onyx fibula 
from the Șimleu Silvaniei/Szilágysomlyó hoard, and 
the small and medium fibulæ from the Pietroasa 
hoard (figs. 4 B-11 y 12).

The most amazing thing about the three Pietroasa 
fibulæ is their fastening system, inspired by the 
crossbow fibulæ of the barbarian world, which was 
simply soldered onto the crosspiece at the back 
of the brooch and hidden by a lyre-shaped plate, 
clearly pointing to a barbarian workshop located 
outside the empire’s borders.

The convergence of magnificent and symbolic finds 
in upper Moldavia and the northeast corner of the 
Romanian Plain makes it possible to identify cer-
tain centres of wealth and posit some (hypothetical) 
centres of power (fig. 4).

In their multifaceted composition, laden with sym-
bols from northern Moldavia—in other words, the 
“Concești centre of wealth/power”, where eastern 
Roman and Mediterranean influences threatened 
to overpower the expressiveness of the other grave 
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the River Prut. The alliance forged in 290/91 between 
the Gepids and Vandals against the Ostrogoths 
and Visigoths may also indicate the Gepids’ advance 
along the upper course of the Tisza. Here, buri-
als in north-south aligned tombs, certain types of 
grave goods and especially the interment of weap-
ons link this funerary horizon to the Dobrodzien 
group in Poland, indicating a timeline between the 
final decades of the fourth century and the early 
decades of the fifth and supporting the notion that 
the Gepids were vassals of the Huns. In this context, 
they are mentioned in the year 418 as having been 
defeated by the Ostrogoths led by Thorismund and 
integrated in the Hun confederacy. They partici-
pated in the Hunnic expeditions across the Balkan 
Peninsula. Their king, Ardaric, who fought with the 
Huns at the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains in 451, 
was a prominent member of Attila’s court.

The increasing power and self-awareness of the 
Gepid royal family in the Hunnic power struc-
ture also seems to be reflected in the typological 
evolution of the polychrome fibulæ with a semicir-
cular plate and rhomboid foot found in the Șimleu 
Silvaniei/Szilágysomlyó hoard and other related 
discoveries.

While “typological rigour” can sometimes be haz-
ardous, it is clear that the fibulæ in the Șimleu 
Silvaniei/Szilágysomlyó hoard reflect a typological 
and chronological evolution that began in the late 
fourth century and continued during the first half 
of the fifth, perhaps up to the eve of the Battle of 
Nedao.

The valuable pieces found at Șimleu Silvaniei/
Szilágysomlyó, probably part of a royal treasure, 
indicate that grave goods were deposited by type, 
with neck and chest ornaments in one hoard and 
fibulæ in another—in other words, multiple caches.

of the “nomad” component. While some of the 
aforementioned elements could possibly be iden-
tified as products of barbarian gold/silversmiths, 
the use of fibulæ (figs. 4-11 a 13) and especially the 
runic inscription on the gold necklace fragment 
(fig. 4-9) point to a “Gothic component” rather than 
an equestrian nomad component. But which Goths? 
The Hunnic Goths, according to H. Wolfram.

8. The decline of a glorious era

For King Ardaric of the Gepids and King Edika of 
the Scirii, two prominent members of the Hunnic 
power structure, their tribes’ exclusive relation-
ship of dependence—a relationship of devotion 
and comradeship/companionship, in the sense of 
Gefolgschaftsbeziehung—with Attila ended when 
he died in 453, as this bond could not be extended 
to his sons.

The Gepid and Scirii elite, released from their 
“contractual obligations”, thus prepared to take 
command of the war against the Huns. It was at this 
point that the Gepids made their grand entrance 
on the stage of history. To understand the import-
ant role they played in the Hun coalition and their 
decisive part in the subsequent anti-Hun coalition, 
we must briefly review the principal phases of their 
rise to relatively temporary supremacy in the Middle 
Danube basin.

The Gepids were an eastern Germanic people 
related to the Goths who, in the early centuries 
of the Christian era, lived at the mouth of the River 
Vistula. After defeating the Burgundians, in 290/91 
the Gepids, led by King Fastida, demanded land from 
Ostrogotha, king of the Ostrogoths and Visigoths, 
but were defeated at the Battle of Galtis, suppos-
edly fought somewhere along the upper course of 
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9. The Gepid kingsThe burial of goods in a hilly area, which would have 
been heavily wooded and hard to reach at the time; 
the repeated burial, practically in the same loca-
tion, of pieces strictly associated with attire or of 
no importance in everyday life; the high material, 
and consequently symbolic, value of the items; the 
absence of certain ornaments (pendant chains) in 
the contemporary funerary landscape; and the sim-
ilarities to certain northern European treasures, 
considered indicative of ritual interment, all seem 
to point to a ritual burial rather than a concealment 
due to adverse or unfavourable circumstances.

This tribe felt that the gods looked upon them 
with favour, a conviction confirmed by subsequent 
events. At the Battle of Nedao in 454, the Gepids 
were victorious, Ardaric was anointed Rex ille famo-
sissimus, and the lands from the East Carpathians 
to the Tisza became part of Gepidia, the Gepid 
kingdom. 

In addition, the defeat of Attila’s sons may have 
signalled the end of the most brilliant period in the 
history of the Lower Danube area. The retreat of 
Attila’s sons Ernak and Dengizich to some place in 
the Danube delta could not reverse the situation. 
Ernak did not participate in Dengizich’s rebel-
lion in 467, and no one knows what became of him 
after that. “Dinzirichus, Attila’s son, was killed by 
Anagastes, general in Thrace. His head was brought 
to Constantinople, carried in procession through 
the Middle Street, and fixed on a pole [...] The whole 
city turned out to look at it”. This happened in 469, 
and consular dignity was conferred upon Zeno and 
Mauritius, effectively marking the end of the Huns’ 
role in the Lower Danube.

After the Battle of Nedao, the epicentre of forms of 
archaeological expression shifted explosively and 
spectacularly in the Middle Danube and especially 
in Transylvania. The archaeological landscape of 
Transylvania boasts lavish tombs as well as more 
humble complexes, both of which indicate that 
the intra-Carpathian region entered the domin-
ions of the Gepid kingdom after the Battle of Nedao. 
Discoveries also paint a suggestive picture of the 
social hierarchy of the Gepid power structure. 
Relevant finds in this respect include the magnif-
icent complexes in the Someșul Mic river basin 
at Apahida (figs. 5 A y B) and Someșeni (fig. 5 C); 
the grave of a Gepid nobleman discovered among 
the ruins of the Roman castrum of Turda (ancient 
Potaissa); and the small cemetery of Miercurea 
Sibiului, where cordiform pendant earrings and 
a necklace of gold beads shaped like tiny barrels 
were found.

We can imagine that the gold brooch (Fig. 5 A-1) 
with onion-shaped knobs found in the first princely 
tomb at Apahida was used to secure a long cloak 
(chlamys) or a short one (paludamentum), reflect-
ing the political position of the deceased—Omharus, 
according to an inscription on one of the rings found 
in the same grave—within the empire. Like the 
Frankish King Childeric, Omharus appears to have 
been a barbarian (probably Gepid) king and foeder-
atus of the Eastern Empire. The grave goods seem to 
reflect the treaty that the Gepid royal house signed 
with the Eastern Empire after the Battle of Nedao.

The two large buckles found in the princely tombs 
at Apahida are related to similar pieces discov-
ered among “princely” grave goods in the barbarian 
world. The fine workmanship and analogies with 
court attire in Constantinople suggest that they were 
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Fig. 5. Gepid kings (second half of the fifth century): A. Goods from Grave 1 at Apahida; B. Goods from Grave 2 at Apahida; 
C. Contents of the Someșeni hoard.
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precious metalwork; together they constitute an 
imperial gift to the Gepid royal family, illustrating 
diplomatic relations with the Eastern Empire after 
the Battle of Nedao.

Our picture of the social superstructure of the 
Gepids is rounded out by the splendid grave goods 
and attire of a Gepid princess found in the Someșeni 
hoard. The magnificent neck and arm ornaments, 
the lavish belt buckle and, above all, the stunning 
pectoral transport us to the world of the highest rep-
resentatives of Gepid society in the second half of 
the fifth century (fig. 5 C).

The high concentration of magnificent complexes 
in the Someșul Mic valley, near the Roman town 
of Napoca, suggests that this was a political cen-
tre of the Gepid kingdom. The same phenomenon, 
but with Hunnic or Hunno-Gothic nuances, is also 
observed in the first half of the fifth century in the 
area of Concești in northeast Moldavia, and in 
the vicinity of Pietroasa in northeast Wallachia.

Transylvanian settlements of the sixth and seventh 
centuries were not fortified; in reality, they were 
hamlets with a mere 10–15 dwellings, occupied by 
successive generations of approximately 30–50 peo-
ple. At Morești, Bratei and other sites, archaeologists 
have studied partial dug-out huts with wooden post 
frames but no hearth or fireplace. However, huts with 
fireplaces and ovens have been found at Sighișoara-
Dealul Viilor. Obviously, some of the structures 
without heating facilities may have been workshops, 
such as the weaving huts at Morești, whose inven-
tory included numerous clay loom weights. People 
also lived in ground-level dwellings, as suggested by 
the gravel platforms discovered at Morești, which 
probably had heating systems.

The potters of this period used the fast wheel, turning 

made in imperial workshops (figs. 5 A-2 y 5 B-2). On 
the other hand, the solid gold bracelet (fig. 5A-4) 
that would have been worn on the right or sword arm 
was only used by men of the ruling class in barbarian 
society, the principes and reges described in liter-
ary sources.

The grave goods in the second princely tomb at 
Apahida are also quite rich. One of the most impres-
sive pieces is the decorative plate of a large bag 
(fig. 5 B-4) whose ornamental style, with a honey-
comb pattern of hexagonal cloisonné panels and 
other elements, seems to suggest the influence of 
Mediterranean precious metalwork.

The Gepid prince lying in the second Apahida grave 
was buried with his ceremonial weapons, in clear 
contrast to the Gothic funerary rite which prohibited 
the interment of arms.

His horse’s ceremonial harness was placed in a 
wooden box at his feet. The lavishness of this har-
ness, consisting of three bits, harness strap 
appliqués and a wooden saddle, once again under-
scores its owner’s exalted status in the social 
structure of the Gepid kingdom of the final quar-
ter of the fifth century (fig. 5 B). Unlike the wooden 
saddles at Sobari or Concești, decorated in the man-
ner of Hunnic saddles with repoussé gold leaf (figs. 
4 A-9 y 14), the Apahida saddle is embellished with 
two identical plates shaped like eagles (figs. 5 B-1 
y 3). The refined forms and sophisticated execution 
set the Apahida pieces apart from other eagle rep-
resentations, which explains why they have been 
interpreted as products of late antique artisanal art.

The ornamental stylistic unity of the grave goods 
in the second Apahida tomb, as well as their exqui-
site workmanship and high technological quality, 
allow us to identify them as examples of late antique 
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10. The collapse of the Lower 
Danube limes (Fig. 7)

coarse or fine grey paste into a considerable variety 
of forms with polished or impressed decoration, sim-
ilar to the products of potters working in the Tisza 
basin or eastern Pannonia.

In Transylvania, lavish burials in groups of graves or 
isolated tombs were replaced over the course of the 
sixth century by a new funerary complex: the east-
ern circle of graves arranged in rows, attributed 
to the Gepids (fig. 6). A paradigmatic example is 
the Morești cemetery, where the graves have an 
west-east orientation and contain weapons, tools, 
utensils and usually a single ceramic vessel. The 
most common forms are radiate-headed fibulæ, 
decorated with cast reliefs or small circles with a 
dot in the centre, prominent cube-shaped pen-
dants, oval buckles (generally bronze) and combs 
with two rows of teeth. Pendants shaped like open-
work cubes and a buckle plate with ornamental 
cloisonné in which finely cut decorative stones were 
set also belong to this funerary horizon. The grave 
goods and funerary customs reveal close connec-
tions to the contemporary archaeological mosaic 
of the Tisza basin and highlight the archaeologi-
cal evidence of the Gepid power structure, as the 
distribution area of the famous silver eagle-head 
buckles also suggests. As for their chronological 
placement, the most likely date is the sixth cen-
tury prior to the collapse of the Gepid kingdom in 
567. However, the connection to both the types of 
archaeological materials (cube pendants, fibula 
structure and decorative programme) and certain 
aspects of funerary customs from the second half 
of the fifth century (west-east interments, weap-
ons among grave goods) is certainly suggestive.

In the year 558, the inhabitants of Constantinople 
were astonished to see the delegates of a hitherto 
unknown steppe people passing through the city 
streets. These messengers, who “wore their hair 
very long, bound with fillets and braided, while their 
accoutrement in other respects was like that of the 
rest of the Huns”, had come as representatives of 
Bayan, khagan of the Avars. Several nomadic peo-
ples who lived in Eastern Europe (Utigurs, Kutrigurs, 
Bulgars) or had fled there from Asia joined forces 
around a powerful central nucleus, based on an effi-
cient military structure supported by their economy 
and enormous mobile livestock reserves. They had 
different names but a similar way of life, and histor-
ical Byzantine sources refer to them as the Avars. 
The demand conveyed by Bayan’s messenger, that 
his people be welcomed into the empire, was ulti-
mately rejected, and the Avars continued to migrate 
westward, towards the Pannonian plain.

At that time, the Gepid kingdom was coming to an 
end. The Lombards, allied with the Avars led by 
Bayan, defeated the Gepids under King Cunimund 
in late 567. On 2 April 568, the day after Easter, the 
Lombards, who had been betrayed by the Avars, 
accompanied by bands of Gepids, Sarmatians, Suebi 
and other Middle Danube tribes, set out for Italy. The 
remaining Gepids became Avar vassals and contin-
ued to act as agents of Avar domination until they 
finally vanished from the stage of history.

Starting in the reign of Anastasius, and especially in 
Justinian’s time, we find signs of the recovery and 
restoration of the system of border fortifications 
that constituted the limes in the Lower Danube 
region. The fundamental reasons for this were, on 
the one hand, Justinian’s wars of reconquest and, 
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Fig. 6. Romania: Gepid and Slavic finds (first half of the sixth century).
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hordes, often in alliance with Slavs from north of 
the Danube. The immense pressure of the Slavic 
power structure proved too great to withstand, and 
in the late sixth or early seventh century the entire 
Byzantine border defence system in the Lower 
Danube collapsed.

on the other, the pressure exerted on the empire’s 
borders by the new barbarians who had entered 
the Lower Danube, especially the Slavs mentioned 
in written sources. In the late sixth and early sev-
enth centuries, the imperial territories south of the 
Danube were repeatedly raided and sacked by Avar 
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Fig. 7. Romania: early Avar, late Gepid and Slavic finds (second half of the sixth century–first half of the seventh).
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Fig. 8. Bandul de Câmpie - Grave  10.
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The Avar conquest of the Pannonian basin in the 
year 567 also brought significant changes to 
Transylvania. After the Gepids were defeated, some 
of them relocated from the Tisza basin to Pannonia, 
while others may have ended up in Transylvania. 
They are probably responsible for the cemeter-
ies with the largest number of graves, like those 
of Band, Bratei and Noșlac, in which pieces of 
weapons and new types of arms (a battle helmet, 
barbed arrowheads) were placed. Here we observe 
an intensification of the custom of depositing clay 
vessels, the appearance of new ornaments, greater 
attention to belt components (buckle prongs, buck-
les with scutiform prongs, Byzantine buckles or belt 
pieces with silver inlays), the use of zoomorphic or 
serrated elements on ornaments, and the appear-
ance of new types of earrings (such as spherical or 
star-shaped pendant earrings) and repoussé plates 
worn as accessories. All of them define the contents 
of this more recent group, dated to the final quar-
ter of the sixth and first half of the seventh century. 
Many accessories and ornaments came from the 
empire, but an equal number were made by local 
artisans like the Gepid craftsman in Grave 10 at 
Band, whose grave goods included a helmet (per-
haps a symbol of the deceased man’s social status) 
and a box of tools placed at his feet (fig. 8). Due 
to the cultural influence of the Avar Khaganate, we 
also find harness pieces, horses or parts of horses’ 
bodies in the tombs. At the same time, analysis of 
funerary customs reveals that traditions inherited 
from the previous funerary horizon were main-
tained to a certain extent.

In the Band cemetery and Cemetery 3 at Bratei, 
the horizontal stratigraphy of certain details of the 
funerary rite (horse burials) or grave goods (hand-
built pottery, harness pieces, types of beads or 
buckles), seemingly clustered around an older 
nucleus (at Band) or in a new, eastern section (at 

11. Avars and “Avarised” Gepids
The Avar conquest of the Pannonian basin is doc-
umented by the appearance of an archaeological 
horizon whose funerary aspect is characterised by 
necropolises comprising dozens of tombs, sometimes 
with niches or galleries, where the deceased were 
buried with swords, axes, arrows and bow fragments, 
harness pieces, accessories and ornaments: hair pins, 
sophisticated gold earrings with pyramidal or glob-
ular pendants and, last but not least, spectacular 
bracelets with flared ends. Belts, made of various parts 
with embossed accessories, played an increasingly 
important role. The burial of horses, or parts of a horse’s 
body, as well as sheep and goats is also specific to 
this context. There are no links to the sixth-century 
funerary horizon, nor elements characteristic of the 
late type of eastern circle of tombs arranged in rows 
attributed to the final period of the Gepids, agents 
of Avar domination. A prime example is the grave of 
the sword-bearing warrior at Unirea-Vereșmort, in 
which fragments of horse legs were also placed. 
In this period we encounter the first hints of the 
important role that the middle course of the River 
Mureș and local salt deposits would play in the Avar 
Khaganate.

The picture is completed by the highly significant 
discoveries made in the Lower Mureș basin. In the 
rich tomb of a precious metalworker at Felnac, the 
deceased was buried with his horse and, as in the 
case of the Band artisan, a set of 44 patterns for mak-
ing clothing accessories and ornaments (fig. 10 A).

The warrior’s tomb in Sânpetru German also con-
tains parts of a horse skeleton, but the grave goods 
include harness pieces, weapons (a sword and a 
spearhead), a gold earring with a globular pendant, 
and a solidus coin from the joint reign of Heraclius 
and Constantine III (613–641) (fig. 10 B).
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12. The Slavs, “exceptionally tall, 
robust and stalwart” people

Around the year 530, the limes of the Lower Danube 
faced a new threat. Having left their ancestral 
homeland, located somewhere near or west of the 
Dneiper in the vicinity of the River Pripyat between 
the Oder and the Vistula, the Slavs arrived in 
the Lower Danube in the late fifth or early sixth 
century. Beginning in 530, Byzantine records 

Bratei), suggest an acculturation phenomenon (figs. 
9 A y B). The situation in Pannonia is similar. Here, 
as in the aforementioned Transylvanian cemeteries, 
the acculturation of the late Gepids led to their dis-
appearance from the archaeological landscape over 
the course of the seventh century. This funerary 
horizon should not be interpreted as an archaeolog-
ical reflection of certain ethnic groups who fled from 
the Avars, but as part of the new power structure 
established in the Middle Danube after the year 567.

Fig. 9. Horizontal stratigraphy of cemeteries: A. Bratei, Cemetery 3; B. Band.

BRATEI

1964-1969

Graveyard No. 3

Western featured tombs, with an 
internal organization of the space of 
the pit, SW orientation, deposition 
of bags, wheeled cups, oval shaped 
belt buckles, Byzantine type belt 
buckles. fibulæ.

Eastern featured tombs, horse or 
horse bones deposition, harness 
fittings, spiral shaped ear-rings, 
rectangular shaped belt buckles.

Tombs with polychrome glass beds.
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wheel. This phenomenon also includes pit dwell-
ings without post frames that had stone ovens, some 
of impressive size. This archaeological group has 
close ties to Moldavia and Wallachia and is also doc-
umented in Transylvania, in the basins of the rivers 
Târnava (Sighișoara) and Mureș (Morești).

Within this period, east and south of the Carpathians, 
we find two closely connected archaeological cul-
tures: the Costișa-Botoșana culture in Moldavia, 

frequently mention Slavic attacks and raids on the 
empire (fig. 7).

Along the upper course of the River Olt in the sec-
ond half of the sixth century, and in Transylvanian 
regions after the end of the funerary horizon of row 
tombs, we observe a cultural phenomenon char-
acterised by poorly made, hand-built vessels, 
occasionally with impressed decoration, and small 
Prague-type clay pots or pans thrown on a slow 

BANDUL 
DE CÂMPIE

Gray ceramics, with polished decorations.

Triangular shaped belt buckles

hand-modeled ceramic

Tombs with nomadic features (pressed belt or harness fittings, tombs 
with horse bones, nomadic type spear heads/points.

Punched belt fittings

Rectangular shaped belt buckles
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Fig. 10. Grave goods from the tombs at Fenlac (A) and Sânpetru German (B).

A

B
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appearance of a type of hand-built pottery of infe-
rior quality with impressed decoration in the form 
of simple Prague-type pots or small clay trays.

The kilns of this period, like those at Dulceanca, 
were also used to fire pottery pieces made of coarse 
reddish-brown paste and thrown on a fast wheel, 
the result of imported Byzantine technology. Wares 
made of coarse-grained grey paste with stamped 
decoration are quite rare in this cultural area, and 
there is no evidence of polished fine-paste grey 
pottery, categories typical of the Transylvanian 
archaeological landscape.

Although the attribution of this horizon to the Slavs 
is not problematic, the few inhumation graves and 
the second Coșovenii de Jos treasure with gilt- 
silver pieces (fig. 11 B), including a radiate-headed 
brooch with serrated decoration and an imitation 
of the Germanic zoomorphic style (fig. 11 B-3), may 
indicate the existence of an east Germanic compo-
nent, which could be explained by the destruction 
of the Gepid power structure after the devastating 
Avar conquest of the Pannonian basin.

The new power structures that emerged in the 
Lower and Middle Danube starting in the sixth 
century gave rise to a variety of new archae- 
ological expressions. The diverse typology of 
archaeological artefacts points to varied formal 
structures defined by different cultural and geo-
graphical areas: Transylvania, as part of the Middle 
Danube basin; and Moldavia, Wallachia and Oltenia, 
as regions of the Lower Danube basin. This diversity 
and lack of uniformity are actually characteristics 
of the environment and the formal or decora- 
tive repertoire in each case. The lavish archaeo-
logical expressions specific to the fifth century are 
scarce and only found in early Avar contexts.

and the Ipotești-Cândești culture in Wallachia and 
Oltenia.

In fact, the settlements east and south of the 
Carpathians are hamlets of no more than 20–30 
dwellings. These are typically huts with wooden post 
frames, although some have no supporting struc-
ture, equipped with stone hearths or clay pit ovens. 
Occasionally the huts contained genuine “stoves” 
of compacted clay and some even had heat-retain-
ing elements, such as the adobe mounds known as 
“beehives”. In this respect, there is a dramatic dif-
ference between this region and Transylvania, where 
the presence of similar heating facilities in the sixth 
century is the exception to the rule, as these did not 
appear there until the first half of the seventh cen-
tury. We also find plenty of ground-level huts with 
floors of adobe and fired clay, like those discovered 
at Dulceanca.

The funerary landscape is dominated by the crema-
tion rite. The most telling example is the necropolis 
of Sărata Monteoru, with over 1,500 graves, mostly of 
cremated remains in pits. The grave goods—glass 
beads, particularly typical of the early Avar period, 
decorated with multicoloured eyes, as well as Slavic 
radiate-headed brooches, star-shaped pendant 
earrings, Byzantine buckles of the Pope or Corinth-
type, etc.—suggest a timeframe between the sixth 
century and first half of the seventh.

The relatively abundant archaeological material 
found in Moldavia, Wallachia and Oltenia—cast fib-
ulæ, upturned-foot fibulæ, radiate-headed fibulæ, 
Byzantine buckles, tools and even casting moulds—
can be dated to the sixth century and the first three 
quarters of the seventh.

Pottery also underwent significant changes in these 
regions. Perhaps the most illustrative example is the 
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Fig. 11. Grave goods from A, the hoard (?), and B, the tomb at Coșovenii de Jos.
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of Hispanic origin, like Lucan, Seneca, Martial and 
Pomponius Mela, recorded certain facts or im-
pressions about Dacians and Getae. 

In a process whose origins can be traced back to the 
fourth century AD, the ancient Getae were identified 
with the Goths. This was primarily due to the con-
trived phonetic similarity of the two names, Gothi and 
Getae, but also to geographical and historical fac-
tors, as we have seen: these two peoples had nothing 
in common other than the fact that they were bar-
barians who had occupied, albeit at different times, 
the lands north of the Lower Danube and the 
Carpathians, which in centuries past had been 
Getae and Dacian territory. However, in late antiq-
uity the term Getae began to be used as a poetic 
name for the Goths, a custom that endured for many 
centuries, while historians regarded it as the an-
cient name of the Goths.

The image of Dacia, Getae and Dacians 
in Hispanic historical literature 
(seventh–twenty-first century)

The prevailing image of the Getae and Dacians 
in the final centuries of antiquity was that of 
barbarians praised in literary sources for their 
heroism, nobility and moral virtues. However, 
due to a confusion with the Scythians, they 
were also negatively perceived as “true bar-
barians”: hirsute (hirsuti), wearers of animal 
skins (pelliti), unshorn (intonsi), etc. The tradi-
tion of Geto-Dacian heroism that had begun with 
Herodotus’s writings in the fifth century BC would 
endure long after the Roman conquest of Dacia. 
As explained in previous chapters, we know that 
the literature of the classical period conveyed the 
idea that the Dacians were related to the Getae or 
perhaps were even the same people but with minor 
differences, including their name. However, the 
Dacians ceased to figure prominently in classical 
sources after the conquest of Dacia. The literature 
of Hispania was no exception, and some authors 
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1. A case of historical 
confusion, identification and 
appropriation: Background
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identification was a result of geographical coinci-
dence, phonetic proximity, imperial interests, the 
legend of the noble, heroic Getae later transferred 
to the Goths, and a simple error passed from one 
author to the next over time, a kind of fashion that 
reinforced the identification of Getae with Goths 
by giving it poetic, erudite and even pedantic val-
ue. However, in Cassiodorus, Jordanes and Isidore 
of Seville, who continued this established tradition, 
the identification took on a different quality: its po-
etic value was confirmed, but the aim of evoking 
the distant and more or less mythical origins of the 
Goths by appropriating Dacian and Getae history 
was to legitimise the Goths socially and politically.

2. The seventh century and 
Isidore of Seville: Getae 
and Dacians in the Historia 
Gothorum and the Etymologiæ

In the early fifth century, the Hispanic priest and 
historian Paulus Orosius, who had fled to Africa to 
escape the advancing barbarians, was undoubted-
ly the one who paved the way for the identification 
of Getae with Goths in Hispania and the inclusion of 
Getae and Dacian figures and history, not in the his-
tory of the Roman Empire as classical sources had 
done up to that point, but in the history of the Goths 
and later of the Spaniards. In his History against the 
Pagans, Orosius referred to “Dacia, where Gothia is 
also found” (I, 2, 53: Dacia ubi et Gothia) and men-
tioned “the people who were once called the Getae 
and are now called the Goths” (I, 16, 2: modo autem 
Getae illi qui et nunc Gothi). One of the most curi-
ous aspects of Orosius’s work is that he refers to the 
Dacian king Decebalus as Diurpanus [Diurpaneus], a 
different Dacian monarch mentioned in other sourc-
es, which became the common name for Decebalus 
in all subsequent Hispanic chronicles. Orosius’s 
work was highly influential in the Iberian Peninsula, 
as his identification of Getae with Goths was directly 
taken up by Isidore of Seville.

By the sixth century, the idea that the Goths were 
the Getae had been fully accepted. The terms Getae 
and Gothi were used in a broad sense that seems 
to be a generic name with geographical conno-
tations, identifying the Goths as the largest and 
most important of the invading barbarian nations, 
as well as the oldest by virtue of their association 
with the Getae. Consequently, the other barbar-
ian peoples were considered branches of this main 
Germanic nation, the Getae/Goths. For this reason, 
other Germanic peoples who were never in Scythia 
or Dacia were also regarded as Getae offshoots, 
especially if they had some sort of connection to 
the Goths. This process was particularly fuelled by 
the work of later authors such as Cassiodorus, 
Jordanes and, on the Iberian Peninsula, Isidore 
of Seville. Up to this point, we can say that 

In Hispania, we can say that Isidore was the bridge 
between antiquity and the Middle Ages on the cul-
tural level, although he saw scholarship as a tool for 
rounding out the education of clergymen. In con-
trast to his efforts to preserve Roman language and 
culture in his Etymologies, Isidore took a completely 
different attitude to politics, and his historical work 
reveals his determination to destroy that Roman 
world, which posed a double threat to the new-
ly established Visigothic nation on the peninsula: 
a politico-military threat, with Justinian’s attempt 
to reconquer Hispania for the Byzantine Empire; 
and an ideological, and perhaps even more danger-
ous, threat, the myth of Rome, which still endured 
on the Iberian Peninsula. To counter this second 
threat, in his History of the Goths Isidore tried to re-
place it with the myth of the Goths which, as we are 
seeing, was in turn inspired by ancient myths about 
the Getae, Dacians and Scythians.
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glossaries, dictionaries or etymologies were able to 
read that the Goths were the same as the Getae and 
the Scythians, thereby perpetuating the tradition 
begun in late antiquity. As for the Dacians, Isidore 
of Seville clearly established their affinity with the 
Goths in a curious chronological reversal. As Isidore 
claimed they came from the Goths, the identity of 
the Dacians was also appropriated to secure a clas-
sical precedent:

“The Dacians were offshoots of the Goths, and peo-
ple think they were called Dacians (Dacus) as if the 
word were Dagus, because they were ‘begotten from 
the stock of the Goths” (Etym. 9. 2.90).

In the conclusion to his History of the Goths, which 
contains intermingled references to Getae and 
Goths, Isidore praised their strength and military 
ability in a long passage, after reiterating their con-
nection to Gog-Magog, but cast in a positive light: 
a link to biblical history which, together with their 
antiquity, would bolster their legitimacy. The Seville 
historian elevated their characteristic warriors and 
bravery to new heights of glory (Hist. Goth., 66–70).

Outside the Iberian Peninsula, Jordanes’s writings 
largely represented a Gothic historical tradition, but 
Isidore of Seville’s work was primarily a Hispanic his-
torical tradition, initiated by Orosius, relating to the 
Goths. When Jordanes’s work became known on 
the peninsula around the 13th century, it was 
used as a source, alongside Isidore’s texts, for the 
development of peninsular Gothicism, the appro-
priation of the identity and past of the Goths in the 
late Middle Ages and early modern era and, conse-
quently, the persistent identification of Getae with 
Goths and the appropriation of the ancient history 
of the Getae and Dacians in the history of Spain. By 
this time, what was being appropriated was no lon-
ger the history and identity of the Getae and Dacians 

Orosius’s exaltation of the Goths was not sufficient, for 
Isidore’s purposes, to create a mythology that would 
legitimise their power or present a cohesive image 
of an ethnos gothicum that could blossom into a na-
tio gothica; he had to utterly destroy the Roman ideal. 
Unlike Cassiodorus, who may have sought reconcilia-
tion in the Ostrogothic Italy of Theodoric, Isidore felt 
that in Hispania it was necessary to glorify the Goths 
while simultaneously demolishing Rome, and this is 
the method he applied to his historical work in order 
to create a kind of Visigothic “nationalism”. The asso-
ciation of Goths and Scythians, via their identification 
with the Getae, was traditional and widely accepted 
at the time, and although Orosius was not the first 
to use it as a poetic device, he had established it as 
historical fact. We find this idea in Cassiodorus and 
Jordanes, but Isidore took it directly from Orosius 
rather than these historians, as he was not familiar 
with their work, and gave it an etymological basis. 
The identification with the Getae and the Scythians 
made the Goths even older than Rome itself, there-
by proving their superiority and respectability and 
legitimising their existence as a kingdom with a 
prestigious place in the annals of history:

“The Goths are thought to have been named after 
Magog, the son of Japheth, because of the similarity 
of the last syllable. The ancients called them Getae 
rather than Goths” (Etym. 9. 2.89).

“The Goths are descended from Magog, the son of 
Japhet, and are shown to have sprung from the same 
origin as the Scythians, from whom they do not differ 
greatly in name. For when one letter is altered and 
another is removed, the Getae are almost named like 
the Scythians” (Hist. Goth. recap., 66).

Thus, once again, the term acquired the authority of 
time-honoured usage. As Isidore’s work passed into 
the Middle Ages, scholars who resorted to the use of 
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and Asturias-Galicia. Literary output in the 10th cen-
tury was quite limited, but in the early 11th century 
new Benedictine trends came to the peninsula and 
ultimately stamped out what remained of Visigothic 
monastic life. Isidore became an authority quoted 
by and accessible to scholars, part of a larger cultur-
al background; at the same time, when his remains 
were moved to León, he became a widely venerated 
figure in the context of a generalised glorification of 
Visigothic values. One century later, the number of 
Isidore’s works listed among the preferences of pen-
insular readers had diminished, perhaps because of a 
waning interest in the codices once Visigothic script 
was abandoned in favour of Carolingian minuscule. 
At the dawn of the 13th century, the royal chancer-
ies of Castile and Aragon stopped using Latin and 
switched to Romance languages. Isidore’s manu-
scripts could still be found in the great libraries of the 
Iberian Peninsula and some other parts of Europe. His 
legacy endured on the peninsula thanks to the work 
of Lucas de Tuy and Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada, who 
were also responsible for the reception of Jordanes’s 
Getica and, with it, additional details about the histo-
ry of the Getae and Dacians, likewise associated with 
the Goths in the work of this sixth-century historian of 
the Eastern Roman Empire.

In the 13th century, Jordanes’s work was remark-
ably influential on the Iberian Peninsula, as its 
kings sought to legitimise their authority by claim-
ing Visigothic “ancestors” and were determined to 
appropriate the history of the Goths. The Isidoran 
tradition also persisted in this century, when chron-
iclers turned to new sources imported from Europe, 
although Isidore’s theory of Getae etymology and 
the identification of Getae with Goths had practical-
ly been forgotten up to that point.

Lucas de Tuy represented the continuation of the 
tradition begun by Isidore of Seville. His most 

but that of the Goths. However, as the earlier iden-
tifications endured, the unwitting appropriation of 
the identity and history of the ancient Getae and 
Dacians would continue, along with a deliberate ap-
propriation of the identity and history of the Goths in 
certain European nations, including Spain.

3. Getae, Dacians and Goths in 
medieval Iberia

The death of Isidore of Seville marked the end of the 
cycle of Hispanic culture that still had a direct re-
lationship with ancient culture and literature. The 
word “Dacia” meant nothing to the new writers, 
who were not acquainted with ancient texts, and 
the names “Getae” or “Getan” were no longer al-
ways equated with “Goth” or “Gothic”. However, we 
do find the proper name Geta among the peninsu-
lar Goths, which apparently gave the bearer an air of 
distinction and nobility; a case in point is the bish-
op of Elepla, one of the signatories at the Councils of 
Toledo, in the early eighth century.

Isidore was elevated to the status of auctoritas in the 
transmission of culture, and although it encouraged 
the study of sources in the seventh century, his et-
ymological work eventually replaced much of the 
earlier technical knowledge. The Islamic invasion 
in the eighth century created an unstable situation 
that was reflected in literature, but at Toledo the 
Mozarabs preserved Isidore’s historical texts. Others 
were kept in the Catalan Pyrenees and from there 
made their way to France and other European coun-
tries. However, the following century witnessed a 
remarkable cultural and artistic expansion that fa-
cilitated a better knowledge of Isidore’s work in the 
three places that maintained the great cultural tra-
ditions of the Visigothic period: Al-Andalus (most 
notably Seville and Córdoba), the Catalan counties 
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The topics addressed in his work are, as he him-
self stated (De reb. Hisp., Præfatio), the antiquities 
of Spain, the peoples who invaded it, the origins of 
the Spanish monarchs and their great deeds. 
To this end, Jiménez de Rada defended the Gothic 
origins not only of the reigning dynasty but also of 
the high Spanish nobility, with an obviously legiti-
mising purpose sought for and by all of them. The 
high Castilian-Leonese nobility, or at least the part 
of it with which the Toledo scholar was best ac-
quainted, were keenly interested in the history of 
the Goths at the time, believing it would serve to 
bolster their own legitimacy. 

The novelty of Jiménez de Rada’s Historia de rebus 
Hispaniae, used as a source and model by later his-
torians even in his own century, is also apparent in 
his decision to round out the historical narrative 
with chapters devoting to elucidating ancestry and 
origins, in which he drew on various sources 
and traditions that are not always identified and oc-
casionally even resorted to legends and myths. Some 
of these elements had already appeared in the work 
of Orosius, Isidore of Seville or Lucas de Tuy, but un-
til the publication of the Toledo bishop’s volume, 
those myths and legends had never been compiled 
in a single work or added to a history of Spain in the 
form of a chapter on origins. 

One of the myths in his chapter on the origins of the 
Hispanic people, where he compiles the legends 
about the Goths having originated in Scandza and 
Scythia, is that of the wisdom of the Goths, which 
took on a moral meaning that was repeated by sub-
sequent historians and writers in connection with 
the aforementioned virtues of the Castilian-Leonese 
kings. His account mentions Deceneus, high priest 
of the Getae in the days of King Burebista, who is 
portrayed by Jiménez de Rada as a model of wisdom 
and good governance for the new Hispanic rulers, 

important historical work was the Chronicon Mundi, 
written roughly between 1230 and 1238. In the first 
part we find an entire paragraph on Trajan, even 
longer than that composed by the Seville histori-
an. And the second book contains an unabridged 
version of Isidore’s History of the Goths, repeating 
certain aspects of the Getae-Goth connection for 
which Isidore had provided an etymological basis.

Lucas de Tuy’s Chronicon Mundi is practical-
ly contemporary with Historia de rebus Hispaniæ 
sive Historia gothica by Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada, 
Archbishop of Toledo, which describes the histo-
ry of the peninsula up to the year 1243. Jiménez de 
Rada drew considerably on Isidore of Seville, but he 
also relied heavily on Jordanes’s Getica, from which 
he copied entire passages about the Goths’ myth-
ical past. His Historia was one of the main sources 
for the work of Alfonso X, also known as the Wise. 
It had a tremendous impact on the conception of 
peninsular historical writing, and in the 13th century 
it was translated into several vernacular peninsu-
lar languages, significantly influencing the idea of 
a unitary history of Spain that remained dominant 
until the 15th century. Jiménez de Rada composed 
his work at the behest of King Ferdinand III, who 
required a history of the Iberian Peninsula from the 
most distant past to his own time, although it may 
have been the archbishop who pointed out the flaws 
of Tuys’s Chronicon Mundi to the monarch and the 
need for a complete, Hispanic history of the peninsu-
la. King Ferdinand III was interested in the past of his 
land, the antiquities of Spain, not only in search-
ing for a national identity and legitimising his 
dynastic claims, and Isidore’s legacy was deemed 
insufficient for this purpose. Once Jiménez de Rada 
had proved the utility and necessity of writing, he 
highlighted the exemplary nature of the histo-
ry of monarchs, in whom he identified four main 
virtues: wisdom, courage, liberality and justice. 
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made after comparing this information with 
Jordanes’s account. In Jiménez de Rada, the Gothic 
myth about the origins of the people who would be 
considered the “founders” of Spain were projected 
onto the history and reality of the Iberian people, 
a myth that included the identity and past appropri-
ated from the Getae and Dacians of antiquity. 

One of the most noteworthy vernacular translations 
of Jiménez de Rada’s Historia de rebus Hispaniae 
is the Estoria de los Godos, written approximately 
between 1253 and 1270. However, it is not an ex-
act translation but a history of Spain based on the 
Toledo scholar’s work, with certain variations that 
betray the interest of the author—and obviously of 
the person who commissioned it, almost certainly 
Pedro Fernández de Azagra, Lord of Albarracín—in 
the history of Aragon and King James I, known as 
James the Conqueror. In it we find the same passage 
about the three wise men of the Goths, borrowed 
from Jiménez de Rada: “They had Zeuta the philos-
opher, later Diceneo, and later Zalmoxen who was 
very wise” (XI: De los reyes godos de Chephe).

However, the pinnacle of this 13th-century histo-
riographical series was the Estoria de España—also 
known as Primera Crónica General de España after 
Menéndez Pidal’s 1906 edition—written after 1260 
at the behest of King Alfonso the Wise, who was ac-
tively involved in its composition. This was the first 
extensive history of Spain written in a Romance 
language, ranging from its biblical and legendary or-
igins to the recent history of the Kingdom of Castile 
under Ferdinand III.

Alfonso’s magnum opus is divided into four parts: 
the first tells the history of Rome, since the medi-
eval kings of European nations saw themselves as 
heirs of the Roman Empire; the second part nar-
rates the history of the barbarian kings, including 

heirs to the Gothic tradition that had been passed 
on by Isidore and revived in the 13th century. But his 
Gothic myth also includes Zalmoxis, the Getae deity 
mentioned by Herodotus, as well as certain Dacian 
traditions, all taken from Jordanes, who had mixed 
up the history of the Goths with that of the Getae and 
Dacians in his Getica. Drawing on his knowledge of 
Jordanes’s work and the independent Hispanic tra-
dition represented by Isidore of Seville, Jiménez de 
Rada inserted Getae and Dacian myths and history—
previously appropriated for the Goths—in the history 
of the Hispanic people. For instance, he states that 
in the time of Sylla (sic), one Dicineus (sic) taught 
the Visigoths:

“All philosophy, physics, theoretical and practical 
disciplines, logic, the arrangement of the twelve 
signs, the movement of the planets, the waxing and 
waning of the moon, the course of the sun, astrology 
and astronomy, the natural sciences” (De reb. Hisp., 
1. 10 and 1. 13).

Some of this knowledge that Jiménez de Rada at-
tributes to the Goths, and which we know Jordanes 
had taken from ancient references to Deceneus and 
the Getae and Dacian peoples of the first century BC 
(Getica XI, 67 and 69–73), tally with the Toledo his-
torian’s desire to publicise science and the manual 
arts and disciplines that must have particularly in-
terested him. In fact, Chapter XV of his work, about 
the wise men of the Goths and their counsellors, 
is merely an excursus on Deceneus, situating him 
in a place of honour alongside Zeuta and Zalmoxis 
(whom he calls Zalmoxes) among the “philosophers” 
of the Goths.

Of course, Jiménez de Rada made no distinction be-
tween Goths and Getae. Isidore’s etymological theory 
of the association between Getae and Goths is also re-
flected in his work, albeit with certain modifications 
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that were not so good; and this Dicineo taught the 
Goths almost all philosophy and physics, and theo-
ry and practice, and logic, and the arrangement of 
the twelve signs, and the courses of the planets, and 
the waxing and waning of the moon and the course 
of the sun, and astrology, and astronomy, and the 
natural sciences […] And he dissuaded them from 
their former fierceness in the manner of wild beasts, 
and taught them to be meek and philosophical. And 
of these Dicineo chose the most noble and most 
learned, and made them priests and bishops, and 
told them to learn theology and called them pileatos 
after the Latin pileus, the name of the gentleman’s 
cap; and the learned tell us that this was because of 
the mitres with which they covered their heads, as 
gentlemen cover theirs with hats” (Ch. 388: Dell 
assentamiento de Sciçia et de cuemo se matouo en 
ella la hueste de los Godos).

In addition to Deceneus and Burebista, Zalmoxis also 
appears in Alfonso’s chronicle, saying of him that “the 
histories tell he was wonderfully wise in philosophy” 
(Ch. 393: De los sabios de los godos et de los sos con-
seieros). Through the Goths, the greatest names in 
the ancient history of the Getae and Dacians, like 
Deceneus, Burebista and Zalmoxis, were seamlessly 
integrated in the history of the Spaniards by recount-
ing the legendary origins of the Visigothic people, 
always with an exemplary and legitimising purpose.

Throughout the Middle Ages, the Hispanic kings, 
especially in the Kingdom of Leon and the Kingdom 
of Castile, were portrayed as descendants of the 
Visigothic monarchs at three key junctures, rely-
ing heavily on Gothicism as a political argument: 
at the time of their intervention in the lands of the 
Astures and Gallaeci in the ninth century; during 
the 13th-century process of constructing coherent 
narratives around Ferdinand III and Alfonso X in 
Leon and Castile, as we have just seen; and in the 

the Goths, the direct ancestors of the monarchs of 
the Iberian Peninsula; the third is a history of the 
Kingdom of Asturias; and the fourth tells the history 
of the kingdoms of Leon and Castile. Yet, as was cus-
tomary in chronicles of that time, the author went 
back to the remotest history found in the Bible and 
continued with myths and legends mixed with Greek 
sources and ancient history. A wide variety of works 
were used to compile this history, but chief among 
them were the two great Latin chronicles mentioned 
above, which constituted the most complete ac-
counts of the history of Spain in the 13th century: the 
Chronicon Mundi by Lucas de Tuy and the Historia de 
rebus Hispaniae by Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada. 

Resorting to Gothicism was inevitable, because of the 
political arguments for dynastic identity and those 
supporting the idea of “reconquest”, and also be-
cause Hispanic historiographic tradition since 
Isidore had shaped an image of the past that could 
not be relinquished at that moment in time, as this 
would have meant questioning the collective iden-
tity that authorities were trying to give Spaniards, 
portraying them as the settlers of a national enti-
ty whose origins were also sought in the medieval 
Hispanic nation. In reading the history of the Goths 
in the Estoria de España, it seems that for Alfonso 
X—promoter of Spanish culture and practitioner of 
every science and art, from music and literature to 
astronomy and astrology—the figure of Deceneus, 
whom he called Diçeneo or Dicineo, was not mere-
ly that of wise counsellor to Burebista (recorded as 
Boruista) but a model for the monarch himself, who 
listed Deceneus’s achievements, repeating Jiménez 
de Rada, who in turn had followed Jordanes’s 
account:

“So Boruista reigned among the Goths, and be-
side him in Gothia was one they called Dicineo […] 
And he changed among them the customs they had 



392

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

The last great demonstration of peninsular Gothicism 
in the 15th century, before the reign of the Catholic 
Monarchs, was the Compendiosa historia hispáni-
ca, the first printed history of Spain, completed in 
Rome in 1470 by Rodrigo Sánchez de Arévalo. This 
history of Spain begins with the typical humanis-
tic practice of providing a detailed geographical 
description of the country, but it also has the me-
dieval characteristics of the traditional exaltation of 
Spain and Gothicism, as it lists events that occurred 
from the Visigothic invasion to the early years of the 
reign of Henry IV of Castile. In this case, it is inter-
esting to note how the book portrays Spaniards as 
an ethnic group with clearly defined moral virtues, 
the same virtues the Goths had allegedly possessed. 
Those moral virtues had previously been presented 
as an example for medieval Castilian royalty to fol-
low by Jiménez de Rada, who borrowed them from 
Jordanes, who, in turn, as I have already mentioned 
several times, had taken them from ancient refer-
ences to the Getae and Dacians and attributed them 
to the Goths.

4. Getae and Goths in the Spanish 
monarchy from the Catholic 
Monarchs to the first Bourbons

revival of this idea, after a hiatus, in 15th-century 
historiography.

In 1454, after the death of John II—father of Henry IV 
and the future Isabella I, the Catholic Queen—the 
Bishop of Burgos, Alonso (or Alfonso) de Cartagena, 
referred to the Gothic heritage of the dead mon-
arch, tracing his lineage back to Athalaric and 
even further through the mythical genealogies of 
the Goths, a fantastic fabrication that confirmed 
the unification of the peninsula’s various kingdoms 
as the historical destiny of its monarchs. The aim 
of merging national genealogies into a single leg-
endary national bloodline was twofold: to legitimise 
the rulers’ power, and to justify the social pre-em-
inence and prestige desired by a specific group. 
Imaginary genealogies had been fabricated since 
late antiquity by appropriating even older iden-
tities and histories, and over the centuries they 
gave rise to a specific historiographic produc-
tion dedicated to remaking lineages that could be 
traced back to antiquity. Gothicism was predicat-
ed on the existence of a principle that legitimised 
the authority of the Visigothic kings, as the only 
barbarian people to whom the Roman Empire had 
officially transferred power with the 418 treaty be-
tween Wallia and the Eastern and Western Roman 
emperors. According to the long line of descent 
traced by Alonso de Cartagena, that power had 
been passed down from Athaulf to the Trastámara 
sovereigns. However, it was the Bishop of Burgos 
who, in his historical work Rerum in Hispania ge-
starum Chronicon. Anacephalaeosis, explained that 
the Goths came to Spain from Dacia—which to him 
meant Denmark (Dania), owing to another medi-
eval geographic confusion between the Dacians 
(Daci) and the Danish (Dani)—and that therefore 
the Spanish monarchs were descended from the 
Dacian and Getae princes of old.

During the reign of the Catholic Monarchs, the 
Gothicist trend that had dominated the peninsu-
la in the 13th and 15th centuries was joined by other 
arguments used to legitimise and extol the crown. 
The identification of Getae with Goths and the per-
sistence, appropriation and spread of this idea 
thanks to Gothicism found a new outlet for expres-
sion in monarchic symbolism and heraldry, closely 
bound up with the legitimising genealogical con-
structs that had served as a model in the early 
modern era.
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half of the 16th century, we also find appropriations 
from Getae and Dacian history, as Julián del Castillo’s 
primary source was once again the Toledo archbish-
op Jiménez de Rada, whom he quoted. For example, 
he copied the passage previously borrowed by Pedro 
de Molina regarding Zalmoxis as the fourth king of 
the Goths, but this time calling him “Salmagem”: 
“a great philosopher, who taught them letters and 
customs.” He also brought back the high priest of 
the Goths, the Geto-Dacian Deceneus, under the 
name Darpaneo, mistaking him for another Dacian 
personality, and went on to list his priestly duties, 
which Jiménez de Rada had taken from Jordanes. 
Diurpaneus or Dorpaneus was mentioned as a Gothic 
king in Jordanes’s Getica (XIII, 76–77), although he 
was actually a Dacian king. Jordanes included the 
wars fought between Dacians and Romans among 
the glorious deeds of the Goths.

At the dawn of the 17th century, the historical work 
of Spanish Jesuit Juan de Mariana constituted a 
prominent response to the historical interests of 
Spaniards, a work so influential that another gen-
eral history of Spain would not be written until well 
into the 18th century. However, the most important 
thing about Mariana’s Historia General de España, 
published in 1601, is that it reinforced a tradition 
and a version of historical facts which, having long 
been regarded as true histories, ended up becoming 
a veritable foundation myth, the core of which proved 
very difficult to discredit or even criticise, as those 
who did so were labelled “inventors of fables” and 
“novelty seekers”. In two prior mentions of the origins 
of the Goth, Mariana again identified them with the 
Getae, although he did cast some doubt on the claim 
by saying that some believed they were the same:

“The Getae or Goths (which some consider to be the 
same) destroyed the provinces of Moesia and Thrace. 
Decius fought against them”.

From the moment the House of Habsburg ascended 
to the Spanish throne, they continued to exploit 
the myth of the monarchs’ Gothic heritage. The 
Spanish humanist Luis Vives (1492–1540) provid-
ed evidence that Getae and Goths were still linked 
in the minds of Spaniards at this time. In his in-
troduction to Augustine of Hippo’s De Civitate Dei, 
he wrote, “It has been proven that the Goths were 
called Getae by the ancient scholars.” He also 
mentioned King Burebista, referring to him as the 
Gothic king “Boerebista”, as the name appeared in 
the Latin edition of Strabo.

The translations of Jiménez de Rada’s chronicles 
ensured that his work had a relevant place in the 
Spanish Gothicism of the 15th and 16th century. Its 
influence is apparent in the Libro de las grandezas 
y cosas memorables de España by mathematician 
and cosmographer Pedro de Medina (1493–1567), 
who in his quest for the Spaniards’ most ancient 
ancestors went all the way back, as earlier chroni-
clers had done, to Tubal, Noah’s grandson, and King 
Geryon, and later devoted a chapter to the origins 
of the Goths. In it, he quoted the Toledo scholar re-
garding the equivalence of Scythia, Gepidia and 
Dacia, and the fourth king of the Goths, Salmaxen 
(again, the Getae god Zalmoxis mentioned by Hero-
dotus): “The fourth king was called Salmaxen.He 
was a great philosopher. And he taught his peo-
ple good customs and proverbs, courtesy and good 
breeding”.

A good example of the rise of Gothicism in the days 
of Philip II is the Historia de los reyes godos que 
vinieron de la Scythia de Europa contra el Imperio 
Romano, y a España, con sucession dellos hasta los 
catolicos reyes Don Fernando y Doña Isabel, writ-
ten by Julián del Castillo between 1579 and 1582 and 
dedicated to the monarch. In this work, typical 
and representative of Spanish Gothicism in the latter 
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The House of Bourbon, which succeeded the House 
of Habsburg on the Spanish throne after the War of 
the Spanish Succession in the 18th century, had a 
high regard—as their predecessors did—for valour 
as a symbol of national unity and the prestige 
that the myth of Gothic descent conferred upon 
royalty. The Gothicist interests of the organic in-
tellectuals linked to those in power at the time 
are clearly reflected in the historical work of cer-
tain scholars shortly after Philip V created the Royal 
Academy of History in 1738. 

Ignacio de Luzán Claramunt de Suelves y Gurrea 
(1702–1754), a supernumerary fellow of the Royal 
Academy of History since 1742, strongly influenced 
by the Italian Enlightenment and always close to the 
court, wrote a dissertation on the origins and prim-
itive homeland of the Goths (Disertación sobre el 
origen y patria primitiva de los godos) in 1746 that 
was posthumously published in the first volume of 
the academy’s annals in 1796. In it, he constantly 
and even excessively—given the number of repe-
titions—alluded to the equivalence of Goths and 
Getae, mentioned on 20 of the 42 pages in his study. 
Naturally, I cannot repeat them all here, but some 
are quite interesting because Luzán defends this 
equivalence to the hilt, with a host of facts and 
quotes, paradoxically doing the exact opposite of the 
academy’s stated objective in its founding by-laws, 
“to debunk fables”. However, we know this histo-
ry was quite beneficial in relation to Gothicism and 
that the myth of Gothic ancestry was also valued 
by the Bourbons:

“In the most remote past, the enslaved Goths or Getae 
were so vilified that their name became synonymous 
with servants, which in Greece, and especially in com-
edies, were commonly called Getae. Yet after several 
centuries, when the Goths were established on their 
new thrones and respected for their power, there 

“Some thought and said that the Goths were the 
same as the Getae, which in Pliny and Herodotus 
we find situated not far from the banks and mouths 
where the Danube flows into the sea”.

In 1646 the writer and diplomat Diego de Saavedra 
Fajardo published his Corona Gothica, Castellana y 
Austriaca, a historical-political statement present-
ed in his capacity as ambassador plenipotentiary 
of Philip IV at the treaty negotiations in Münster. 
Using the Gothic heritage of the Spanish monar-
chy as a legitimising argument, Saavedra Fajardo 
opened his work by stating that the Goths and Getae 
were not the same people: “the diverse nation of the 
Getae.” His affirmation could not be clearer, in con-
trast to Mariana’s ambiguity, and yet the Spanish 
diplomat soon contradicted himself by quoting the 
Scandinavian Johannes Magnus verbatim when 
he listed the achievements of King “Boroista” 
(Burebista) and “Diceneo” (Deceneus), “his coun-
sellor, a great philosopher versed in the schools of 
the Greeks and Egyptians”. And he tied it all in, as 
Johannes Magnus had done, with the Goths’ belief 
in the immortality of the soul and their custom of 
shooting arrows during a storm to assist the gods. 
Thus, although he denied the identification, the 
habit of ascribing the past of the Getae to the Goths 
was so ingrained that Saavedra Fajardo did not think 
twice about citing names and episodes of Getae his-
tory, like those related to the belief in the immortal 
soul and the Getae rituals recorded by Herodotus. 
Consequently, bows and arrows were once again 
associated with the Goths, weapons believed to be 
typical of this people, along with other traits such 
as courage, wisdom or spirituality. But these char-
acteristics that defined the image of the Goths in 
literary sources had actually been taken from clas-
sical references to the Getae, appropriating their 
identity, defining traits, prominent personalities and 
history.
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tone and the endless references to the ancient and 
modern sources he used, one cannot help but won-
der if scholarship had actually made any progress 
since Jordanes or even further back in time, because 
the central idea—the appropriation of Getae iden-
tity and history by and/or for the Goths—remained 
exactly the same. And Luzán, as the organic intel-
lectual he was, close to power in court circles, once 
again relied on the antiquity of the Goths to reinforce 
the myth of the Gothic origins of the new Bourbon 
monarchs in Spain.

Like Ignacio de Luzán, another fellow or, better said, 
censor of the Royal Academy of History, Martín de 
Ulloa y de la Torre-Guiral, published a study around 
1762 on the origin and homeland of the Goths, 
contesting the claim that they hailed from Scandza 
(Scandinavia) as Luzán had argued, but again in-
sisting, perhaps even more vehemently, that Goths 
and Getae were the same people. In defending his 
theory that the Getae/Goths originated in Scythia 
rather than Scandinavia, the equivalence of the two 
nations is mentioned on 57 of the paper’s 84 pages, 
although I will only furnish one quote here: 

“To proceed with proper clarity in our research-
es, we shall divide them into several articles. In 
Article I we shall prove that Goths and Getae were 
one nation, to which both names were applied in-
terchangeably […] and that Getae and Dacians 
were one nation. In Article IV we shall treat of the 
times in which the Getae were known by this name 
on the banks of the Danube. In Article V, wheth-
er the Getae were a Scythian or Thracian nation, 
and we shall attempt to prove they were Scythians 
[…] In Article X it is proved that, if the Getae were 
Thracians, they could not have come from Scandia. 
In Article XI we shall examine the narrative of the 
journey of the Goths from Scandia, and set out 
the difficulties that make this entirely implausible. 

was no one who did not wish to have some Gothic or 
Lombard blood in his family to become illustrious”.

“Roman history [he wrote] clearly teaches us that the 
Goths who ruled our Spain were the Getae who dwelt 
on both banks of the Danube […] which flows into 
the Euxine Pontus, or Black Sea […] and so Roman 
historians considered Gothic and Getic one and the 
same, the ‘e’ of the latter becoming an ‘o’, although 
we cannot say exactly when this change occurred. 
See Ælius Spartianus in the life of Caracalla”.

“It is true that some modern scholars, as I have 
said, while sharing Jordanes’s belief that the Goths 
originated in Scandia, distinguish them from the 
Getae, regarding them as two very different nations. 
However, in this the common opinion of the most 
learned authors, not only Swedes but also in other 
countries, is that the Goths and the Getae were the 
same nation and had the same origins”.

“I trust there can no longer be any doubt about the 
opinion of Jordanes, that the Getae were the same 
as the Goths, and that both originated in Scandia. 
Herodotus says of the Getae that they were 
the bravest of the Thracians, and Procopius says 
of the Goths that they were the bravest of the bar-
barians. It is clear that both authors are of the 
same mind, and that Getae and Goths are one and 
the same”.

As for me, I trust there can no longer be any doubt 
about the surprisingly strong presence of the iden-
tification of Getae with Goths in mid-18th century 
Spain, illustrated by the intense Gothicist sentiment 
that pervades Luzán’s entire work, as all the mod-
ern authors he cites—Spaniards, Dutch, Germanic, 
Prussian, Swedish, etc.—belonged to the Gothicist 
trends that existed in different parts of Europe. In 
reading his dissertation, if we overlook the discursive 
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5. Dacia, Dacians and Getae in 
the historical literature of 
contemporary Spain

When it seemed this trend had reached its apex 
and the appropriations of Goths and Getae would 
inevitably be carried over into the 19th century, the 
contemporary era arrived—which in Spain be-
gan not with the French Revolution but with the 
Peninsular War and the ratification of the 1812 
Constitution of Cádiz—and suddenly, without warn-
ing, the appropriation of the Gothic identity and 
history for the monarchy suddenly ceased to be the 
defining feature of Spanish Gothicism. Up until this 
point, the myth of Gothic heritage had been used to 
legitimise and glorify the monarchy, the institution 
that had united the different medieval kingdoms 
and later established an absolutist state. After the 
dawn of the contemporary era, marked by the de-
mise of the Ancien Régime and the triumph of the 
liberal revolution during the reign of Ferdinand VII, 
Gothicism was used as a historical point of ref-
erence for the new, centralist, unified state that 
would be constructed by the liberal bourgeoisie in 
the days of Isabella II. Previously, the emphasis had 
been on the Gothic blood of monarchs; from this 
moment, it would be placed on the alleged unifica-
tion of the Visigothic state.

Historians of this new era were interested in the 
fundamental role that the Visigoths played in con-
solidating the Catholic faith and establishing the 
nation’s laws and monarchy. The great antiquity of 
the Goths became inconsequential because it was 
no longer used to defend and authenticate the age 
and legitimacy of the monarchy, whose rulers were 
officially known as Gothic Kings until the Constitution 
of 1812. 

And in Article XII we shall examine the grounds on 
which some attempt to prove that the Goths mi-
grated from Scandia to Scythia, and show it is 
more likely that the Getae migrated from Scythia to 
Scandia. If these articles are more extensive than 
the matter seems to require, we beg the reader’s 
indulgence for this prolixity as the product of an 
earnest desire to know the origins of certain peo-
ples who founded our monarchy”.

We could hardly hope for a clearer statement from 
the transmitting agent of this appropriation on the 
goal of such studies and of the monarchy as the re-
cipient of the Goths’ appropriated identity and past, 
and with it the ongoing appropriation of the identi-
ty and past of the Getae and Dacians—even though 
Ulloa denied its existence, as he believed Getae and 
Goths were one and the same.

In his conclusion, Martín de Ulloa mentioned other 
modern Spanish scholars who, like him, identified 
the Getae with the Goths and believed they orig-
inated in Scythia, such as Juan de Ferreras, the 
marquis of Mondéjar, Andrés González de Barcia, 
José Pellicer and Martín Fernández de Enciso. There 
is nothing more worth adding to what I have already 
said about Ignacio de Luzán’s study, as both papers 
were written in the same context of 18th-century 
Gothicism in Spain by organic intellectuals close 
to the monarchy, an institution eager to continue 
legitimising its claim to power based on its suppos-
edly ancient and glorious Gothic roots.

What I find incredible is the fact that this situation 
existed in Spain a little more than two centuries ago, 
a situation in which Gothicism and the identification 
of Getae with Goths enjoyed a popularity practically 
unprecedented since these ideas were first mooted 
in late antiquity.
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born in Hispania—as was Hadrian, his successor—
the Dacian Wars have been the preferred subject of 
Spanish scholarship.

However, the arrival of the 21st century witnes- 
sed a new development: Spanish historians spe-
cialised in the history of pre-Roman and Roman 
Dacia, in the Dacians and the Getae, who pub-
lished various studies that have joined the corpus 
of literature on the ancient—and not so ancient, in 
some cases—history of Romania and even become 
prominent works in their specific fields, such as my 
own book Los cultos orientales en la Dacia roma-
na. Formas de difusión integración y control social e 
ideológico (2010), and Bellum Dacicum. Geopolítica, 
estrategia y conflicto en el Danubio bajo Domiciano 
y Trajano (85–106 d.C.) by David Soria Molina (2016), 
which may appear to be just another study of 
Domitian and Trajan’s Dacian Wars but is actually, 
in its longest part, a profound geopolitical analysis of 
the pre-Roman peoples in and around Dacia. And, of 
course, I must also mention my Apropiaciones de la 
Antigüedad. De getas, godos, Reyes Católicos, yugos 
y flechas (2015), a complex historiographical sur-
vey of all the identifications and appropriations of 
Getae and Dacian history from antiquity to the pres-
ent day in different areas of Europe and, as I have 
attempted to summarise in these very brief lines, in 
Spanish historical literature.

Moreover, as it was no longer important to underscore 
the oldest origins and most relevant characteris-
tics that could be applied to royalty, hitherto the 
main beneficiary of those appropriations, the Goths 
ceased to be identified with the Getae, who had giv-
en the Goths their legendary antiquity and some of 
their principal traits, applied particularly to mon-
archs by appropriating figures from Getae and 
Dacian history like Zalmoxis, Burebista or Deceneus. 
And so the presence of Getae and Dacians in the his-
tory of Spain came to an end.

While they did not disappear altogether from Spanish 
historical literature, they were only mentioned in the 
context of other subjects: not the history of Spain, 
but the history of the Roman Empire and—reversing 
the situation—the history of ancient Dacia itself and 
of the Dacian and Getae peoples. 

The most common case, especially throughout the 
20th century, was that of various Spanish histori-
ans of antiquity in general or the Roman Empire 
in particular who wrote about Dacia and its pre- 
Roman peoples as part of a larger history focused on 
its conquest and conversion into a provincial territo-
ry. Hispania had suffered the same fate, but for these 
historians Dacia was not, unlike Hispania, a central 
theme of study. For these reasons, and because the 
Roman emperor who conquered Dacia, Trajan, was 
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Elements of a belt and a 
fibula with bird-shaped 
pendants from the Ghidici 
bronze cache
Ghidici (Dolj county)

7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 139442-139462

The cache, discovered by chance before 1966, contained 105 
objects: 72 circular pendants, three bird-shaped protomes 
(stylised depictions of an aquatic bird), three disc-shaped 
buttons, the bow of a Vače-type fibula, five spiral bracelets, 
five simple bracelets and 16 saltaleoni fragments. The bronze 
cache is part of the horizon of burials dated to mid-Iron Age I, 
the time of the Basarabi culture. The bird-shaped pendants are 
reminiscent of a symbol typical of the late Bronze Age and early 
and middle Iron Age I. These types of pendants have analogies 
to other finds in southern Hungary, Bulgaria and the Romanian 
regions of Banat and Oltenia, but also to the composition of 

elaborate belt accessories from the western Balkan Peninsula 
(e.g. Macedonia). The Vače-type fibula has analogies in the 
grave goods of southern Oltenia.

Bibliography: Oancea, 1972; Oancea, Tătulea, 1974; Petrescu-
Dîmboviţa, 1977: 165 pl. 399-401; Bader, 1983: 81-83 pl. 
27/180-194 pl. 28/195-216; Gumă, 1993: 292/nº. 99 pl. C/1-3; 
Videski, 1996-1997: 104/T. V; Mitrevski, 1996-1997: 77 84 pl. I pl. 
III-IV; Kemenczei, 2005: 141/[C20] 147/[C80] pl. 47/F 4–6 pl. 54/H 
1; Cărăbiși et alii, 2020: 422 fig. 8.

CB
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Belt appliqués
Balta Verde - «La podișcă», tumulus necropolis, burial mound 
XVI, tomb M.1 (Gogoșu, Mehedinți county)

8th-7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16048-16052 

Tumulus XVI was excavated in the 1930s and found to contain six 
inhumation graves. The goods in Grave 1 (probably of a woman) 
included several bronze and iron objects: two small plaques, two 
circular openwork appliqués, eleven figure-8 appliqués, three 
fragmented fibulae (Vače type), an iron ring and a fragment of a 
bronze saltaleoni. The figure-8 appliqués have two circular parts 
at the ends and a rectangular section in the middle, decorated 
with parallel lines. They were most likely part of a fashion 
accessory (belt). There is a known parallel in the grave goods of 
an inhumation tomb at Ćareveć, Bulgaria. 

Bibliography: Berciu, Comșa, 1956: 353–356 fig. 78/5 fig. 127/12-
15; Cărăbiși et alii, 2020: 421–422 fig. 8/D. 

CB

Selected grave goods from a 
tomb
Balta Verde - «La podișcă», tumulus necropolis, burial mound nº. 
II (Gogoșu, Mehedinți county)

8th-7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16059-16061 (harness applique), 16062-16063 
(shanks), 16114 (dagger)

The large funerary mound known as Tumulus II, which 
contained two graves (one interpreted as a secondary burial), 
was excavated in 1932 and 1934. The grave goods consisted of 
a bowl, a miniature vessel, two bronze bit shanks, four circular 
bronze harness appliqués, a V-shaped bronze appliqué, 
eight small bronze buttons, one larger bronze button, two 
rectangular bronze ornaments, an iron dagger with a T-shaped 
hilt, two iron spearheads, a fragmented iron dagger, several 
fragments of an iron bar with rivets, an iron hoop, a bronze-
tipped iron nail, four iron balls and a whetstone. The “secondary 
grave”, located on the west side of the tumulus, contained 
a circular bronze harness appliqué and several fragments 
of bronze wire (perhaps from three bracelets). The circular 
harness appliqués (type B Ia), discs with four perforations 16114
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arranged to form a “cross”, are decorated with concentric 
linear designs. These objects of eastern origin (which some 
scholars link to Thraco-Cimmerian finds) are very rare in the 
region delimited by the Carpathians and the basin of the Lower 
and Middle Danube. There are parallels in bronze caches and 
graves in Croatia and northern Serbia. Objects like the pair 
of bit shanks (type I or I A1) are quite uncommon in grave 
goods from the Basarabi culture period (mid-Iron Age I). They 
are known from a handful of finds along the Middle Danube 
in Croatia, Hungary and Slovakia, where a series of Thraco-

Cimmerican bronze items have been documented. However, 
the daggers with T-shaped hilts are weapons with a wide 
area of distribution: several such objects have been found 
in southeast Italy (region of Picenum), the western Balkan 
Peninsula (Glasinać plateau), the Alps, southwest Romania 
(Oltenia) and northern Bulgaria.

Bibliography: Berciu, Comșa, 1956: 321-327 fig. 53/3, 54 fig. 
55/1-2 fig. 56/2-3; Vulpe, 1990: 74-79, 113-120; Cărăbiși, 2018: 
120-122 fig. 2/1, 127-129 fig. 11/B 8-13. 

CB
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Selected grave goods from 
the inhumation necropolis 
of Balta Verde
Balta Verde - «La podișcă», tumulus necropolis, tumulus XII, 
tombs M.2 and M.4 (Gogoșu, Mehedinți county)

8th-7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16046, 16062 (fibulae), 16065 (torques)

The prehistoric funerary zone located between the villages 
of Balta Verde and Gogoșu, east of a secondary branch of the 
Danube, was excavated in several dig campaigns (1924, 1932, 
1935, 1949–1950). Archaeologists documented a large area 
of burials that included a cremation necropolis from the late 
Bronze Age (urnfield) and early Iron Age I (Žuto Brdo-Gârla Mare 
culture), as well as a necropolis of inhumation tumuli from mid-
Iron Age I (Basarabi culture).

North of this area, at “La Podișcă”, a group of three funerary 
barrows was excavated in 1949–1950. Tumulus XII contained 
seven inhumation graves. The goods in Grave 2 included a cup 
and a large fibula. The bronze fibula with an hourglass-shaped 
catch-plate (variant D) is decorated with concentric ribs and has 
several analogies to other finds in the area. Grave 4 contained 
abundant goods, among them two spectacle fibulae, a vessel, 
three bronze multi-spiral bracelets, a bronze torc, four bronze 
wire rings and three bronze buttons. The spectacle fibula 
(Brillenfibeln) on display was made from a single bronze wire, 
coiled concentrically into two large spirals joined by a figure-8 
loop. In the centre of each spiral is a button shaped like a 
truncated cone with a knob. The piece has parallels in caches 
and grave goods from the western Balkans (Serbia, Croatia and 
Slovenia) and Transylvania (Romania).

The same complex yielded a bronze torc made from a bar whose 
section is round in the middle (with pseudo-plaited decoration) 
and rectangular at the thinner, twisted ends. This ornament, 
which probably announced the wearer’s elevated social status, 
is often associated with grave goods from the western Balkans 
(Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, etc.) as well as with a 
series of bronze caches in the Romanian regions of Oltenia and 
Transylvania.

Bibliography: Berciu, Comșa, 1956: 339-349 fig. 69/1 fig. 126/6, 
fig. 72/1, 73; Gabroveć, 1970: 22/nº. 1; Bader 1983: 81/nº. 180 pl. 
27/180; Pabst, 2012: 72-73, 75 fig. 5/5, 388/mapa 18 2; România. 
Civilizații suprapuse, 2016: 153.

CB

16046

1606516082
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Fibula
Gogoșu - «La morminți» - tumulus necropolis in the Balta Verde-
Gogoșu area, tumulus nº. XXVIII, tomb M.1 (Mehedinți county)

8th-7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16045 

A tumuli necropolis on the banks of the Danube was excavated 
in the 1940s and 50s. Tumulus XXVIII contained a single 
inhumation grave, where a bronze ring and a fibula were 
discovered alongside the remains. The bronze fibula (Donja 
Dolina-variant A) has a rectangular catch-plate decorated with 
several sets of circular ridges. The piece has parallels to objects 
found in the regions of Oltenia and Banat.

Bibliography: Berciu, Comșa, 1956: 425-428 fig. 151/2, fig. 179/3; 
Vulpe, 1967: fig. 33/4; Bader, 1983: 94/no. 262 pl. 32/262. 

CB

Spearhead
Gogoșu - «La morminți» - tumulus necropolis in the Balta 
Verde-Gogoșu area, burial mound nº. XXIV, tomb M.1 (Gogoșu, 
Mehedinți county)

8th-7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16117

Found among the grave goods of inhumation tomb M.1 in this 
tumulus, along with another iron spear (both weapons placed to 
the left of the deceased), a small iron knife and a bronze fibula. 
Interestingly, the second tomb in this tumulus was a cremation 
grave. 

The spear, with a very long tip and double medial ridge, is an 
offensive weapon typical of the late Iron Age I, known thanks to 
finds in the western Balkan Peninsula and southwest Romania 
(Oltenia). 

Bibliography: Berciu, Comșa, 1956: 421-423 fig. 149/1 fig. 182/1. 

CB
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Helmet
Gavojdia - Timiș river bed (Gavojdia, Timiș County)

First half of the 6th century BC. - 4th century BC

MNBT Inv. 27790

Bronze helmet of the Graeco-Illyrian type found by chance in 
2003 on the banks of the River Timiș, to the north of the town of 
Gavojdia, in the sand removed from a basalt quarry downstream. 
The helmet belongs to the Pflug IIIA1 type and is decorated 
with silver rosette appliqués, the silhouette of a rider and other 
unidentifiable motifs (rider and boar?). The Gavojdia helmet, 
a product of the South Danube world, is an outstanding piece 
in terms of both its rarity and decoration. It represents one of 
the most important items of military equipment from Iron Age I 
in the Central-Western Balkans and Eastern Adriatic space. Its 
characteristics not only associate it with the Hallstattian panoplies 
but confer upon the piece the status of symbol and badge of rank 
of certain military and political elites in the North Danube region.

Bibliography: Medeleț, Cedică, 2004: 97-100; Sîrbu, 2012: 33-56; 
Cedică, 2013: 240-241.

VC

Dagger sheath
Budești-Fânațe - Benișoara, necropolis, tomb No. 3 
(Budești, Bistrița-Năsăud county)

Second half of the 7th century BC

CMBN Inv. 11001

Sheath discovered in 1974 during the systematic excavations 
carried out at the Scythian necropolis in the Benișoara area. The 
sheath is small and has a ring for hanging. The body is decorated 
with openwork triangles in a symmetrical pattern, framed by 
circles with a perforated centre that are connected by tangential 
spirals.

Bibliography: Marinescu, 1984: 48, 79, fig. 3/6

GM
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Acinaces-type short sword 
and sheath
Firminiș - «La temeteu» point (Mirșid, Sălaj department)

Second half of the 7th century - early 6th century BC

MJIAZ Inv. C.C. 60/1976

This Posmuș-type short sword and its sheath were found 
together by chance during the interwar period, apparently in 
a funerary context. The pieces are among the earliest known 
evidence of the dissemination of “Scythian”/ Eastern cultural 
elements and representations in Transylvania.

Bibliography: Matei, 1977: 63-71; Matei, 1978: 107-113; Vasiliev, 
1980: 145 nº. 38, pl. 12/1-3; Vulpe, 1987: 83-89.

IB

Sword
Dobolii de Jos - On the bed of the Olt river (Ilieni, Covasna 
County)

5th century BC

MNIR Inv. 32055

Iron acinaces sword with antenna (Grishchentsy type) discovered 
by chance in 1869. The Dobolii de Jos sword is the longest 
example of this type of offensive weapon, to the extent that it 
resembles a rapier. It has a pommel in the shape of a letter “C” 
on its side, a rectangular hilt, a butterfly-shaped guard plate 
and a very long (over 1 metre) double-edged blade. Zoomorphic 
Scythian motifs decorate the hilt: facing griffin heads on 
the antenna pommel, and two crouching felines (lions?), in 
antithetical position, on the guard plate. Artefacts like these 
come from accidental or funerary discoveries in a very large 
area stretching from the North Caucasus, the forest-steppe of 
the middle basin of the River Dnieper and the region between 
the rivers Desna and Volga to Transylvania and the north of the 
Balkan Peninsula. The fact that sword was found on the bed of 
the River Olt indicates a ritual deposit in an aquatic environment.

Bibliography: Pârvan, 1926: 360, 387-388 fig. 251; Roska, 1942: 
15, 18 fig. 3; Dumitrescu, 1974: fig. 474; Vasiliev, 1980: 84-86; 
Vulpe, 1990: 62-64 pl. 16/78; Goldhelm, 1994: 144; Dacia Felix, 
2019: 90 nº. 143; Topal, 2020: 635-636 fig. 5/1.

CB
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Emblem sword
Medgidia - Limestone quarry (Constanța County)

7th-6th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16124

Chance discovery in 1955. Short bronze sword (Kelermes 
acinaces type) cast as a single piece, with a T-shaped hilt and 
a heart-shaped guard, accompanied by the scabbard. The 
piece represents a ceremonial weapon of the “emblem sword” 
category; the massive rivets on the reverse side suggest that it 
was probably designed to be mounted on a statue (menhir?). It 
has an elaborate decorative repertoire composed of several fields 
at the top of the hilt and on the guard and the scabbard. The 
complex iconography, specific to the zoomorphic Scythian style, 
comprises: on the hilt, a bird of prey (eagle?) with a snake in its 
beak; on the guard plate (heart-shaped), a pair of backward-
looking kneeling Alpine ibexes, framed by a band of notches in 
relief; at the top of the (elongated) belt plate, the front view of 
the head of a predator (feline), with spiral lines and two wings 
for the eyes; overall, it probably represents a griffin, while the 
lower part features the head of a bird of prey inside another bird 
of prey head. This is a unique object with no direct parallels. It 
only bears certain typological and iconographic similarities with 
a series of objects (weapons, but decorative elements as well) 
discovered in the north Pontic and South Danube region, in 
Scythian or Thracian cultural environments.

Bibliography: Berciu, 1969: 18-32 fig. 2-6; Vulpe, 1990: 64-67 pl. 
16/79; Goldhelm, 1994: 144; Thraker und Kelten, 2000: 50, 82/
nº. 81 fig. 31; Im Zeichnen des goldenen Greifen, 2007: 307-308; 
Topal, 2013: 7-8 pl. 6/1.; Dacia Felix, 2019: 90/nº. 134.

CB
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Akinakes-type sword
Ferigile - tumular cremation necropolis, burial mounds nº. 41 
and nº. 44, tomb 1 (Costești, Vâlcea county)

6th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 853

Double-edged sword with a continuous incised line along its 
length. The guard is shaped like a heart or butterfly and the 
hilt has a crossbar pommel. This type of short sword reached 
the Thracian world through the Scythians, who had taken it 
from the Persian civilisation. It was found during the 1956–1962 
excavation campaign.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 58-61, fig. 20/1, pl. 15/2; Vulpe, 1990: 
32 nº. 15, pl. 4/15.

DM 

Spearhead
Ferigile - burial mound necropolis (Costești, Vâlcea county)

6th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 861

Elongated piece resembling a willow leaf. It was discovered 
during the 1956–1962 excavation campaign.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 64, pl. 20/11. 

DM 
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Axe
Ferigile - tumulus burial necropolis, burial mound nº. 11, grave 
nº. 1 (Costești, Vâlcea county)

6th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 841

Double-bit axe made out of an iron bar bent into two equal 
halves and forge welded lengthwise. It was found during the 
1956–1962 excavation campaign. This type of double-bit axe was 
a typical weapon of the Ferigile group.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 62-63, pl. 19/13. 

DM 

Axe
Ferigile - tumulus burial necropolis, burial mound nº. 71 
(Costești, Vâlcea county)

7th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 895

The head has an expanded edge, while the handle adopts the 
form of a spur with a rectangular plan that tapers to the knob, 
culminating in a pommel. It was discovered during the 1956–
1962 excavation campaign.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 62-63, pl. 19/20. 

DM 



414

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

Combat knife (makhaira)
Ferigile - tumulus burial necropolis, burial mound nº. 22 
(Costești, Vâlcea county)

6th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 867

Elegant yet robust sword. The blade is curved with the cutting 
edge on the inner side (concave). It displays an inflection on the 
third that includes the tip. The blade has a wide base and then 
narrows abruptly before continuing with the tang used to fix it to 
the hilt. This has perforations where the grip plates were riveted 
to the tang. It was discovered during the 1956–1962 excavation 
campaign.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 61, pl. 17/13; Vulpe, 1990: 86 nº. 152, 
pl. 27/152.

DM

Arrowheads
Ferigile - tumular cremation necropolis (Costești, Vâlcea 
department); Curtea de Argeș - «Rodovanu» - tumular cremation 
necropolis (Curtea de Argeș, Argeș department)

6th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 819, 820, 822, 828

Ferigile-type iron arrowheads. They have an elongated 
pointed shape with a hammered blade, sharp edges and two 
barbed extensions at the base. Near the tip they have two tiny 
perforations that were used to affix them to the haft. This type 
of spearhead was a specific weapon of the Ferigile group and 
almost certainly originated locally. These specimens were found 
in the Ferigile necropolis during the 1956–1962 excavation 
campaign and in the 1963 campaign at Curtea de Arges.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 65-66, fig. 21; Măndescu, 2004: 153, 
fig. 8/2; 12/1. 

DM
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Horse bit
Ferigile - tumular cremation necropolis, Tumulus nº. 6, tomb M.1 
(Costești, Vâlcea county)

7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16092

Iron harness piece found among the grave goods of a cremation 
tomb (partially destroyed by agricultural work), alongside 
several pottery vessels, a bronze fibula bow, a double-bit axe 
and an iron spearhead. The well-preserved type-A horse bit is 
made of iron and has straight shanks with two circular ends 
and a central hole for attachment, two hooks for the reins and a 
moveable mouthpiece. The piece was originally decorated with 
a row of fine incised dots. This type of horse bit is characteristic 
of the chronological horizon of the seventh century BC in a wide 
area (the western Balkans, the Tisza river plain, the foothills of 
Wallachia) and is occasionally associated with Scythian finds. 

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 66-68, 112-113 pl. XXI/4.

CB

Fibula
Ferigile - tumulus cremation necropolis, burial mound nº. 97, 
grave nº. 1 (Ferigile, Costești, Vâlcea county)

6th century

BCMJAG Inv. I. V. 800

Glasinać-type fibula with two springs and a catch-plate for the 
pin in the shape of a Boeotian shield. It was discovered during 
the 1956–1962 excavation campaign.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 69-70, pl. 23/9. 

DM
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Belt appliqué
Ferigile - tumulus cremation necropolis, burial mound nº. 97, 
grave nº. 1 (Costești, Vâlcea county)

6th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 807

Bronze trapezoidal belt appliqué with one end shaped like a 
half moon. It was discovered during the 1956–1962 excavation 
campaign. The front displays a soldered (on the funeral pyre?) 
fragment of a spiral chain of the saltaleone type, also bronze, 
which suggests that this type of piece may have belonged to the 
same ornament group. 

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 71, pl. 24/1. 

DM

Ornamental chain
Ferigile – tumular cremation necropolis (Costești, Vâlcea county)

6th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 1728

Saltaleone-type spiral chain made out a fine bronze wire, rolled. 
It was probably used as a decorative accessory. The fragments 
come from different graves discovered during the 1956–1962 
excavation campaigns.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 72. 

DM
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Necklaces
Valea Stânii – tumular cremation necropolis, burial mounds nº. 1 
and nº. 4 (Țițești, Argeș county)

7th-6th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 3890 e I. V. 3923

Necklaces made up of 252 disc-shaped kaolin beads (42 in 
pairs and 15 in groups of three) and 167 disc-shaped beads (12 
paired), respectively. The varying colours (mostly yellowish-
white or cream but also violet, grey, dark green and clay colour) 
are due to the fact that they were refired on the funerary pyre 
along with the corpse. The beads were found among charred 
human bones during archaeological excavations in 2014–2015. 
Kaolin beads were defining elements of feminine attire in Iron 
Age I.

Bibliography: Măndescu, Mihalache, Stănculescu, 
Constantinescu, 2017: 7-48.

DM

Clothing ornaments
Valea Stânii - tumulus cremation necropolis, burial mound nº. 4 
(Țițești, Argeș county)

7th-6th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 4009-4024

Group of 16 whole and fragmentary horn beads carved into the 
shape of deer canines. They were discovered in 2015 among 
the charred bones of one of the deceased. The studies carried 
out have confirmed that these beads were sewn onto a textile 
support rather than forming part of a necklace. Throughout 
prehistory, deer canines (and their imitations) were considered 
prestige items and status symbols.

Bibliography: Măndescu, Constantinescu, Mărgărit, 2019: 301-316.

DM
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Necklace
Pocreaca, tomb (Schitu Duca, Iași county)

Second half of the 6th century - early 5th century BC

CMNMIS Inv. 17898

Necklace of twelve shells found in a Scythian tomb with rich 
grave goods, consisting of five bracelets, five disc-shaped 
buttons, three spiral-shaped pinheads, a mirror decorated with 
zoomorphic motifs, a fibula, a triple-barbed arrowhead, a ring 
and a hoop, all made of bronze. There was also a tubular bone 
piece of undetermined purpose. The cowry shells (Cypraea sp.) 
in the Pocreaca grave came from the shores of the Indian Ocean. 
The necklace was both an ornament and a talisman, as these 
molluscs were a symbol associated with the fertility cult in large 
geographical areas of prehistoric and protohistoric Asia, Africa 
and Europe. 

Bibliography: Iconomu, 2006: 60-61.

II

Appliqués
Cajvana-Dealul lui Borodea, tumulus necropolis, T.6 mound 
(Cajvana, Suceava county)

Early 6th century BC

MNBSV Inv. Au/25-26

During the dig campaigns conducted between 1989 and 1991, 
archaeologists studied 14 of the more than 60 tumuli in the 
area, part of an early Iron Age necropolis pertaining to the 
Podolian-Moldavian cultural group. The grave goods in Tumulus 
T6, the most complex of all the excavated barrows, consisted of 
glass and kaolin beads, a bronze mirror, a bronze hoop, vessels 
and six appliqués made of repoussé gold leaf worn as clothing 
accessories. 

Bibliography: Ignat, 2000: 119; Ignat, 2006: 28-29, 73

MD
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Quiver appliqué
Armășoaia (Pungești, Vaslui County)

7th-6th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16125

Chance discovery in 1949. A bronze cruciform appliqué cast in 
a two-piece mould. On the back it had two transversal handles 
(one broken in antiquity). The entire surface of the piece is 
covered in zoomorphic decoration in relief: at the top, on the 
each of the short arms, the head of a bird of prey (eagle?); in 
the middle, a circular medallion and, inside it, a curled-up 
feline; and on the long arm, three bear heads, depicted from the 
front. In general, these objects are considered to be appliqués 
for quivers (gorythos), known from accidental or funerary 
discoveries in the Scythian cultural environment across a vast 
area stretching from the north Pontic region to the River Tisza 
plain. 

Bibliography: Nițu, 1953: 3-6; Dumitrescu, 1974: fig. 471/1; 
Thraker und Kelten, 2000: 81 nº. 75; Dacia Felix, 2019: 90 nº. 138.

CB

Akinakes
Celic Dere - Scythian burial necropolis, grave M. 11 (Telița, 
Frecăței, Tulcea county)

5th century BC

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 44261

Dagger similar to the “Cozia” type, found in 1992 during 
archaeological excavations in the Iron Age I necropolis. It has a 
blade with a rhomboid cross-section, a cordiform cross-guard 
and T-shaped hilt. One side of the grip is decorated, apparently 
with the profile of a large feline. Most daggers of this type 
appear in contexts that primarily date from the fifth century BC, 
particularly east of the Carpathians.

Bibliography: Simion, 2003: fig. 5.

S-CA
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Sceptre
Celic Dere - Scythian burial necropolis, grave M. 11 A 
(Telița, Frecăței, Tulcea department)

5th century BC 

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 44263

Bronze sceptre deposited as grave goods alongside Thasian 
amphorae dated to the fifth century BC. It is shaped like the 
head of a bird of prey, with a curved beak. The anatomical details 
of the head are schematically rendered, in part due to casting 
defects.

Bibliography: Simion, 1992: 103 fig. 5; Teleagă, 2016: 223/nr. 9 
fig. 3/2; Ștefan et alii, 2019: 18-19 pl. 21/9.

S-CA
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Arrowheads
Celic Dere - Scythian burial necropolis, grave M. 1  
(Telița, Frecăței, Tulcea county)

5th century BC

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 53479-53503

25 arrowheads found in 1992, part of a quiver deposited as an 
offering. They have three barbs, evenly spaced around a hafting 
socket.

Bibliography: Simion, 2000; Simion, 2003a.

S-CA

Bead
Celic Dere - Scythian burial necropolis, grave M. 8 (Telița, 
Frecăței, Tulcea county)

5th century BC

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 49075

Elongated glass bead made with successive bands of white and 
black paste. 

Bibliography: ???

S-CA
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Signet ring
Vadu (Corbu, Constanța County)

Second quarter of the 5th century BC (circa 475-450 BC)

MNIR Inv. 10616

Chance discovery by farmers in the mid-1930s some 10 km 
south of the ancient city of Histria (in Caraharman, modern-
day Vadu). The piece is an extremely valuable epigraphical and 
iconographic source about the Scythian King Skyles’s relations 
in the west Pontic region. According to one hypothesis, Persia’s 
diminishing power in the region in the first half of the fifth 
century BC may have prompted a Scythian political formation, 
under Skyles’s leadership, to fight for the control of Lower 
Danube territories in a confrontation with the Odrysian cavalry; 
the historical source is a brief mention in the text of Herodotus 
(IV, 78–80, Skyles–Oktamasades episode).

The signet ring is made of gold and depicts a female figure 
seated on a throne, her feet resting on a little stool. The figure 
has a diadem and a plait (mane?) or possibly a raised veil 
on the back of her head.  She wears a long tunic and shoes 
with turned-up points. In her right hand she holds a mirror, 
and in the left a flower (lily or lotus). On the left-hand side of 
the ring, antithetical to the figurative representation, is the 
inscription “ΣΚΥΛΕΩ / Skyleo”, the Greek form of the possessive 
genitive meaning “I belong to Skyles”. A second inscription in 
Greek appears on the right-hand side of the hoop of the ring: 
“ΚΕΛΕΟΕΑΡΓΟΤΑΝΠΑΡ IANE / Κέλεoε ’Αργόταν                  ”, possibly 
translated as “He commanded (me) to be with Argotas”. Some 
authors believe that the two inscriptions were made at different 
times; the one on the hoop was made first and the one on 
the bezel was added at a later time. The shape of the piece is 
associated with the Greek rings that date from the fifth-fourth 
centuries BC, but it differs completely from those models in its 
function (as the signet ring of a dynasty) and in the iconography 
of the scene depicted.

Like the inscriptions, the scene represented is a Greek 
interpretation of an eastern iconographic motif (known in 
Achaemenid and Scythian cultural environments): a female 
figure seated on a throne, with a mirror in her hand (almost 
certainly the personification of a deity), with a standing male 
figure (warrior) in front of her, who holds a drinking cup 
(although this second figure does not appear on the ring).  The 
theme has been interpreted as an enthronement scene, by a 
goddess of a “deified” king (Skyles, in this case). However, this 
iconography (but with other meanings) may have an even earlier 
and more distant origin than the area in question, namely the 

Achaemenid Persian Empire (sixth-fifth centuries BC), which 
appears to have been subsequently reinterpreted from the 
depictions on certain ornaments in the Scythian environment, 
expressed in the transition of the apparently secular figurative 
register of the Achaemenids (banquet scene?) to one with 
possibly sacred connotations (associated with Scythian royalty/
elite?) for the north Pontic region. In view of the presence of 
Achaemenid power in Thrace and in the Lower Danube region 
around 500 BC, this ring probably combined stylistic and 
iconographic influences of courtly art and the provincial style of 
Asia Minor-Persia. 

Anthropomorphic representations are extremely rare in the 
Scythian figurative world of the fifth century BC but they had 
become increasingly present by the early fourth-third century 
BC. Of particular significance in the case of this ring is the 
female figure’s elaborate head ornament, which is a very 
early depiction of a Scythian clothing accessory reserved for 
high-ranking people, as shown by later archaeological finds 
(fourth-third century BC) at several graves in the north Pontic 
and Central Asian region. Indeed, the female figure (supposed 
goddess) depicted on this ring represents one of the earliest 
artistic attempts to illustrate Scythian deities (initially aniconic) 
through personification, a notable iconographic testament 
to what Herodotus tells us about the Scythian King Skyles’s 
veneration of Greek gods.

This unique ancient ornament, the “bird of prey” sceptre at the 
tumuli necropolis of Telița—Celic Dere (Cat. no. xxx) and the 
stone statues with male anthropomorphic motifs from eastern 
Wallachia, southern Moldavia and Dobruja (Cat. no. xxx) form 
part of a group of discoveries of signs of power that points very 
convincingly to the existence (in the Lower Danube areas) of a 
ruling Scythian elite (in late Iron Age I), connected to the Greek 
colonies (Olbia, Histria) as well as to the Odrysian-Thracian 
dynasties.

Bibliography: Apostolides, 1936; Canarache, 1950: 216-217; 
Boardman, 1970: 212-215; Vinogradov, 1981: 9-37; Vulpe, 1990: 
69-71 pl. 18; Dubois, 1996: 11-14; Vinogradov, 1997: 613-633; 
Firsov, Žuravlev, 2007: 276-290 fig. 8; Teleagă, 2014: 295-301; 
Archibald, 2015: 54; Dupont, 2015: 230-232 fig. 1; Dacia Felix, 
2019: 90 nº. 141

CB
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Scythian necropolis 
of Sâncrai
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.104 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9078

A large necropolis pertaining to the Scythian horizon in 
Transylvania was excavated at Sâncrai in 2016–2020. It 
contained 102 archaeological complexes from the seventh–fifth 
centuries BC: 84 individual inhumation graves, three double 
inhumation graves, six cremation graves, eight pits with no 
human bones (cenotaphs or ritual memorial offerings?), and a 
pit with an interred horse. Most of the graves had a west-east 
orientation. The cremation graves were generally attributed 
to the local population. The deceased were accompanied 
by offerings of meat (often with small iron knives) and large 
biconical vases, bowls and cups. The majority of the graves 
contained ornaments and clothing accessories made of gold, 
bronze and iron. The gold pieces are represented by clover-
shaped appliqués with analogies at the Blaj cemetery in eastern 
Hungary and the north Pontic region. Most of the ornaments are 
bronze: earrings with conical ends, disc pendants, bracelets, 
pins with spiral heads, beads of glass, amber, cowrie shells 
and other materials, bronze coils (saltaleoni), fibulae (of the 
Glasinać II and Donja Dolina types), appliqués in various forms, 
etc. The pieces date from the second half of the seventh century 
BC, the sixth century BC and the early-to-mid fifth century BC, 
and some may be even later. Some graves contained toiletry 
items, including two bronze mirrors. In most cases, the tombs 
with weapons had bronze and bone arrowheads among the 
grave goods. The arrowheads were occasionally accompanied 
by quiver appliqués, mostly with zoomorphic decoration. Graves 
with buried spearheads, hammer-axes and akinakes-type 
daggers were also identified. As for harness pieces, an iron bit 
was found in the pit containing the equine skeleton. This type 
of curb bit, with S-shaped shanks, is common at sites from 
the fifth–fourth century BC in the north Pontic region as well 
as in the northern Balkans. The necropolis of Sâncrai, with its 
102 complexes, is by far the largest cemetery discovered to 
date in Transylvania, as well as one of the biggest in the entire 
Carpathian basin. This reflects an intense occupation of the 
fluvial terraces along the River Mureș, in part because the 
conditions were suited to human habitation, but also because 
this river was a major waterway linked to the rich salt deposits 
nearby. In addition to the Scythian necropolis, a Celtic cemetery 

with eight archaeological complexes—five cremation graves, 
two cenotaphs and an empty pit—was also excavated at Sâncrai. 
The cemetery dates from some time after the latter half of the 
second century BC. 

AR and GB

The bronze quiver appliqué was discovered in 2016. The 
cruciform piece is decorated with zoomorphic motifs: stylised 
horse heads. On the reverse, it has a socket and two holes for 
fastening it to the quiver. 

Bibliography: unpublished.

GB
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Appliqué
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.22 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9079

Bronze appliqué shaped like a rosette, discovered in 2016 during 
preventive archaeological excavations. It depicts a sun chariot 
wheel and has four fastening holes on the reverse. 

Bibliography: unpublished.

GB

Pin heads
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.11 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9083-9086

Four bronze pin heads shaped like three-bladed propellers 
with a round hole for the shank, discovered during preventive 
archaeological excavations in 2016.

Bibliography: unpublished.

GB
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Spearhead
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.60 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC

MNUAI Inv. 9080

Iron spearhead with a leaf-shaped blade and central rib, 
discovered in 2016 during preventive archaeological excavations. 
The piece has two circular holes at the base of the blade and a 
longitudinal socket for hafting it.

Bibliography: unpublished. 

GB

Mirror
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.75 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9082

Bronze mirror with a handle adorned with a ram’s head and 
longitudinal ribbing, discovered in 2016 during preventive 
archaeological excavations.

Bibliography: unpublished. 

GB
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Selected grave goods from a 
Scythian tomb
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.10 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9081 (akinakes), 9089-9094 (arrowheads)

The grave goods of this tomb, excavated in 2016, included 
an akinakes dagger with a solid cordiform cross-guard and 
a straight-bar pommel, as well as nine bronze trilobate 
arrowheads. 

Bibliography: Balteș, 2019. 

GB

Selected grave goods from a 
Scythian tomb  
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.81 (Aiud, Alba County)

7th-5th century BC

MNUAI Inv. 9097-9099

The grave goods of this tomb excavated in 2016 included, among 
other items, a cowrie shell necklace and two bone arrowheads 
with four blades.

Bibliography: unpublished.

GB
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Bead necklace
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.105 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9100

Necklace made up of 40 amber beads in various sizes and 
colours, found during preventive archaeological excavations in 
2016.

Bibliography: unpublished.

GB

Appliqués
Blaj - Hula Hill, Scythian necropolis, tomb M.7 (Alba county)

6th-5th century BC

MNUAI Inv. P.6222-6224, 6261

Rectangular and trefoil appliqués made of repoussé gold 
plate and decorated with small hemispherical and triangular 
protuberances. Discovered in 1969, these pieces have parallels 
in the Carpathian basin, the Szentes-Vekerzug cemetery and 
Scythian funerary finds in the north Pontic region.

Bibliography: Vasiliev, 1980: 106-107 pl. 19/7. 

HIC
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Set of Achaemenid bridle 
ornaments
Histria - Archaic settlement on the terrace, sector X, pit α 
(Istria, Histria County)

Circa 500 BC

IAB Inv. 9314E, 9314F, 9314, 9314B-D, 9314G-M

Set of bridle ornaments made of basalt and deer antler, 
discovered in the 1956 archaeological campaign on archaic level 
III. The context of the objects’ provenance is one of the most 
varied at this level in terms of the quantity and diversity of the 
pottery items. The set comprises 13 objects: a rein ring shaped 
like boar tusk, a conical rein ring, four cylindrical rein rings, and 
seven fasteners for rein rings.

The exhibition features the following:

1. Carved basalt rein ring with chasing, shaped like a boar tusk. 
One side is decorated with deep incisions, arranged obliquely. 
There are several typological analogies, both in the Scythian 
environment, where they are made of organic materials or 
metal, and in the Achaemenid region (including figurative 
representations in ornamental bas-reliefs on the steps leading 
to the Apadana in Persepolis). The position of the orifices and 
the figurative motifs suggest that the piece was used to adorn 
the top or side of the bridle (temple and jaw area).

2. Conical rein ring made of basalt, devoid of decoration. It 
has typological parallels in the Scythian and Achaemenid 
environments. The position of the orifices suggests that the 
piece was used to adorn the top or side of the bridle.

3. Cylindrical rein rings (four pieces) made of deer antler, shaped 
like tiny reels. Thin concentric incisions decorate the top and 
bottom of the pieces. There are typological parallels in the 
Scythian and Achaemenid environments (including figurative 
representations in ornamental bas-reliefs on the steps leading 
to the Apadana in Persepolis). The position of the orifices 
suggests that the pieces were used to adorn the side of the 
bridle (temple and jaw area).

4. Rein ring fasteners (seven pieces) made of deer antler and 
shaped like small cylindrical buttons. Thin concentric incisions 
decorate the top and bottom of the pieces. Their size suggests 
that they were used to fasten the cylindrical rein rings to differ-
ent segments of the side of the bridle (temple and jaw area).

Bibliography: Alexandrescu, 2009; Ivantchik, 2011: 33/fig. 12.3-
12.14 81/fig. 34 83/fig. 35; The Horse, 2012: 132/no. 84 137/no. 
95-96; Scythians, 2017: 234-235/no. 155.

CB
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Horse bit
Curtea de Argeș - «Rodovanu» - tumular necropolis, tumulus nº. 
18, tomb 26 (Curtea de Argeș, Argeș County)

6th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 906

Horse bit of the Szentes-Vekerzug type, with outward-bowing 
shanks topped by horse protomes. The bit consists of two iron 
bars joined by ends twisted into rings. It was founded during 
archaeological excavations in 1963.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 68 pl. 16/3; Werner, 1988; nº. 66 pl. 
11/66.

DM 

Bit shank
Curteni, Valea Merilor - Negroaia (Oltenești, Vaslui County)

6th century BC

CMNMIS Inv. 6333

Bit shank of the Szentes-Vekerzug type, discovered in 
systematic archaeological excavations at a local Getae 
settlement. It is carved out of bone and has a horse protome 
finial. There are three holes on the surface of the piece, which 
is decorated with incised motifs. The groups of incised parallel 
oblique lines at the top suggest the horse’s mane, while three 
long oblique lines in the head area, between the mouth and ear, 
serve as the reins. Bit shanks with horse protomes have parallels 
in the north Pontic region of the Scythian world. 

Bibliography: Iconomu, 1978-1979: 227-229 pl. XXXIV/1, XXXVII/1; 
Iconomu, 1979: 88-89 fig. 8. 

TM 
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Bit shank
Budureasca 4 - “Puțul Tătarului” (Vadu Săpat, Prahova county)

6th - 5th century BC

MJIAPH Inv. 3.4.-98388

This bone piece with a rabbit protome finial was discovered 
during archaeological excavations in 2007. The bit shank was 
part of a horse’s harness, serving both practical and decorative 
purposes. The three relatively evenly spaced holes along the 
piece were used to attach it to the rest of the harness. This piece 
has analogies in artefacts from Moldavia and Dobruja, but so far 
it is the only one of its kind found in Wallachia.

Bibliography: Măndescu, 2010: 196, pl. 319/6. 

BC
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Selected gold pieces from 
the Getae treasure of 
Băiceni-Cucuteni  
Băiceni - eastern margin of the Laiu plateau 
(Cucuteni, Iași County)

4th century BC

MNIR Inv. 82006, 81949

Treasure discovered accidentally by local residents in 1959 at 
the town clay pit, subsequently recovered by experts (1961, 
1977/1978). This luxury set may have formed part of grave 
goods or a votive deposit, but it is impossible to reconstruct 
the original context. The treasure includes several ornaments 
and harness pieces, made in gold and with a total weight of 

more than 2,5 kg: a princely parade helmet with figurative 
scenes, two spiral bracelets with zoomorphic finials (one 
very deteriorated), a rectangular appliqué with zoomorphic 
decoration, one forehead appliqué and four bridle appliqués, 
two circular appliqués (buttons), and other small triangular 
appliqués and fragments. It represents the northernmost 
discovery of the series of “Thracian-Getae” treasures and 
princely tombs from the fifth-fourth centuries BC. The treasure 
comes from the area of an important Getae settlement defined 
by the fortified “dava” of Cotnari—ancient Dealul Cătălina—and 
the tumuli necropolis at Cucuteni. 

82006
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The exhibition includes two pieces: 

1. Gold forehead appliqué (prometopidion) that adopts the 
form of a horse head protome flanked by two foils of different 
sizes. The decoration is complex: a horse head with a bridle, 
a stylised palmette on the smaller foil, and on the larger foil 
a zoomorphic motif composed of two mammals (boars?) in 
antithetical position. The horse head protome is soldered. The 
longitudinal axis of the appliqué has four orifices (to attach 
it to an organic support), two of them with the original rivets. 
The piece was used to adorn the horse’s forehead (attached 
to the bridle reins). There are several parallels in the Scythian 
environment of the north Pontic region dating from the middle 
of the first millennium BC.

2.  Gold zoomorphic bridle appliqué. The decoration comprises 
four horse heads arranged symmetrically around a central 
umbo set inside a circle. Two rivets are visible in the centre, 
on both sides of the small umbo. These pieces were used 
to adorn the sides of the bridle (temple and jaw). There are 
known parallels in the Scythian environment of the north 
Pontic region dating from the middle of the first millennium 
BC.

Bibliograhy: Petrescu-Dîmbovița, Dinu, 1975; Alexandrescu, 
1999: 209-217 fig. 13.2.2.; Goldhelm, 1994: 146-147 fig. 44/3, 5; Im 
Zeichnen des goldenes Greifen, 2007: 255/fig. 11, 274/fig. 9; Ori 
antichi, 2010: 146-147/9.2., 9.4.

CB
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Selected pieces from the 
Getae silver treasure of 
Craiova
Craiova area or southern Oltenia, unspecified locality 
(Dolj County)

Mid 4th century BC

MNIR Inv. 8501, 11147, 11158-11159, 11161, 11166-11167, 11171

Known in scientific circles as the “Craiova Treasure”, this set was 
purchased by a representative of the German military authority 
in 1917, during the occupation of Romania. For the next decade, 
it was held at a museum in Berlin before being returned to 
Romania and repatriated in 1926 under the terms of the Treaty 
of Versailles. It is the westernmost discovery of the “Thracian-
Getae” treasures and of the princely tombs in the northern part 
of the Lower Danube region. The set almost certainly formed 
part of the grave goods of a tumulus (which even included horse 
burials) belonging to an ancient dynast of Southern Oltenia, but 
it is impossible to reconstruct the original context.

The study of the objects in the treasure suggests the existence 
of at least two luxury sets of harness appliqués made of silver 
(gilded in some cases), as has been documented in another 
two princely grave goods (one on the Wallachian Plain and 
another in the south Danube area). In the early decades of the 
20th century, these finds yielded 77 objects and 13 fragments, 
although only 58 pieces have been preserved to this day: a 
forehead appliqué with a griffin head protome, six appliqués 
with a bovine head protome, 16 circular buttons, 12 small 
square appliqués with zoomorphic decoration, three medium-
sized square appliqués with zoomorphic decoration, 10 square 
appliqués with zoomorphic decoration (including five smaller 
ones), three chain links (one simple and two conical), two 
“tusks”, a buckle, and assorted fragments. The various objects 
in this treasure have stylistic and iconographic parallels in 
discoveries (with specific zoomorphic traits) in the north Pontic 
region and south-east Romania, as well as in the south of the 
Lower Danube, objects that illustrate elements with roots in 
ancient Scythian and Greek precious metalwork but transposed 
to the typical style of Thracian-Getae art.

The exhibition includes the following pieces:

1. Oval-shaped zoomorphic bridle appliqué made of partly gilded 
silver, with a wide strap on the reverse. The zoomorphic 
decoration represents a ram head.

2. Rectangular zoomorphic bridle appliqué made of silver, 
with marks on the reverse where the strap was attached. 
The decoration comprises four highly stylised horse heads 
arranged symmetrically around a central umbo set inside a 
circle. 

3. Triangular zoomorphic bridle appliqués (two pieces) made 
of silver; one still has the strap on the reverse, while the 
other only has the marks where the strap was attached. 
The decoration comprises three wolf heads arranged 
symmetrically, like a triskelion, around a central umbo set 
inside a circle.

4. Oval-shaped zoomorphic bridle appliqué made of silver, with 
two straps on the reverse. The decorative motif is a fantastical 
creature combining a bird of prey fighting a dragon. 

5. Zoomorphic bridle appliqués (two pieces), made of partly 
gilded silver, in the shape of a bovine head. Each piece has a 
different fastening mechanism: one has a wide strap, while 
the other has two symmetrical orifices on the sides. The 
zoomorphic motif and the design suggest influences from 
ancient Greek toreutics.

6. Silver zoomorphic forehead appliqué (prometopidion) 
with a protome that adopts the form of a feline with a wide 
open mouth, placed on top of two small foils arranged 
symmetrically in relation to the zoomorphic figure. The 
appliqué has a transversal perforation to secure it to the 
bridle reins. 

The specific motifs of the Scythian zoomorphic style that 
decorate the harness in the Craiova Treasure also formed part 
of the iconographic repertoire of “classical” Thracian toreutics. 
The piece described in Point 6 has several typological and 
iconographic parallels in the north Pontic and south Danube 
regions, in Scythian, Greek and Thracian environments.

The piece described in Point 1 was probably used to adorn the 
top of a bridle, possibly partly obscuring the horse’s field of 
view. Pieces like the ones described in Points 2-4 would have 
adorned the sides of the bridle (in the temple and jaw area) in 
symmetrical pairs. Finally, pieces of the type described in Point 
5 were used (in symmetrical sequences) to decorate the top and 
sides of the bridle. 

Bibliography: Schmidt, 1927; Malkina, 1928; Berciu, 1969: 125-
146 Fig. 83-84, 88/1-2 94, 98, 100; Goldhelm, 1994: 142-153 nº. 
47; Thraker und Kelten, 2000: 83-84, 89-99; Im Zeichnen des 
goldenes Greifen, 2007: 284 fig.10-11, 308-309 fig. 4-10; Ori 
antichi, 2010: 160-163; Agre, 2011: 102-126; Aurul și argintul, 
2013: 245-247; L’épopée de rois thrace, 2015: 98-101 cat. Nº. 
59-63; The ancient gold and silver, 2019: 253-255.
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Set of harness accessories
Stâncești - Geta fortress fortified with moat and hill nº II 
of Stâncești, dwelling L. 10 (Mihai Eminescu, Botoșani County)

5th century BC

MNIR Inv. 89575 (forehead appliqué), 89576 (cheek appliqué), 
MJBT Inv. 14425-14426 (zoomorphic appliqués–”horns”), 1149-
1150 (bit), 14424 (mouthpiece)

Set of Scythian harness accessories comprising eight objects: 
a zoomorphic appliqué for the forehead (prometopidion), two 
appliqués (wings) for the cheekpieces, all made of electrum 
(natural alloy of gold and silver), two bronze zoomorphic 
appliqués (horns), a bronze bit with two shanks that have bird-
shaped finials, and an iron mouthpiece. Discovered in the Getae 
environment during archaeological excavations carried out in the 
1960s, the set was found as a small deposit (?) inside a surface 
dwelling. The objects were grouped together in a common pottery 
vessel that had been placed inside a specially prepared hole in the 
dwelling floor. They form part of a horse headstall and represent 
the westernmost discovery of this type known to this date. That 
such a prestigious object, specific to the Scythian world, should 
have reached a dwelling at a Getae fortress can only be explained 
as war booty or a gift (exchanged remotely) between high-ranking 
figures; both of these cases would have included the horse that 
wore this elaborately decorated bridle. However, the presence of 
the set in the dwelling may also be explained by the looting of a 
Scythian tomb with rich grave goods in the north Pontic region. 

In terms of their number, shape and style, the headstall 
appliqués resemble Scythian discoveries in the north Pontic and 
Eurasian regions, although the figurative details are associated 
with the Thracian environment. The symbolism of some of the 
elements depicted on the horse forehead piece or mask is very 
specific, revealing certain spiritual beliefs of the ancient peoples 
(Greek, Scythian, Thracian) of the west Pontic region in the fifth 
century BC. The boar and its tusks are a Greek motif (of very 
distant origin, from the Bronze Age) representing power and 
are associated (with several depictions) with the zoomorphic 
style developed in the first half of the first millennium BC on the 
steppes of Central Asia. The fish is an ancient Scythian motif and 
considered to be a supernatural being. Meanwhile, the bird of 
prey was a symbol of power for the Scythians of the north Pontic 
region (among others), and is also found in Thracian precious 
metalwork from a later period. Another specific zoomorphic 
motif is the Iberian ibex. Except for the appliqués that adopt 
the form of the horns of this species, all the figurative elements 
in this parade harness are specific to fifth-century BC horse 
burials in the north Pontic and Central Asian space (where these 
animals were interred with their harness).

A hallmark of the Scythian zoomorphic style is the way in which 
certain wild animals or stylised parts of them are depicted, 
either illustrated individually or recomposed by means of a 
zoomorphic “juxtaposition” to create imaginary creatures. In all 
likelihood, such mythical representations conferred supernatural 
power on the wearers of these symbols and, through them, 
generated iconographic elements (imbued with a variety of 
meanings) that were passed down from one generation to 
another, from one people group to another, even adapting 
their initial significance. The associations in the iconographic 
repertoire of this harness set are unique, although all of the 
zoomorphic elements (boar, fish, Iberian ibex, bird of prey) 
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89575

are found, decades later, on the ornamental frieze of the silver 
drinking cups specific to “classical” Thracian toreutics. 

This exhibition is the first time that this set of harness 
accessories has been displayed in its entirety (except for the 
second zoomorphic appliqué, preserved only as fragments). 

1. Forehead appliqué
Artefact made out of a thin sheet of electrum, modelled 
(with great skill and meticulous attention to some of the 
characteristic morphological details) into the shape of an 
imaginary animal—a fish with a boar's head— viewed in 
profile. The entire surface has relief decoration in the form of 
fish scales, long dorsal and ventral fins, and a symmetrical, 
undivided tail. Some authors have seen the wings and tail of a 
bird in the imaginary creature's tail. The piece was made with 
the hammering and repoussé technique, as well as incision 
and chasing, using a (bronze or wood) “matrix”. In antiquity 
the object would almost certainly have been mounted on a 
support made of organic material (leather or felt), judging from 
the edges that fold inwards. Several typological and stylistic 
observations, as well as two sets of metallographic analyses, 
confirm the hypothesis of the eastern origin of this object. 
There is broad consensus about the uniqueness of the piece, 
although opinions differ regarding its function. Most scholars 
believe it is a forehead appliqué (prometopidion), while some 
suggest that it may have been a shield ornament (sema). Even 
so, its undisputed association, in the (deliberate) deposit 
where it was found, with a series of harness accessories (with 
the bit in the uppermost position) would appear to confirm 

the first hypothesis. Some of the appliqué components have 
known analogies.  Specifically, the boar's head has a very well 
represented analogy with a zoomorphic appliqué on a gold 
vessel in the Lower Dnieper region (Ukraine), which features 
two boar's heads in antithetical position, prompting the 
consideration that the two objects may have been made by 
the same metalworker. Other fairly similar representations to 
the Scythian zoomorphic style, showing boar's heads, come 
from funerary or chance discoveries in the north Pontic region. 
With regard to other fish-shaped appliqués made of gold, a 
few similar objects have been found north of the Black Sea, 
and some in Poland and Bulgaria as well. In terms of function, 
except for a single artefact of this type, scholars believe them 
to be fish-scale ornaments (sema) or appliqués for quivers 
(gorytos). 

2. Cheekpiece appliqué
Thin sheet of electrum in the shape of a wing (or suggesting 
the silhouette of a bee). The appliqué was made with the 
hammering, incision and chasing techniques, using a (bronze 
or wood) “matrix”. The edges fold inwards, suggesting that the 
object was mounted on a support made of organic material, 
which would have been fastened to the side straps of the 
bridle, the cheekpieces—symmetrical leather bands that 
run down the side of the horse’s face and hold the bit. It was 
undoubtedly used as a decorative element together with the 
other appliqué (almost identical) found in the same context. 
There are numerous known parallels for this type of object in 
funerary discoveries in the north Pontic Scythian region.
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3. Pair of appliqués
Pair of bronze plates in the shape of animal horns (or tusks), 
made with the lost-wax method and displaying incisions 
and chasing. The pieces have two parallel rows of seven 
perforations and two protrusions on each side with circular 
perforations in the centre. In antiquity, the perforations 
were used to fix these objects to a support made of organic 
material (leather, wood, felt?). Both plates present a decorative 
repertoire made up of alternating rows of dots and thin lines 
that form a zigzag motif.  Each object also displays an ear 
decorated with rows of dotted lines and thin incised lines 
arranged at an obtuse angle. The appliqués were meant to be 
used as a pair. They represent the horns of an Iberian ibex, an 
animal often illustrated in zoomorphic figuration. The shape 
of these objects discredits the old hypothesis that suggested 
they were greaves or cheek guards from a helmet, while the 
clear depiction of the two ears debunks the boar-tusk theory. 
The appliqués were used in the composition of the mask or 
forehead piece to embellish the area around the horse's mouth. 
Several known parallels exist in horse burials in Central Asia.  

4. Bit
Bit with shanks in the shape of griffin heads, cast in bronze and 
bearing incisions and chasing. One of the pieces has a small 
defect: the bird’s eye is missing due to an error in the casting 
process. The hinged mouthpiece was hammered out of an iron 
bar and the ends are twisted and joined together.

There are close parallels for this type of shank in the north 
Pontic region and the Altai Mountains (Central Asia), as well 
as in the Sub-Carpathian hills of Wallachia (Romania). The 
mouthpiece has parallels in modern-day Romania, both in the 
Outer and Inner Carpathians and the north Pontic region. 

Bibliography: Florescu, Rață, 1969: 15; Păunescu et alii, 1976: 
176-177; Burda, 1979: 67, 72; Goldhelm, 1994: 150-151; Kull, 
1997: 258-259; Guldskatter, 2004: 162; Barkova, 2007: 118-131; 
Samašev, 2007: 132-139; Ori antichi, 2010: 140-141; Măndescu, 
2010: 149; Florescu, Florescu, 2015: 70-78, 109-116 fig. 11-12; 
Scythians, 2017: 232-233, 236-239; Berzovan, 2016; Teleagă, 
2016: 216/nº. 14, 221, 225-226, 230, 233, 235, 241, 243 fig. 9, 12; 
Berzovan, 2018; Dacia Felix, 2019: 90/nº. 140; Berzovan, 2020; 
Teleagă, 2020.
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Appliqué
Glodeanu Sărat (Glodeanu Sărat, Buzău county)

5th century BC

MJBZ Inv. 36672

Appliqué discovered by chance in 1978, in the vicinity of the 
village of Glodeanu Sărat. The wing-shaped piece is decorated 
in relief with a palmette framed by two volutes. It was probably 
attached to the cheek strap of a horse’s halter. The piece has 
various analogies in the Scythian context of the north Pontic 
region.

Bibliography: Teleagă, 2015: 47, fig. 10/1

SM

Statuette
Năeni (Buzău County)

6th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16123

Small lost-wax cast bronze statuary group discovered by chance 
in the late 19th century. The piece represents a female figure 
astride a lion and a male figure standing to her right. The attire 
of both figures, especially the headgear and trousers, and the 
rendering of the feline suggest an Asian (specifically Perso-
Scythian) origin. Based on the iconography of the piece, it was 
assumed to be a depiction of the goddess Anaïtis and one of her 
acolytes, indicating that the group may have originally contained 
a third human figure which was lost in antiquity. The piece has 
no know parallels.

Bibliography: Pârvan, 1926: 11-14 fig. 3-6 pl. I/3-4; Dumitrescu, 
1974: 471 fig. 482.

CB
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Mirror
Mărișelu - Coasta Domneștilor, burial necropolis, tomb nº. 5 
(Mărișelu, Bistrița-Năsăud county)

First half of the 6th century BC

CMBN Inv. 14464

Siberian-type bronze mirror discovered in 1997 during 
systematic excavations of the Scythian necropolis. In the centre 
of the piece is a circle decorated with an eight-pointed star 
motif.

Bibliography: Marinescu, 1984: 50- 78, fig. 10/3.

GM

Mirror
Păuca (Sibiu County)

6th century BC.

MNIR Inv. 66441

Chance discovery in 1884: bronze Scythian mirror (type B2a) 
cast in a two-piece mould. The piece has a long handle with 
typical zoomorphic decoration consisting of a crouching deer 
on the grip, three deep vertical grooves on the central part, and 
a feline (panther?) finial at the end of handle in antithetical 
position to the deer motif. The Păuca mirror is a typical Scythian 
piece (in terms of its appearance and decoration) and belongs 
to a category of (clothing) accessories known from several 
finds (chance or associated with funerary contexts) in the area 
stretching from the northern part of the Black Sea to the River 
Tisza plain. Although it was made at a north Pontic workshop 
(Olbia?), it caters to the taste and specific style of the Eurasian 
Steppe peoples.

Bibliography: Roska, 1942: 227-228 fig. 282; Vasiliev, 1980: 113 
fig. 24/5; Dacia Felix, 2019: 90/no. 142.

CB
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Idols
Curteni, Valea Merilor - Negroaia (Oltenești, Vaslui county)

6th-5th century BC

CMNMIS Inv. 6328-6330

Figures found at a late Hallstatt settlement, in the hollow of a 
pit-house, alongside various pottery fragments. The idols are 
rectangular in shape. Two are fragmented, retaining only the 
upper part of the figurines. Human anatomical features were 
sketched on the pieces: eyes, mouth, hair and even a being with 
horns. The Curteni idols are among the extremely rare examples 
of early Getae three-dimensional representations for magical 
and cult-related use.

Bibliography: Iconomu, 1978-1979: 220-222 pl. XXXII/1-3, XXXV/1-
3; Iconomu, 1979: 88, fig. 7, 10/6-8. 

TM

Ritual cauldron
Iacobeni (Dângeni, Botoșani county)

6th-4th century BC

MJBT Inv. 927

Bronze Scythian cauldron with a foot and handles featuring 
schematic depictions of ibexes, discovered by chance. It was 
used in religious rituals. Such finds are very rare in the western 
part of the Scythian cultural territory.

Bibliography: Rață, 1966: 351-353.

AK
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Cauldron
Scorțaru Nou - Dinghiliu Mound (Brăila County)

6th-5th century BC.

MNIR Inv. 16149

Chance discovery made around 1899 in a destroyed funerary 
context. A solid piece cast in bronze (one of the largest known 
examples of its kind), it has a hemispherical body that was once 
mounted on a central conical foot (replaced in antiquity by a 
tripod with an element that had been lost since then but has 
now been reconstructed). The vessel has six rectangular vertical 
handles (one of them reconstructed) and two zoomorphic 
(Alpine ibexes?) vertical handles around the rim, as well as two 
semicircular horizontal handles (one reconstructed) placed 
symmetrically on the widest part of the body. An ornamental 
band in relief forms a zigzag pattern, with rounded points at the 
top, on the surface of the container.

The Scorțaru ritual cauldron is one of the most typical objects 
of the Scythian presence in the Lower Danube, which is defined 
by a series of chance and “military” funerary discoveries in the 
eastern areas of Wallachia and Dobruja, which also include 
stone anthropomorphic statues. Cast bronze cauldrons from 
the Scythian period are fairly rare on the steppe and the forest 
steppe to the north of the Black Sea, especially on the western 
edge of the area. They tend to be concentrated in three main 
regions: Bucovina and Podolia, the Lower Dniester and the 
Lower Danube. Ancient literary sources cite the use of similar 
containers for sacrifices associated with funeral ceremonies.

Bibliography: Pârvan, 1926: 9-11 fig. 1 pl. I/1-2; Sîrbu, 2015: 55-57 
fig. 3; Dacia Felix, 2019: 90/no. 139; Topal, 2020: 112-113, 118-119, 
fig. 1, 4-5.
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Vase
Piroboridava - Poiana - «Cetățuia» (Galați county)

Second half of the 8th century - 7th century BC 

MNIR Inv. 16023

This important archaeological site on a high promontory in the 
valley of the River Siret, near where it meets the River Trotuș, 
has attracted the interest of researchers and fans of antiquities 
since the late 19th century. The first archaeological surveys 
were conducted in 1913 by V. Pârvan, who also identified the 
site of Poiana–Cetățuia as Piroboridava, an ancient Getae 
fortress mentioned by the geographer Ptolemy. Systematic 
excavation of the site began after World War I and, though 
interrupted for several decades, was resumed in 1985–1990. 
From a stratigraphic perspective, five levels of occupation have 
been identified, although the most important corresponds to 
the Geto-Dacian period. The various layers attest to the intense 
occupation of this place for over a millennium, from the 13th 
century BC through the Iron Age and up to Roman times (third 
century AD). The archaeological site includes the settlement of 
Cetățuia and two tumuli necropolises, one from the Bronze Age 
and the other from the Geto-Dacian period, as well as vestiges of 
fortification elements (ditch and earthwork).

The biconical vase was discovered in 1950 in a late Iron Age 
I context. It is a fine-paste, hand-built vessel hardened by 
reduction firing and polished. The decorative programme, 
distributed in several registers, features striped triangles, rows 
of tilted S-shapes, rows of wavy ornaments, rows of fine punch 
marks and conical protuberances.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1986: 61-62 nº. 146; România. Civilizații 
suprapuse, 2016: 161.

CB
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Jug
Popeşti - Nucet (Mihăileşti, Giurgiu county)

Second half of the 8th century - 7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16021

Hand-built vessel found on the occupation level attributed to the 
Basarabi culture. It is decorated with several registers of typical 
Basarabi pottery motifs, arranged symmetrically. On the neck is 
a band of tilted, interlocking S-symbols, followed by horizontal 
grooves and elongated excised triangles, while garlands of 
incised lines and successive punch marks adorn the widest 
point of the belly. A particular motif found on this piece is the 
triskeles.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1965: 109; Dumitrescu, 1974: 439 pl. 463; 
Vulpe, 1986: 61-62 nº. 147 pl. 14 5; Thraker und Kelten, 2000: 81 
nº. 69.

CB

Vessel-stand (“fruit bowl”)
Basarabi - tumulus necropolis, burial mound nº. III, tomb S1 
(Calafat, Dolj county)

Second half of the 8th century - 7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16027

A mid-Iron Age I cemetery of inhumation tumuli was excavated 
northeast of the village of Basarabi (7 km from the town of 
Calafat) in 1943. Archaeologists investigated 12 tumuli that 
contained various inhumation graves which, based on their 
grave goods, were attributed to the Basarabi culture. The hand-
built vessel is decorated with rows of successive punch marks; 
zigzagging lines and slanted S-symbols; spiral meander motifs, 
inside and out; and schematic zoomorphic representations 
(horses). Both the form and ornamental motifs of this piece are 
highly unusual in the repertoire of Basarabi pottery.

Bibliography: Dumitrescu, 1968: 183-185, 224-225, fig. 29 2, 31; 
Vulpe, 1986: 52-54 nº. 9 pl. 1 17; Thraker und Kelten, 2000: 81 nº. 
70.

CB
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Cup
Ferigile - tumulus cremation necropolis, burial mound nº. 19, 
grave nº. II (Costești, Vâlcea county)

7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16153

Hand-built cup with a high handle, reduction-fired and 
decorated with grooves and protuberances. It was discovered in 
1956.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 120-121 pl. VII 3.

CB

Vessel
Ferigile - tumulus cremation necropolis, burial mound nº. 72, 
grave nº. 3 (Ferigile, Costești, Vâlcea county)

7th century BC

MJAG Inv. I. V. 1845

Globular vessel discovered during archaeological excavations 
conducted between 1956 and 1962, decorated with vertical 
grooves on the entire surface of the belly and parallel horizontal 
grooves on the lip. 

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 147 pl. 9/5. 

DM
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Cup
Ferigile - tumulus cremation necropolis, burial mound nº. 1, 
grave M. 1 (Costești, Vâlcea county)

7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16154

Hand-built cup with a high handle, made from fine paste and 
reduction-fired. The piece is burnished and decorated with 
slanting incisions and concentric circles. It was discovered in 
1956.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1967: 107 pl. IV 3.

CB

Bowl
Năeni (Năeni, Buzău county)

5th century BC 

MJBZ Inv. 26570

Lekanis-type bowl found among the goods in a cremation grave 
discovered in 1978, from which an iron akinakes sword, a bowl, 
a jug and fragments of three more vessels were also recovered. 
The Năeni bowl pertains to the initial phase of pottery made in 
the area north of the Danube, inspired by forms typical of the 
Greek pottery repertoire. 

Bibliography: Vulpe, Drâmbocianu, 1981: 171-193; Matei, 2009: 
103-120.

SM
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Vessel
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.74 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9105

Hand-built biconical vase fired in an oxidation atmosphere and 
decorated with four lugs and four protuberances, found during 
the 2016 campaign.

Bibliography: unpublished. 

GB

Cup
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.91 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9102

Hand-built, oxidation-fired cup with a high handle, found during 
the 2016 preventive excavation campaign.

Bibliography: unpublished. 

GB
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Cup
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.42 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9103

Hand-built, oxidation-fired cup with a high handle, found during 
preventive archaeological excavations in 2016.

Bibliography: unpublished. 

GB

Bowl
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.72 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9104

Reduction-fired, hand-built bowl with incurvate rim and 
four decorative protuberances, discovered during preventive 
archaeological excavations in 2016.

Bibliography: unpublished.

GB

Vessel
Sâncrai - Sebeș-Turda highway, lot 2, site 9. Burial necropolis, 
tomb M.74 (Aiud, Alba county)

7th-5th century BC 

MNUAI Inv. 9101

Hand-built biconical vase discovered during preventive 
archaeological excavations in 2016, hardened by reduction firing 
and decorated with two pierced lugs and slanting grooved bands.

Bibliography: unpublished. 

GB
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Statue
Sibioara (Sibioara, Constanța county)

6th-5th century BC

MINAC Inv. 842

Schematic representation of a Scythian warrior carved from a 
single block of limestone, discovered in 1945 in a tumulus on the 
shore of Lake Tașaul. A few anatomical parts are faintly visible: 
the head and certain facial features, ears, shoulder blades, 
chest, hands joined below the chest, etc. The figure is equipped 
with typical Scythian weapons: an axe and akinakes dagger 
at his waist, and a bow in his hands. Together with two other 

similar funerary stelae found in Dobruja, the Sibioara statue 
illustrates the Scythian presence in the region between the 
Danube and the Black Sea.

Bibliography: Canarache, 1953: 715-717 pl. II; Demarsin, Derwael, 
2019: 68. 

IS
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artistic influences of the Eurasian Steppe peoples and the Greek 
world. The distant source of inspiration for the Getae helmets 
adorned with magic eyes can be traced to Corinthian helmets, 
but the religious roots of the motif stem from local beliefs. The 
magic force of the eye to ward off or protect against evil, as well 
as its power to frighten the enemy in the heat of combat, are 
crucial elements that explain the endurance of this decorative 
motif on Getae gold and silver princely helmets in the fifth-
fourth centuries BC. Meanwhile, the scene of the ram being 
sacrificed bears witness to the fact that the “king” did not only 
have a military role but a religious one as well. The decoration 
of the Coțofenești helmet is a distinct synthesis of the mixture 
of cultural and artistic elements of the Eurasian Steppe peoples 
(armour, clothing, fantastic creature motifs, such as the griffins 
devouring herbivores) with Greek elements (the sphinx, whose 
portrayal as a winged lion with a dog's head betrays a very 
distant echo or lack of familiarity). The dimensions of the helmet 
suggest that the wearer was an adolescent or a relatively short 
adult.

Meanwhile, the figurative elements—especially the acinaces 
sword with the antenna pommel that is used to sacrifice the 
ram—reveal that the craftsman who made the helmet wanted 
to reflect something of the daily reality of life in the community 
of the chieftain who had commissioned the piece. Only two 
other figurative representations of this type of short sword are 
known in the area of modern-day Romania: two menhir-statues 
(depicting “heroised” warriors) associated with Scythian-type 
discoveries in the Dobruja region. From the chronological point 
of view, this type of weapon is characteristic of the sixth-fifth 
centuries BC. Funerary finds that include similar weapons 
and other pieces demonstrate that short swords with antenna 
pommels became obsolete during the second half of the 
fifth century BC, which enables us to date this helmet more 
accurately.  

Bibliography: Andrieșescu, 1937: pl. 7-12; Jacobstahl, 1944: 
36 pl. 225e; Berciu, 1969: 77-82 fig. 55-61; Berciu, 1974: 85-90 
fig. 40-46; Fol, Marazov, 1977: 97; Alexandrescu, 1983: 45-46; 
Alexandrescu, 1984: 89 fig. 3.2.; Vulpe, 1990: 69-71 nº. cat. 95 
pl. 18/95; Goldhelm, 1994: 148-149 nº. cat. 45; Alexandrescu, 
1999: 226; Ori antichi, 2010: 148-151 cat. Nº. 10; Oberländer-
Târnoveanu, 2010: 27-38; Trohani, 2010: 25-26.

Helmet
Coțofenești - Dealul Măgura (Vărbilău, Prahova County)

Mid 5th century BC

MNIR Inv. 11420

Gold parade helmet that a child discovered by chance in 1927 on 
a hill that rose steeply over the town and the surrounding river 
valleys. The helmet was used as a toy and then as a drinking 
trough for poultry, causing serious damage and the separation of 
the skull from the rest of the piece. In 1929 it was donated to the 
old National Museum of Antiquities by a Ploiești merchant, who 
had purchased it for a considerable sum from the boy’s father in 
Coțofenești. It entered the collection of the National Museum of 
Romanian History at the beginning of the 1970s. In the autumn 
of 1929 a survey was carried out to verify the archaeological 
context of the discovery and the area yielded a series of unusual 
sherds from Iron Age I. According to all the known documentary 
sources, the gold helmet was a single deposit and was not 
associated with a destroyed funerary context (princely tumulus).

The piece was made by soldering three sheets of gold and it 
has complex punched decoration consisting of geometric, 
anthropomorphic and zoomorphic motifs. The skull is decorated 
with gold “hemispherical rivet heads”, all executed individually 
with a punch and soldered to the body of the helmet. The 
Coțofenești helmet is the first of the Getae “princely” helmets, 
a type specific to the area occupied by these tribes. Two magic 
eyes, of apotropaic significance, decorate the front of the 
helmet, while each cheek guard depicts a male figure sacrificing 
a kneeling ram with an acinaces-type sword with an antenna 
pommel. The man wears a conical helmet or cap, scale mail, a 
belt to hold his weapons, and an embroidered cloak or animal 
skin fastened at the shoulder. A short-handled axe is tucked into 
the belt at the back. The neck-guard decoration is organised 
around two fields: the top field features four sphinxes, while the 
bottom one has three griffins holding the leg of a herbivorous 
animal in their mouth. Bands of stylised geometric and floral 
motifs separate the two fields.

The Coțofenești gold helmet is an exceptional source for the 
reconstruction of the daily life and ideology of the Getae elite 
in late Iron Age 1. It tells us that the chieftains used extremely 
rich pieces of armour, both in terms of their prestigious material 
and their symbolism. In part, the piece is a replica of a primitive 
leather helmet, of very diverse origin, decorated with metal 
rivets to which brow, cheek and neck guards with figurative 
motifs were attached, revealing that the local society of the 
sixth-fifth centuries BC had contact with the spiritual and 

EOT and CB
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Akinakes
Cozia (Costuleni, Iași County)

6th-5th century BC 

CMNMIS Inv. 7057

The piece comes from a chance discovery in 1974 (possibly a 
destroyed cremation grave). It is a short wrought-iron sword 
with an antenna pommel (Nănești type). The guard culminates 
in two volute-shaped antennae (one fragmented but restored). 
Groups of four and five thin incisions, separated by conical 
segments, decorate the hilt. A similar piece is represented on 
the Coțofenești gold helmet, which enables us to date it with 
greater precision.

Bibliography: Iconomu, 1975: 54-67 Fig. 1-6; Vulpe, 1990: 54-55 
fig. 14/71.

TM y CB

Double-bit axe
Basarabi - burial mound necropolis (Basarabi, Dolj County)

8th-7th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16115

Solid iron battle ax with rectangular blades. The bipenne ax is a 
specific type of weapon from the First Iron Age, known through 
finds both in the cultural environment of Basarabi, and in that of 
Ferigile.

Bibliography: Berciu, Comșa, 1956: 421-423.

CB



 (5th century BC - 1st century AD)

The “Geto-Dacians” 
and their neighbors
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Kantharos
Cândești - Dealul Varnițelor (Cândești, Neamț County)

1st century BC - 1st century AD.

MIAPN Inv. 6

Wheel-thrown vessel discovered during excavations carried out 
in the 1940s. It is decorated with groups of red lines and dots, 
painted with the typical technique of the “classical” Dacian 
period.

Bibliography: non published.

G-DH 

Strainer
Piroboridava ? – Cetățuia (Poiana, Galați county)

1st century BC - 1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 16484

Piece discovered in 1951 on archaeological Level III, dated to 
the classical Geto-Dacian period (first century BC–first century 
AD). It is made of fine grey reduction-fired paste. Over the years, 
several hypotheses have been posited regarding the function 
of strainer-vessels: some suggest they were for making cheese, 
while others indicate they could have been used in ritual 
practices that required filtered libation liquids. Wheel-thrown 
colander-type vessels are fairly numerous in the Geto-Dacian 
world; examples have been found at the settlements of Poiana, 
Popești, Piscul Crăsani, Bucarest, Piatra Neamț and Sighișoara

Bibliography: Vulpe et alii, 1952: 191-230; Vulpe, 1957: 154 fig. 
8/2, 156; Crișan, 1969: 171 fig. 85/1, fig. 86/2

ED
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Lamp
Argedava? (Popești, Mihăilești, Giurgiu county)

1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 136875

Trilychnis (three-nozzle) lamp modelled from quality clay. It was 
found in 1980 and is a local imitation of Hellenistic lamps.

Bibliography: unpublished.

IB

Cup (fragment)
Budureasca 4 - “Puțul Tătarului” (Vadu Săpat, Prahova county)

6th - 5th century BC

MJIAPH Inv. 3.4.-17126

Fragment of the upper part of the vessel’s body with signs of a 
second firing. A Geto-Dacian standard with the realistic image of 
a wolf’s head, its elongated body covered in “scales”, was incised 
in the wet clay on the body. The banner is attached to a spear. 
The closest analogies to this image of the Geto-Dacian standard 
are found on Trajan’s Column in Rome.

Bibliography: Teodorescu, Peneș, 1984: 37, fig. 12/3

BC
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Deposit of Geto-Dacian tools 
and weapons discovered in 
the Lozna peatland
Lozna - Dealul Morii, Peat bog (Lozna, Botoșani department)

2nd-1st century BC

MJBT Inv. 1183 (blacksmith tool), 1187 (file), 1184, 1236 (pokers), 
1225 (forge pitchfork), 1201 (sickle), 1203 (hedging knife), 1207 
(scythe), 1229 (ax), 1232 (Celtic combat dagger), 1233 (combat 
dagger)

Deposit consisting of some 50 iron tools and weapons discovered 
by chance in 1975 during peat extraction works. According to 
the finders, the pieces were located at a depth of approximately 
2 metres in the bog and were wrapped in cloth, grouped by 
category and placed in a wooden box. Due to non-professional 
handling, the remains of the box and the cloth fragments were 
lost when they were exposed to the air and high temperatures. 
Archaeological excavations were subsequently conducted at 
the same site and yielded tree trunk structures (interpreted 
as a Dacian stilt-house settlement), Geto-Dacian pottery 
remains and bones of domestic and wild animals. The objects 
recovered by Botoșani County Museum are divided into several 
categories: black smith tools (anvils, hammers, chisels, files, 

1187

1183
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wire-drawing boring tools, bellows, rakes and pokers for the 
forge); carpentry tools (axes); leather-working tools (awls); 
and farming tools (sickles of different sizes and scythes). The 
weapons form a separate category and consist of a spearhead 
and combat knives (one Celtic, the other a Geto-Dacian curved 
weapon), as well as other knives of varying shapes and sizes. 
We believe that the entire group of finds was a ritual deposit of 
various objects obtained as plunder during campaigns against 
other tribes, including Celtic groups that had settled in the 
neighbouring regions (Transylvania, Galicia and the south of 
modern-day Poland). To date, the discovery of the Lozna peatbog 
is unique in the Geto-Dacian space and offers an exceptional 
source for reconstructing the daily life of this settlement and the 
neighbouring settlements in the second and first centuries BC. 
It also sheds light on iron and other metal technologies, farming 
methods and, of course, Geto-Dacian religious beliefs, including 
the use of bogs as sacred places.

Bibliography: Şadurschi, 1983: 86-92; Teodor, Şadurschi, 1983: 
13-44. 

EOT and AK
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Ingot
Călinești (Negri, Bacău county)

2nd-4th century AD

CMIABC Inv. 13888

Semi-forged bar-shaped ingot found by chance in 1965 
during preparation works for a vineyard. The object has been 
interpreted as a plough knife in the process of being shaped. 
It formed part of a deposit consisting of 355 iron objects (315 
“plough-irons”, 22 knives and 18 harnesses).

Bibliograhy: Antonescu, 1968: 189-197.

LEI

Iron cake
Sarmizegetusa Regia - in Gura Tâmpului (Grădiștea de Munte, 
Orăștioara de Sus, Hunedoara county)

1st century AD

MNIT Inv. V 41073

Part of a group of cakes discovered accidentally, along with 
scorched earth and slag, in the vicinity of ancient Sarmizegetusa 
Regia. The round cake is the result of the direct reduction, in a 
furnace, of enriched iron ore to which charcoal and flux were 
added. A triangular cut was made while the piece was still red-
hot, probably to remove impurities introduced by the air from 
the bellows. These cakes are quite pure, with an iron content of 
over 99%.

Bibliography: Glodariu, Iaroslavschi, 1979: 30 pl. 6/3; Un secol și 
jumătate, 2009: 42 nº. 25.

RM
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Decorated nail
Sarmizegetusa Regia (Grădiștea de Munte, Orăștioara de Sus, 
Hunedoara county)

1st century AD

MNIT Inv. V 1421

Nail with two decorative registers: a rosette with eight petals 
separated by straight lines in the centre, and the “running wave” 
motif along the rim. Another cord-like ornament divides the two 
registers and marks the edge of the disc. Depending on their 
size, these nails were primarily used to secure planks and beams 
in different Dacian structures or to make furniture.

Bibliography: Glodariu, Iaroslavschi, 1979: 118 pl. 63/1; Un secol 
și jumătate, 2009: 66 nº. 49; Mîndruţău, 2015: 9-11.

RM

Pitcher
Piroboridava? - Cetățuia (Poiana, Galați county)

1st century BC - 1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 16454

Luxury vessel used by Geto-Dacian aristocracy to transport 
and contain drinking water, discovered in 1951 on archaeological 
level III, dated to the classical Geto-Dacian period 
(1st century BC–1st century AD). It is a wheel-thrown vessel made 
of fine grey paste and hardened by reduction firing. The pitcher 
has an oval body and tall, cylindrical neck and is decorated with 
polished lines and a plaited handle.

Bibliography: Vulpe et alli, 1952: 198, 203, fig. 15; Crişan, 1969: 
173-174, fig. 89 nº. 1. 

ED
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Fruit bowl
Buridava - Ocnița-Dealul Cosota (Râmnicu Vâlcea, Vâlcea county)

1st century BC - 1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 70522

The archaeological site is bounded to the north by the River 
Sărat and to the east and south by the Bradului Valley, and the 
town of Râmnicu-Vâlcea lies 12 km east. Thanks to the nearby 
salt mine of Ocnele Mari, just 5 km away from the settlement, 
this area of the Vâlcea Subcarpathians has been inhabited 
since the Copper and Bronze Ages, through classical antiquity, 
the migration period, the Middle Ages and up to the present 
day. Dacian Buridava was a complex of settlements occupied by 
the Dacian people whom the geographer Ptolemy identified as 
Buridavensi. At one point this community was ruled by a local 
monarch named Thiamarkos, as we know from an inscription on 
the food jar found in the acropolis of Fort 1: “Basileus Thiamarcus 
epoiei” (The king Thiamarkos made”). The painted fruit bowl was 
discovered in Fort 1 in 1973, alongside bits of plaster with traces 
of paint. The artefacts found at this archaeological site include 

fragmented and whole pottery pieces (bowls, miniature vases, 
pots, jugs, lids, basins, cups, fruit bowls, kraters, lamps, censers, 
loom weights and a polisher), bronze fibulae, clay figurines, 
iron objects (arrowheads, spearhead, knife, curved sword, saw, 
pruning knife, scythe, crampon, nails), a Roman sword from 
the late first century BC and Roman imports, as well as other 
fragments (of glass vases, a glass bracelet and half of a metal 
mirror). The burnished and painted fruit bowl was made of fine 
clay and hardened by oxidation firing. Red and brown rings were 
drawn around the body. Painted pottery fragments of a biconical 
jug, kantharos-type jugs and a flask were found alongside the 
fruit bowls.

Bibliography: Berciu, 1981: 8-9, 80-96 Pl. 49/1, Pl. 115.

ED
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Globular vessel
Argedava? - Popești (Mihăilești, Giurgiu county)

2nd - 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 16778

The archaeological site is located beside the village church of 
Popești, on a promontory on the right bank of the River Argeș, 
20 km southwest of Bucharest. Traces of occupation from the 
Bronze Age, Hallstatt, La Tène and medieval periods have been 
identified and investigated in the settlement. The vessel was 
discovered in 1955, in the northern part of the acropolis of the 
Geto-Dacian settlement. It is a painted Celtic vase made of fine 
paste, wheel-thrown and hardened by oxidation firing. The 
globular form is decorated with a background of white and red 
bands added after firing.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1957 232, 237, fig. 15.

ED

Cauldron
Sarmizegetusa Regia - terrace VIII (Grădiștea de Munte, 
Orăștioara de Sus, Hunedoara County)

1st century - early 2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 16941

Conical vessel made by riveting and heat welding beaten bands 
of iron together. It consists of four sections joined at the widest 
point of the body, halfway up. This wrought-iron cauldron from 
Sarmizegetusa Regia is the only one of its kind in Romania. It is 
also a genuine masterpiece of ancient metallurgy and proof of 
the exceptional craftsmanship practised by Dacian blacksmiths 
between the first century BC and the first century AD. 

Bibliography: Daicoviciu et alii, 1953: 164-173, fig. 20-21; I Daci, 
1997: 228 nº 433; Borangic, Bădescu, 2017: 58-59.

ALB
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Vessels from a Geto-Dacian 
necropolis
Zimnicea - “Field of the Dead” necropolis 
(Zimnicea, Teleorman county)

4th century BC - 1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 15929 (jug), 15947 (glass), 15973 («chiup» jar)

The “Field of the Dead” necropolis lies north of the Geto-Dacian 
dava and 400 m west of the town of Zimnicea. The first graves 
were excavated in 1871. Systematic excavations were conducted 
after World War II, and emergency excavations began in 2007. 
Over the years, archaeologists have identified and studied 
more than 200 graves with cremated remains in urns and a few 
inhumation graves (according to funeral rite and ritual). As for 
their form, the majority are flat, although some lie under tumuli.

1. Jug
4th–3rd century BC

Jug with a handle, hand-built from semi-coarse paste and 
reduction fired, decorated with a horseshoe-shaped band with a 
vertical line in the middle, on one side, and a cavity in the form 
of a snake, in the centre.

2. Ritual vessel 
4th–3rd century BC

Triple ritual vessel discovered in 1948 in Tumulus T.2, Grave 10, 
on the floor of the burial chamber. The piece was modelled from 
semi-fine paste and hardened by reduction firing. It consists 
of three joined biconical containers, decorated with two/three 
grooves encircling the body.

3. Chiup (large jar) 
1st century BC–1st century AD

Wheel-thrown, reduction-fired vessel for storing food with 
a body shaped like a truncated cone. The decoration on the 
shoulder and just below the neck is unusual: the images of six 
riders are stamped between the bands in relief with impressed 
rosettes.

Bibliography: Tocilescu, 1880: 552-553 Tab. K/1-2; Nestor, 1949: 
124; Crișan, 1969: 209, fig. 115/1-2; Alexandrescu, 1980: 42, 80, 
fig. 26/5, 89 fig. 35/1; Bolliac, 2006: 96-97 Pl. VIII.

ED
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Cup/lamp
Porolissum (Moigrad, Firminiș, Sălaj county)

1st century BC - 1st century AD 

MNIT Inv. V 124

Vessel hand-built from coarse paste. It has a decorative relief 
of serrated bands under the lip and on the base. The body of 
the vessel has more bands in relief shaped like cotton buds. 
The cup was most likely used as a lamp, explaining the traces 
of secondary firing inside. It was among the goods of a complex 
interpreted as a votive pit or tomb.

Bibliography: Macrea, Rusu, 1960: 212-213 Fig. 11/11; Macrea, 
Rusu, Mitrofan, 1962: 488-:+489 Fig. 7/9. 

PP

Vessel
Porolissum (Moigrad, Firminiș, Sălaj county)

1st century BC - 1st century AD

MNIT Inv. V 12181 (VD 3756)

Hand-built jar of coarse clay decorated with alveolar bands 
around the shoulder and the lip. Above the lower band is an 
incised design consisting of several straight and curved lines. 
The symbolism of this sign, unique in Dacia, is unknown. It may 
be a Sarmatian “tamga” rather than a Dacian symbol. The vessel 
was among the items retrieved from a complex interpreted as a 
surface dwelling. 

Bibliography: Macrea, Protase, Rusu, 1960: 361-391 fig. 8/4; 
Macrea, Rusu, 1960: 212-213 Fig. 11/4; Beldiman, 1990: 141 Fig. 
1/4. 

PP 
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Objects discovered in a 
charred dwelling in the 
Dacian fortress at Racoș
Racoș - Piatra Detunată (Brașov district)

Last quarter of the 1st century AD

MJIBV Inv. II 6746, 6733 AR

Helmet (fragment)
The piece was discovered during systematic excavations in 2003 
on a terrace behind the enclosure wall of the Dacian fortress. 
It was recovered from a dwelling, along with an abundant 
collection of typical everyday objects: goblets, jugs, fruit bowls, 
cups, cooking pots and storage pots for supplies, either wheel-
thrown or hand-built. The position of the goods (more than 100 
pieces, mainly pottery) leaves no doubt that a wall collapsed 
when the complex was torched and the objects arranged on 
shelves fell on top of the furniture and the other pieces found on 
the floor.

Only the back part, comprising the neck guard and the lower 
section of the skull, was recovered from the Roman Weisenau-
type helmet. It bears a punched inscription with the name of the 
Roman soldier who used it: “C CORELIVS ACUSTUS”.

The helmet fragment undoubtedly represented a trophy 
captured by the Dacians during the military confrontations that 
preceded the wars against Trajan’s armies; the owner would 
have boasted of his prize and looked after it very carefully.  
However, a tiny piece was cut out of the helmet fragment in 
antiquity, probably to make a jewel. The fact that the sharp edge 
left by the cut-out was immediately polished with great care and 
the object was given pride of place in the dwelling, many years 
after it had been captured, suggests that it served primarily as 
proof of great military feats that filled its new owner with pride. 

The piece confirms that the occupants of the Dacian fortress 
at Racoș also took part in confrontations with the Romans 
before the wars that culminated in the conquest of Dacia at the 
beginning of the second century AD.

Fruit bowl
The fruit bowl (inv. no. II 6733 AR) was discovered in situ, on 
the floor of the dwelling. Made of very thin paste, it obtained its 
reddish colour from the second firing. It has a slightly curved 
body and flared horizontal lip. The foot is cylindrical and hollow 
inside, and a rib runs around the lower part of the refined 
circular base.

Bibliography: Costea, Savu, Bălos, 2007: 267-274; Costea, Savu, 
Sîrbu, Ștefănescu, Bălos, 2008: 154-170; Locuri sacre la Dunărea 
de Jos și în Carpați, 2007: 19.

LOS
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Biconical vase
Ciolăneștii din Deal (Ciolănești, Teleorman county)

Second half of the 2nd century - first half of the 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 15791

Discovered in 1910 along with 25 other intact and fragmented 
Geto-Dacian vases of inside a rectangular “votive well” lined with 
wooden beams, deposited in several superposed layers, near Apa 
Câinelui. The piece has a biconical body and tall cylindrical neck 
and was made by reduction firing. It was burnished to give it a 
glossy, metallic black finish.

Bibliography: Petrescu-Dîmboviţa, 1974: 289; fig. 3/1, 298 (vaso 
nº. 17).

ED

Ashlar with masons’ marks 
(fragment)
Sarmizegetusa Regia - Sacred Zone (Grădiștea de Munte, 
Orăștioara de Sus, Hunedoara county)

1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 54082

According to published data, all ashlars with masons’ marks 
from Sarmizegetusa “formed part of the wall that separated the 
two terraces from the sacred area”. One face of the block bears 
incisions of the Greek letters “Δ” and “Θ”. These marks were 
probably instructions referring to the placement of the blocks in 
a specific section of the construction. The same side contains 
a deep hole with a channel through which it was joined to an 
adjacent block. The two blocks were connected with an iron 
clamp reinforced with molten lead.

Bibliography: Daicoviciu, 1972: 226 nº 13; Lapidariu, 2015: 217 nº 
226.
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Selected grave goods 
from a princely tomb
Agighiol - Movila lui Uțu (Valea Nucarilor, Tulcea county)

4th century BC - circa 350-340 BC

MNIR Inv. 11171 (harness appliqué), 11176 (cnemide), 11177 
(phiala), 11179 (chalice), 8482 (dress appliqué)

Tomb discovered in 1931 by treasure hunters on the plateau west 
of the village, where there is an extensive tumuli necropolis. A 
large barrow was found to contain a funerary structure of hewn 
limestone blocks joined by iron and lead cramps and covered 
with wooden beams, with a dromo, two burial chambers and 
another structure of unhewn stone adjoining them where three 
sacrificed horses were discovered. In the first chambers, the 
skeletons of a man and a woman, both approximately 17–23 years 
old, had been laid in wooden coffins. The sex of the deceased 
has recently been revisited, suggesting that both were actually 
women, but the arguments are far from convincing. Tomb raiders 
made away with most of the gold and silver grave goods. Even 
so, archaeologists and authorities have managed to recover a 
significant number of gold, silver, bronze, iron and pottery pieces, 
as well as human and animal remains, which allow us to classify 
the Agighiol funerary complex as exceptionally rich. The retrieved 
goods consist of silver parade armour (a Getae-style helmet and 
two greaves that do not form a pair), functional iron and bronze 
weapons (spearhead, knife and arrowheads), stone projectiles 
for slingshots, festive and ritual silverware (two chalices and five 
phialai), harness pieces (silver and bronze appliqués, an iron bit 
and a silver bit, now lost), clothing accessories and ornaments (a 
necklace of 90 silver beads and gold fashion appliqués), various 
fragments of metal pieces whose purpose is hard to determine, 
and Greek and local coarse or luxury ware (fragments of Attic red-
figure vases and whole or fragmented Thasian amphorae). Five 
pieces are featured in the exhibition:

a) Silver-gilt greave (for the right leg), decorated with the 
image of the Gorgon Medusa with a tattooed face and 
wearing a torc, embellished with images of fantastic snakes 
with the head of a bird of prey.

b) Silver biconical chalice decorated with a frieze of fantastic 
and real animals: five-legged deer, ibexes, snakes with 
bird-of-prey heads, birds of prey and fish, as well as a griffin 
devouring a wild boar (at the bottom of the vessel).

c) Simple silver phiale with an inscription in Greek characters 
engraved on the outer lip: “KOTYOΣEΓBEO – Koτυος έξ Βεω”, 
possibly translated as “(On behalf of) Kotys, (‘king’) of Beos”.

d) Gold fashion appliqué with the depiction of a crouching ibex.

e) Silver harness appliqué for a horse’s forehead, representing 
a griffin’s head surrounding by coiled snakes with the head 
of a bird of prey.

The grave goods from the princely tomb of Agighiol are vital 
clues for reconstructing the everyday life and beliefs about the 
afterlife of Getae political and military elite in the fifth–fourth 
century BC. All the objects that accompanied this anonymous 
young “king” in the underworld would have helped him to 
continue, after death, his earthly pursuits and obligations: as 
a military leader who rides out to battle, equipped with lavish 
gear and mounted on a richly caparisoned steed; as a priest 
who oversees religious ceremonies of sacrifice to the gods; and 
as a lord who gives generous banquets for his fellow nobles 
and distinguished warriors. The incredibly rich decorative 
programmes of the helmet, greaves, chalices and certain 
harness pieces illustrate a fascinating mythological world, 
although unfortunately, in most cases, their significance has 
been forever lost to us: a world dominated by fantastic or real 
animals associated with images of divine or earthly figures, 
riding or seated on a throne. Although they seem strange and 
provocative to us, for their contemporaries these images were 
undoubtedly a genuine illustrated book of fundamental myths 
about life on earth and after death. The inscription on one of 
the phialai in the tomb is further proof of the widespread use 
of Greek script in the Getae world, as well as an exceptional 
document for understanding relationships between the Thracian 
power centres of the fourth century BC and between the centre 
and the periphery. In all likelihood, the phiale bearing the name 
of Kotys of Beos made its way to Agighiol, at the mouth of the 
Danube, thanks to an Odrysian king who sought to secure the 
loyalty of local chieftains, like the relatives of the man buried at 
Agighiol, by sending them precious gifts and arranging marriage 
alliances. Vessels with similar inscriptions found in the hoards 
of Borovo, Rogozen and Vraca, all in northern Bulgaria, dated to 
before the mid-fourth century BC, prove that the leaders of the 
Odrysian kingdom paid close attention to the Danubian region, 
which faced mounting pressure from the north Pontic Scythians 
and other peoples from the western Balkans. As a whole, the 
grave goods from the Agighiol tomb paint a clear picture of Getae 
civilisation at its height, highlighting the legacy of the Basarabi 
and Bârsești-Ferigile cultures as well as the strong cultural 
influence of Eurasian steppe peoples (Scythians), Greeks and 
southern Thracians.

Bibliography: Berciu, 1969: 33-76; Alexandrescu, 1983: 45-66; 
Alexandrescu, 1993: 725-747; Sîrbu, 2008: 268-283; Sîrbu, 2012: 
85-92; Trohani, 2013: 261-267 nº. 50.1-5; Teleagă, 2014: 301-
305; Constantinescu et alii, 2014: 645-666; Dana, 2015: 243-264; 
Teleagă et alii, 2020.
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Selection of grave goods 
from the Getae princely 
tomb at Peretu
Peretu - burial mound located in a farm on the bank of the river 
Vedea (Peretu, Teleorman County)

Second half of the 4th century BC. 

MNIR Inv. 73865 (helmet), 73866 (head), 73867, 73869 (phials), 
73947, 73952 (harness appliqués)

Princely tomb discovered in the autumn of 1970 by farmers 
as they levelled a flattened tumulus. Systematic excavations 
carried out in 1971 revealed the existence of a large tumulus that 
covered the remains of the pyre and deposits of parts of the body 
of a partly cremated man, as well as parts of a horse skeleton, 
a calf and three dogs. The deceased was accompanied by a 
rich variety of grave goods, comprising a silver helmet, three 
phials, an aryballos, a rhyton, a colander and a tube of indistinct 
purpose, all silver, as well as fragments of a cauldron (lebes), 
a bronze platter, iron weapons, wheel-thrown and hand-built 
Getae pottery, and 49 silver harness appliqués from two different 
sets. All the silver pieces, including the harness appliqués, 
were deposited in the bronze cauldron and covered by a tray 
of the same metal. A four-wheel funeral cart with wrought-
iron reinforcements had also been deposited in the tumulus. 
All the grave goods and the sacrificed animals were found in 
holes distributed around the pyre and the dead chieftain. The 
exhibition includes the following grave goods: 

1. Getae-type helmet made of partly gilded silver and decorated 
with apotropaic eyes on the front, associated with zoomorphic 
motifs, including a fantastic bird of prey with a “horn” that 
holds a fish in its beak and a hare between its claws, an ibex, 
a group of deer, and a laurel wreath with feathers.

2. Rhyton (?) made of partly gilded silver and shaped like the 
head of a young, short-haired woman who wears a feather 
diadem on her forehead and a necklace with beads shaped 
like tiny amphorae. The vessel almost certainly represents a 
female deity, possibly the local version of the Greek goddess of 
hunting and forests, Artemis, mentioned in historical sources 
with her Thracian name of Bendis.

73865

3. Two silver phials, one of the Achaemenid type and the other 
Greek. The edges of the former are decorated with vertical 
grooves and an omphalos, while the latter has engraved and 
gilded vegetal decoration consisting of interlocking ivy leaves 
and stems arranged around the central omphalos.

4. Triskelion-type harness appliqué (with three swirling spirals), 
decorated with stylised horse heads. 

5. Quatrefoil triskelion harness appliqué (with four swirling 
spirals), decorated with stylised horse heads.
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Although systematic excavations have not revealed its entire 
contents, the princely tomb at Peretu represents the most 
important archaeological and historical document we have 
about the life and beliefs of the Getae elites in the second 
half of the fourth century BC. The structure of the funerary 
deposits confirms the idea that, according to the conception 
of the period, a Getae “prince” or “king” would retain after his 
death the same status as military leader that he had enjoyed 
in life, and would therefore be accompanied by this weapons 
(helmet and spear), his combat horses and their harnesses 
decorated with gleaming silver appliqués, and his war dogs; 
as a priest, he would have his phials for libations; and as host 
and organiser of feasts in honour of his comrades in arms, he 
would be accompanied in his tomb by the bronze cauldron and 
silver  colander used to prepare and serve wine at the table (in 
the Greek manner), the bronze tray for roasts and other foods, 
and various silver and ceramic cups as part of the tableware for 
banquets. The funerary rite celebrated at Peretu has another 
distinguishing feature: it contains a series of elements that are 
less commonly found at other Getae princely burials, such as the 
four-wheel funeral cart and signs of dog sacrifices. The study 
of the silver pieces, defensive weapons and harness appliqués 

discovered in Getae funerary contexts in Dobruja, Wallachia and 
Northern Bulgaria, dating from the second half of the fourth 
century BC, indicate the use of highly standardised parade 
armour and harness sets, not only in their form and function 
but in their iconographic repertoire as well, across an area of 
around 100,000 km2. This obeyed fashion and personal taste, 
but also an ideology rooted in the political and religious power 
of a restricted group situated on the highest echelon of Getae 
society, open to the influences of people from the Eurasian 
steppe, the Achaemenids and the Greeks, but with close ties to 
the Odrysian Kingdom. This communion of ideas and tastes was 
materialised in the hands of travelling craftsmen, who worked 
on the basis of the commissions they received and according to 
“sketchbooks”, but also as a result of the “gifts” that the Odrysian 
kings and the Getai chieftains on the edge of the Danube 
region constantly exchanged to guarantee loyalty. The different 
local dynasts also exchanged gifts when political, military and 
matrimonial alliances were sealed. 

Bibliography: Moscalu, 1989: 129-190; Goldhelm, 1994: 155-160 
nº. 48; Aurul și argintul, 2013: 271-274 nº. 52.18; Sîrbu, 2012: 
85-92; Ștefan, Ștefan, 2019: 27-98.

EOT
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Rhyton
Poroina Mare (Mehedinți county)

Second half of the 4th century BC

MNIR Inv. 11335

millennium BC), but metal versions proliferated particularly in 
the Iranian art of the ninth–third centuries BC and from there 
spread to the Greek world and the nomads of the Eurasian 
steppes. The southern Thracians, like the Getae, adopted 
and reworked the shape and decoration of these vessels, 
influenced by their direct contact with Greek and Scythian 
models but also by their own artistic conventions. In Getae and 
Thracian aristocratic society, the rhyton served as a vessel for 
banqueting and performing religious rituals. The Poroina piece 
has a small hole in the animal’s snout that allowed the liquid 
to be poured out in a very thin stream. This, together with the 
clearly religious nature of the images on the rhyton, indicates 
that it was used in cult ceremonies. Certain stylistic and 
technical details tell us that the Poroina rhyton was made in a 
local workshop north of the Danube, in what is now southwest 
Romania. Together with the Craiova and Iron Gates hoards, the 
Poroina rhyton underscores the economic and military might of 
Getae political structures in southwest Romania in the fourth–
third century BC. 

Bibliography: Berciu, 1969: 121-122, 153-160; Ori antichi, 2010: 
176-177 nº. 15; Arbunescu, 2015: 20-27; Treasures of Romania, 
2016: 175. 

EOT 

Silver-gilt vessel in the form of an animal’s head, almost 
certainly from a hoard or grave goods, discovered in unknown 
circumstances sometime before 1883. Unfortunately, only this 
piece has survived.

The Poroina rhyton features the head of an herbivore, probably a 
small bull (the horns and ears are now lost). The rim is decorated 
with rows of ovals and the body depicts four female figures, 
priestesses and their acolytes. The two short-haired figures are 
draped in long, richly embroidered V-neck tunics, each with a 
pendant hanging from one sleeve. They are sitting on backless 
thrones and officiating a religious ceremony, each offering 
libations with a rhyton in her right hand and a phiale in her left. 
Behind them, another two female figures, standing and wearing 
similar tunics, are posed in an attitude of reverence towards 
the seated women, with their right hands raised and left hands 
stretched out in front of them. Despite their lavish attire and the 
elaborate, sophisticated decoration of the thrones on which they 
are seated, the four women are barefoot, no doubt an essential 
detail in the performance of their religious ceremonies. 

Vessels shaped like an animal body, head or horn have a 
long history that dates back to the Neolithic (fifth–fourth 
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Bust
Trajan’s Forum (Rome, Italy)

120-130 AD

MNP Inv. E000387

Trajan’s Forum was the largest and finest in the city of Rome. 
In addition to Trajan’s Column, it contained many larger-than-
life sculptures of Dacian prisoners. This portrait of a Dacian 
nobleman carved from grey marble must have come from one of 

those statues. The bust, made of white marble with grey streaks, 
was added in the 18th century to lend more substance to the 
Roman head-portrait of that Dacian man. The noble captive is 
portrayed facing forward. His most salient feature is the pileus, 
a pointed cap with the apex bent toward the forehead. Heavy 
locks escape from the pileus all around his head, and both the 
hair and thick beard seem to be carefully groomed. The face is 
that of a middle-aged man, with a furrowed forehead and brows, 
wearing an expression of strength and dignity.

Bibliography:  Schröder, 2004: 444-446.

AC
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Grave goods from the 
cremation tomb of a Geto-
Dacian military commander 
at Popești 
Argedava? - Tumuli necropolis - Tumulus T.4 (Popești, Mihăileni, 
Giurgiu district)

2nd-1st century BC

MNIR  Inv. 73470 (shield boss), 53143 (belt buckle), 73471 a-b 
(chain mail), 73476 (sword), 176108 (crampon for walking on 
ice?)

Tumulus T.4 at the necropolis of the great Geto-Dacian fortified 
settlement of Popești, identified with the ancient Argedava and 
excavated in 1961, yielded an extremely rich princely cremation 
tomb containing a set of weapons: helmet, chain mail, sword, 
shield boss, spears and daggers. Next to the weapons was a 
deposit of ornaments and clothing accessories: belt buckle; 
crampon for walking on ice (?); a fibula and an iron pendant 
in the shape of a small cube; a bronze bracelet; rings; a glass 
bead; fragments of vessels, including two Getae bowls with relief 
decoration; and parts of an imitation of a Cos amphora. An iron 
dagger, a sword hilt and a bronze fibula had also been placed on 
the tumulus layer.     

The discoveries at the Popești tomb do not only shed light on 
the weapons and combat techniques employed by Geto-Dacian 
elites in the second-first centuries BC. They also enrich our 
knowledge of the new ideology and religious practices of the 
“iron warriors” who succeeded the “gold and silver princes” 
of the previous period. The body, accompanied by prestigious 
weapons and adorned with modest iron and bronze ornaments, 
was incinerated in situ along with drinking cups used in the 
funerary banquet. The remains of the funeral pyre were covered 
with a tumulus and other weapons and accessories were 
placed on this layer. Gold and silver objects were deliberately 
not buried, although a person who could afford to buy such 
expensive weapons clearly also owned numerous objects made of 
precious metals. 

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1976: 201 fig. 12/1-2, 204 fig. 12, 206 fig. 15, 
234 fig. 23, 213 fig. 13; Korodi, 1972: 665 fig. 5, 11, 12; Glodariu, 
Iaroslavschi, 1979: 121-122, Fig. 67/4-20; I Daci 1979-1980: nº     . 
451; Babeș, 1983: 215 fig. 2/1; I Daci, 1997: 235-236 nº. 450-
453; Dacia Avgvsti Provincia, 2006: 124 nº. 66; Borangic, 2011: 
183-184 220 Pl. XXV 1-2; Borangic, Bădescu, 2014: 26, 58, 64, 72; 
Borangic, Bădescu: 2017 : 129.

a. Relatively well preserved chain mail, despite the intense 
combustion to which it was subjected. Two large fragments 
remain, separated since antiquity, before the cremation. It is 
made of interwoven links of iron wire.

b. Double-edged sword subjected to ritual deformation before 
it was placed on the pyre. The surface       displays fragments 
of the scabbard. The hilt tang culminates in a button and 
the guard is rectangular and bow-shaped. The top of the 
scabbard has a hook.

c. Boss from the centre of a shield, designed to absorb the 
impact from lethal strikes during hand-to-hand combat.     
The piece has been restored and the only parts remaining 
from the original object are a few fragments of the cone and 
the flange.

d. Belt buckle consisting      of two plates—one iron,     one 
bronze–joined at the perimeter. A  button finial and a hinge-
type mechanism were riveted to the plate. The Popești 
buckle is one of the rare Geto-Dacian pieces  decorated 
with highly stylised human representations—divine figures 
or dancing women wearing crested helmets or plumed 
diadems—as well as the usual geometric patterns.

e. Crampon for walking on ice (?), preserved as fragments. The 
piece consists of an iron bar with five spikes. The ends are 
rolled to hold leather or textile straps for tying the piece to a 
boot.

EOT and ALB  
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Shield boss
Piatra Roșie - Dacian fortress, ritual pit (Alun, Boșorod, 
Hunedoara county)

1st century BC 

MNIR Inv. 337987

Iron shield boss discovered with a metal detector in 2002–2003 
by an organised crime group specialised in illegal excavations, 
in the vicinity of the Dacian fort of Piatra Roșie. It was smuggled 
out of the country and recovered, along with another piece of 
the same type, in 2011 in a joint international law enforcement 
operation and entered the collection of the Muzeul Național de 
Istorie a României. According to information revealed during the 
criminal investigation, the discovery included seven bosses lying 
one atop the other in a ritual pit near the large building with an 
apse (perhaps a royal residence or shrine?) located inside the 
Dacian fortress of Piatra Roșie.

Bosses were the central metallic reinforcements on ancient 
shields of leather-covered wood, which not only protected the 
vital parts of combatants’ bodies but also served as symbols 
of heraldic representation or belonging to a group. None of 
the pieces discovered to date bear signs of blows or wear, 
indicating that they were probably from parade or ceremonial 
shields. The specimen on display is decorated with a splendid 
depiction of a griffin walking to the right and a combination 
of plant and geometric motifs; other retrieved bosses feature 
representations of bison and gazelles or does. The holes along 
the rim of the piece were for the nails that secured it to the 
wooden shield. Metallographic testing has revealed that these 
shield bosses originally had colours and a coating of silver, tin 
and brass (imitating gold), which would have made them even 
more spectacular. In addition to pieces of exceptional artistic 
quality, the Piatra Roșie shield bosses are among the greatest 
masterpieces of iron technology in ancient Europe. These 
genuine metal bas-reliefs took many hours to make, heating 
and reheating the thick, heavy plate until it glowed red and 
using bronze awls to hammer, freehand, a negative image of the 
decorative motifs on the back that would later appear in positive 
on the front. They are the work of masters who possessed a 
special artistic talent and remarkable technical skills.

The appearance of these bosses at the Dacian fort of Piatra 
Roșie also has great historical significance. According to recent 

archaeological research, this fortress was the residence of the 
sovereign, who ruled what was the heart of the realm in the 
Orăștiei Mountains before the Dacian kingdom’s capital was 
moved to Sarmizegetusa Regia. In all likelihood, it was the 
seat of power in the days of King Burebista (about 82–44 BC). 
The placement of parade shields in a ritual pit, as goods of 
exceptional value consecrated to the gods, was probably related 
to the struggles between different power centres during that 
monarch’s reign, which resulted in the unification, by force or 
diplomacy, of the kingdom of Dacia.

Bibliography: Oberländer-Târnoveanu, 2012: 19; http://www.
capodopere2019. ro/dacian-parade-shields-umbo.html; Comes 
et alii, 2021: 134-143.

EOT 
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Shield boss
Piatra Roșie - Dacian fortress (Luncani, Boșorod, Hunedoara 
district)

1st century BC - I AD

MNIT Inv. V 36

Piece found in Tower B of the fortress during archaeological 
excavations in 1949. The boss was attached to the centre of the 
shield’s wooden structure with iron nails. Its purpose was to 
absorb and deflect blows from enemy weapons. 

Bibliography: Daicoviciu, 1954: 92 pl. X/2; Glodariu, Iaroslavschi, 
1979: 130 pl. 73/6.

RM

Curved sword (falx)
Sarmizegetusa Regia - (Grădiștea de Munte, Orăștioara de Sus, 
Hunedoara district)

1st century - early 2nd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 18532

Sword discovered in the quadrangular building on the “plateau 
of the six terraces” (terrace 3) in the western civilian district of 
the ancient capital of Dacia. The falx is a short sword with a long, 
narrow blade sharpened on the concave edge. This weapon, 
preserved virtually intact, has a tang for fitting it onto the 
wooden haft, which was secured with rivets. There are incised 
symbols (a circle with a dot in the centre) on both sides of the 
blade, near the tip. 

Bibliography: Glodariu, Iaroslavschi, 1979 118 pl. 63/1; Traiano, 
1998 266 nº. 196; Un secol și jumătate, 2009: 63 nº. 46.

RM
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Selected pieces from the 
grave goods of a chieftain's 
cremation tomb at Cugir
Cugir - Dealul Cetate, tumulus no. II (Alba County)

2nd-1st century BC

MNUAI Inv. D. 4643-4464 (wheel caps from a war chariot), 4649 
(horse bit), 4633-4634 (rein ring), 4650 (scabbard), 4482 (gold 
appliqué)

Systematic excavations yielded a chieftain's cremation tumulus 
with extremely rich grave goods, including remains of a war 
chariot, weapons, ornaments and clothing accessories made of 
gold and bronze, harness pieces, a bronze situla, pottery, and 
remains of food and drink offerings. 

Of these goods, the exhibition includes the following:

a) Two bronze caps for the wheels of a war chariot.

b) An iron horse bit.

c) Two bronze rein rings decorated with the head of birds of 
prey. 

d) A curved scabbard made of iron plate and decorated with 
geometric motifs and a knob finial. The piece was used to 
protect one of the characteristic Dacian weapons: the sica-
type short curved sword.

e) Gold appliqué made with the repoussé technique and 
depicting a fantastic creature with a furry body and a 
reptile’s head. It has two orifices for attaching the piece to a 
support, probably made of leather.

Bibliography: Crișan, 1980: 81-87; Rustoiu, Teleagă, 2015.

HIC
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Dagger (sica)
Orodel - cremation necropolis (Orodel, Dolj county)

1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 139490

Typical Dacian long iron dagger, with a medial ridge, whose 
elegantly curved blade is decorated with the image of a solar 
disc framed by the heads of two affronting eagles.

Bibliography: Berciu, 1939: 208-209 fig. 257/6; Nicolăescu-
Plopşor, 1945-1947: 27 Pl. III/5; Rustoiu, 2002: 59 fig. 39/6; 
Borangic, 2009: 46 Pl. XV/4; Borangic, Bădescu, 2014: 51.
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Dacian hoard of silver 
clothing accessories and 
ornaments
Unspecified locality in southwestern Romania

Late 1st century AD

MNIR Inv. T 1-17

The exhibition features selected Dacian clothing accessories 
and ornaments from a hoard found in southwest Romania 
(present-day regions of Oltenia, Banat or southern Transylvania). 
We do not know exactly where, when or how the hoard was 
discovered, as it was brought to light by illegal treasure hunters 
using a metal detector. After their discovery, the elements of 
this hoard were smuggled out of the country. Thanks to the 
cooperation between judicial authorities in Romania and Austria 
(Tyrolean police of Salzburg), in 2015 a total of 25 whole or 
fragmented silver pieces weighing 992.84 kg were located. The 
recovered collection consists of seven simple bracelets, some of 

which have axe-shaped pendants and hoops, two (?) pendant 
necklaces with “nail” charms (fragmented), four simple chain 
links with twisted ends, probably part of a belt, four “spoon” 
fibulae and two spurs, one of which is fragmented. With the 
exception of the two spurs, all are clothing accessories and 
ornaments typical of the late period of the Dacian kingdom (first 
century AD), prior to the Roman conquest. At least some of the 
ornaments were apparently worn by Dacian women.

Bibliography: unpublished.

EOT
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Dacian hoard of royal gold 
bracelets
Sarmizegetusa Regia - Muchea Cetății (Grădiștea de Munte, 
Orăștioara de Sus, Hunedoara county)

Mid 1st century BC 

MNIR Inv. 326691-326692

The two Dacian gold bracelets exhibited here came from a hoard 
of six similar pieces found in March 1999 at the top of the sacred 
area of Sarmizegetusa, in the course of illegal excavations with 
metal detectors. The pieces were later illegally exported and 
recovered by Romanian judicial authorities, in cooperation with 
their American, Swiss and German counterparts. Another four 
hoards containing bracelets of the same metal, occasionally 
accompanied by gold coins or silver ornaments and coins, were 
discovered in similar circumstances between 1999 and 2001 at 

several spots in the shrine zone at Sarmizegetusa Regia. Of the 
24 gold bracelets, 13 (weighing 12.634 kg in total) have been 
recovered to date.

The two royal Dacian gold bracelets in this exhibition belong 
to the group of solid spiral bracelets, terminating in plaques 
adorned with palmettes that end in winged dragons’ heads. 
The cultural attribution to the Dacians of the silver or silver-
gilt version of this type of archaeological artefact, made by 
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researchers in the mid-19th century, has been confirmed and 
reinforced by investigations in recent decades. The spiral 
bracelets with dragon-head plaques are truly impressive pieces 
in terms of their physical characteristics—weighing 1,076.72 
g (inv. 326691) and 1,115.31 g (inv. 326692) and measuring 268 
cm and 282 cm long (uncoiled), respectively—as well as their 
technical and artistic sophistication.

Researchers have been able to determine the technique and 
tools that Dacian goldsmiths used to make them. The spirals 
were cold forged, using wooden tools to hammer them from a 
gold ingot of approximately 50 x 2 cm on wooden anvils. Once 
the shape had been created, artisans used bronze punches to 
stamp the palmettes on the ends, and a burin and set of awls 
with hemispherical heads to carve the anatomical details of 
the dragons. The pieces were not finished by polishing them 
with abrasive materials; instead, they were simply wound 
around a wooden drum and placed in the Dacian royal treasury, 
exactly as they had emerged from the workshop. Unlike their 
Mediterranean contemporaries, Dacian goldsmiths worked these 
bracelets as they did iron objects, “forging” them and applying 
punches as if striking coins.

Atomic and nuclear tests done in Bucharest, Paris, Berlin and 
Legnaro, Italy, have proved that all the Dacian gold bracelets 
were made from unrefined alluvial gold; as a result, the silver 
and copper in the natural alloy, as well as traces of tin, antimony 
and tellurium, have been preserved intact. This explains the 
significant discrepancies in gold content. For instance, bracelet 
326691 contains 782‰ Au (18.8 carats), but 326692 has a 
higher gold content of 824‰ Au (19.80 carats). The alluvial 
gold came from deposits located approximately 80–120 km 
north of Sarmizegetusa Regia, in the Ruda-Brad mining district 
and the Arieș river valley, part of Transylvania’s famous Golden 
Quadrilateral. In this region, gold mining began in prehistory 
and continued with the Dacians, the Romans, in the Middle Ages 
and even the early modern era. It is estimated that, over the 
centuries, this region yielded several thousand tonnes of gold 
and tens of thousands of tonnes of silver, not to mention copper 
and other non-ferrous metals. The exclusive concentration 
of gold Dacian bracelets in the area of the shrines at 
Sarmizegetusa Regia, the capital of pre-Roman Dacia, together 
with their rarity and considerable weight (ranging from 682.30 

to 1,196.02 g), leads us to believe that they were associated with 
the institution of Dacian royalty, as symbolic attributes of power 
reserved for members of the royal clan. The winged dragons 
adorning these bracelets are the prototype of the fantastic 
creatures (draco) that appeared on Dacian army banners—
represented on Trajan’s Column—for more than a century and 
a half, according to the earliest evidence of this figurative motif 
on gold ornaments. We believe that the winged dragon originally 
represented a guardian deity of the Dacian royal clan which, over 
time, became a symbolic emblem of the Dacian state and its 
people, in the form depicted on military banners. Interestingly, 
the Dacian standard and its dragon or draco survived the Roman 
conquest and was adopted and preserved as an imperial military 
symbol that later passed to the Byzantines and the Carolingian 
Franks.

Careful examination of the details of the winged dragon 
depictions has revealed that the bracelets present two 
“varieties” of these mythical creatures: some with fur-covered 
bodies (inv. 326691) and others with reptilian bodies (inv. 
326692). The royal Dacian gold bracelets that have come down 
to us are just a fraction of the impressive votive offerings made 
between 40 and 30 BC. These sacrifices of precious gold and 
silver objects were offered to the gods by the Dacian kings who 
succeeded Burebista (approximately after 44 BC) and controlled 
the seat of state power and sacred centre in the Orăștiei 
Mountains, as a way of showing gratitude or requesting divine 
benevolence. Today, we know of numerous sites in the vicinity 
of Sarmizegetusa Regia where hundreds and thousands of 
gold and silver coins (weighing dozens of kilos), gold and silver 
ornaments, and hundreds of kilos of objects, ingots and cakes 
of iron (a prized commodity in antiquity) were deposited, long 
before the dramatic days of the Roman conquest in 101–102 and 
105–106.

Bibliography: Deppert-Lippietz, 2008; Oberländer-Târnoveanu, 
Constantinescu, 2008; Oberländer-Târnoveanu, Ori antichi, 
2010: 180-185 nº. 17; Spânu, 2012: 167-178; Oberländer-
Târnoveanu, 2013a; Oberländer-Târnoveanu, 2013b; 
Oberländer-Târnoveanu, Aurul și argintul, 2013: 413-418 nº. 97.1; 
Oberländer-Târnoveanu, Treasures of Romania, 2016: 182-184. 
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Cache of coin dies from 
Tilișca
Tilișca - Dacian fortress on Cățunaș hill (Tilișca, Sibiu 
department)

Mid 1st century BC - 1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 39222 (vase), 39233-39238 (coin dies)

Cache of coin dies discovered in 1961 during systematic 
archaeological excavations. The 14 portable bronze coin dies, 
five of which were inserted in wrought iron die holders, had been 
placed in a pottery vessel (perhaps a crucible) and concealed 
in a niche in the wall of one of the “house-towers” inside the 
Dacian fortress. Ten dies bear the negative image of accurately 
copied designs and inscriptions from Roman Republican 
denarius issues, and the four other dies are not engraved. The 
excellent condition of the dies has made it possible to identify 
several moneyers’ names, the face value and even the type of 
coin imitated. These are denarii issued by L. Sempronius Pitio, 
L. Sempronius (148 BC), Q. Marcus Marcius (134 BC), Q. Caecilius 
Mettelus (130 BC), M. Lucillius Rufus (?) (101 BC), C. Naevius 
Balbus (80–79 BC) and L. Plaetoriu Caestianus (74 BC), as well 

as lower dies imitating the issues of various moneyers active in 
85–84 BC that feature the image of Jupiter in a chariot. There 
is only one complete set of obverse and reverse dies—for the 
Crawford 382/1b-type denarii issued by C. Naevius Balbus (79 
BC)—while the rest are separate obverse dies (five) and reverse 
dies (three denarii of Q. Marcus Marcius represented by two dies 
of the same type).

The discovery of these dies provided valuable insight into a 
new chapter of Dacian monetary history: the issues of imitation 
Roman coins. Highly accurate copies of different types of 
Roman Republican denarii were made using a very simple yet 
ingenious technique. The forgers used authentic Roman denarii 
as punches, hammering them onto red-hot bronze dies (a 
method known as “direct copy”). The surfaces of the Tilișca  dies 
do not show signs of intense use, and some were obviously left 
unfinished, as the images and coin legends are not imprinted on 
them. All of this suggests that the dies came from a mint which 
was being set up or had just started operating. It is difficult to 
determine the timeline of the Tilișca mint’s operations and, by 
extension, the production of imitations of Roman Republican 
denarii in Dacia, even though most of the dies reproduce 
clearly dated issues. An examination of how Roman Republican 



487

DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTSARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA 

denarii entered and circulated in Dacian territory reveals 
that the majority came to this region from the Balkans in the 
early decades of the first century BC, in “coin packs” that also 
included older issues, worn, from the second century BC. The 
influx of Republican denarii peaked several times throughout 
the first century BC; these spikes undoubtedly had to do with 
the evolving politico-military situation as well as with the slave 
and salt trades. The composition of Roman Republican denarii 
hoards suggests that the older issues from the second century 
BC circulated alongside the more recent ones and were hoarded 
with them; in fact, they even appear in hoards containing 
imperial issues, which tells us that the local population had 
a tendency to save and store old coins, of greater purity and 
weight than the newer pieces. Other more or less recent 
discoveries of coin dies that faithfully imitate Roman Republic 
or early imperial denarii—at Ludești and Sarmizegetusa Regia 
(both in present-day Hunedoara county), in the vicinity of 
Brașov, and at Poiana (Galați county)—prove that the production 
of imitation coins was both widespread and decentralised in 
Dacia between the first century BC and the first century AD. 
Metrological and metallographic analyses do not indicate that 
the Dacians deliberately made fake denarii of inferior purity 
and weight, although pieces of silver-plated bronze have been 
found in several hoards. In all likelihood, although the Dacian 

minting of imitation Roman coins began in the mid-first century 
BC, it only become a large-scale operation in the 1st century AD 
and continued until the Roman conquest. Thus, the workshop 
stopped operating and hid its dies in the fortress of Tilișca during 
the first Dacian-Roman war, fought in AD 101–102. The purpose 
of these issues was to ensure that the Dacian authorities had 
the necessary resources to pay for their military and diplomatic 
activities during the war.

Bibliography: Lupu, 1967: 101-121; Preda, 1973: 347-348; 
Chițescu, 1981; Glodariu et alii, 1992: 57-68; Woytech et alii, 
2012: 133-162. 

EOT

Storage jar
Buridava - «Cetatea 1» (Ocnele Mari, Vâlcea County)

Late 1st century  BC

MJVL Inv. 358 D

Large jar, fragmented, wheel-thrown and made of quality 
clay, discovered during two archaeological dig campaigns: 
three fragments in 1973, in underground chamber 2 on the 
terrace known as “Cetatea 1”, and a fourth fragment in 1980. An 
inscription in Greek was incised on the shoulder before firing: 
“BAΣIΛE[YΣ] ΘIAMAPKOΣ EΠΟΕΙ”, which translates as “The king 
Thiamarkos made”. The inscription associates the anthroponym 
Thiamarkos with the royal position of basileus or king, but also 
with the standard formula “made”, which has been widely 
debated in scholarly literature. The archaeological discovery at 
Buridava confirmed that the Greek alphabet was used to write in 
Dacian territory.

Bibliography: Berciu, 1979: 481-483 fig. 1; Berciu, 1981: 136-137 
fig. 24; Babeș, Glodariu, 2001: 779-780 fig. 119.

IB
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Coin hoard of Dacian gold 
staters (Koson type)
Sarmizegetusa Regia - Grădiștea Muncelului - La fagul lui Bode 
(Grădiștea de Munte, Orăștioara de Sus, Hunedoara department)

Second half of the 1st century BC (40-20 BC)

MNIR Inv. 293328 -293337

Hoard of around 3,000 gold coins found in the summer of 1996 
during illegal excavations. Most of the coins were subsequently 
exported illegally. To date, the Romanian judicial authorities 
have recovered around 1,000 Koson-type gold coins from this 
large hoard.

Coins of King Koson, with their gold and silver variations, 
constitute a unique chapter in Geto-Dacian coinage.  They are 
the only gold issues by this people that bear Greek legends, 
indicating the name and royal title of the authority that struck 
them. Historians believe that King Koson (Cotyso) was a member 
of an important dynasty who ruled the Dacian administrative and 
religious centre located in the mountainous region of Orăștiei, 
which included the capital Sarmizegetusa Regia, during 
the early decades following the disintegration of Burebista’s 
kingdom (circa 44–20 BC).

From the iconographic point of view, Koson staters belong to 
the series of Geto-Dacian imitation issues. The obverse design 
is inspired by the representations of the denarii of Pomponius 
Rufus, from the year 71 BC, while the image on the reverse is 
a replica of the reverse of the denarius issued by the Roman 
consul M. Junius Brutus (54 BC). The Koson gold coin adopts the 
metrological standard of the late Hellenistic pseudo-Lysimachus 
staters that were issued in the first century BC by the Greek 
cities of Tomis, Callatis and Histria on the western shores of the 
Black Sea (with an average of 8.20–8.30 g).

In the last five centuries, several hoards consisting of tens 
of thousands of coins, all uncirculated and practically in the 
state in which they left the mint, have been discovered on the 
fringes and environs of Sarmizegetusa. In some cases, they were 
accompanied by staters issued in Tomis, Callatis and Histria, as 
well as gold multi-spiral bracelets and silver ornaments. Most 
of these hoards appear to have been ritual deposits, offerings 
to the gods, rather than treasures stored in times of crisis. 
The vast quantity of gold and silver coins issued by Basileos 
Koson but never circulated suggests that they were used to pay 
mercenaries, in the context of preparations for a large-scale 
military campaign that never materialised for reasons that we 
can only surmise. Some of these coins were dedicated to the 
gods, while others remained in the royal treasury and were 
seized more than a century later by the Romans. 

Bibliography: Preda, 1973: 353-361; Iliescu, 1990; Preda, 
1998: 226-237; Petolescu, 2011: 15-99; Dima, Ilie, 2007: 35-65; 
Oberländer-Târnoveanu, 2010b; Oberländer-Târnoveanu, 2013d: 
419-420; Ion România – Civilizații suprapuse, 2016: 288-290.
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Huși-Vovriești type coin
Romania (Moldova) - place of discovery unknown

Second half of the 3rd century - early 2nd century BC

MNIR Inv. 7262, 7263

Coins of the Huși-Vovriești type form part of the early series 
of imitations of Philip II tetradrachms. Although only semi-
outlined, the representation of the head of a bearded god on 
the obverse and of the rider, to the right, on the reverse, are 
still relatively easy to identify. Besides, the reverse of many of 
the coins bear traces of the legend ΦΙΛΙΠΠΟΥ, in the form of 
scattered letters. Characteristic traits of this type of coin are 
chasing cuts that penetrate deeply into the planchet, made at 
the workshop immediately after the pieces were struck, and a 
series of punched countermarks, as if to prove to the user that 
the coin was silver and not just silver-plated.

Finds of Huși-Vovriești type coins are concentrated in the 
central-eastern part of Moldavia, especially in the area between 
the valleys of the rivers Siret and Prut that was occupied from 
the third to the first century BC by the Bastarnae (Poienești-
Lukașevska culture), a people of Germanic origin who settled 
in this region. However, we cannot be sure about the ethnic 
or cultural identity of the issuers. Coins of the Huși-Vovriești 
type have certain parallels with a series of hoards belonging 
to a Celtic group in Western Banat who migrated north to the 
Crișul Alb and Maramureș valleys and subsequently to the 
east, probably joining the Bastarnae on their journey to central 
Moldavia. 

Bibliography: Preda, 1973: 111-131; Preda, 1998: 159-164; Ion, 
2016: 289.

EOT y MSI
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Macedonia – Philip II type 
tetradrachms
Romania - place of discovery unknown

359-294 BC 

MNIR Inv. 181447, 181459

The conquest of the mining area of Mount Pangaion, Thrace, 
Epirus and Illyria, as well as the subjugation of the Greek cities, 
elevated Macedonia to the status of a superpower during the 
reign of Philip II (359–336 BC). These conquests also supplied 
the necessary resources to issue vast quantities of gold, silver 
and bronze coins, which played a key role in the development 
not only of the Greek currency but of the currencies of the 
peoples who lived on the fringes of the Mediterranean world, in 
Central and South-Eastern Europe: Celts, Norics, Pannonians and 
Geto-Dacians, who initiated and developed their coin production 
for 250 years under the influence of the iconographic and 
metrological model offered by the issues of Philip II. In the west, 
the Celts imitated the gold staters of this king, while in Central 
Europe and in the north of the Lower Danube region the Celtic 
and Geto-Dacian groups based their coinage on the model of the 
sovereign's silver tetradrachms.

The obverse of Philip II tetradrachms featured the head of Zeus 
and the reverse a nude rider, sometimes depicted with a kausia 
(Macedonian hat) and a palm branch. For Philip II, the choice of 
these images clearly fulfilled an important propaganda function 
(related to the role of the pan-Greek sanctuary at Olympia 
and the Olympic Games—where Philip won the horse race in 
356 BC and the chariot race in 352 and 348 BC—as factors for 
consolidating the religious and cultural identity of this people).  
However, for the Celts of Central Europe and the Balkans, and 
for the Geto-Dacians, the images of the head of a bearded god 

with a laurel wreath and a riding figure were associated with 
representations of deities in their own pantheon, including the 
god on horseback subsequently known by the conventional name 
of “Thracian Horseman/Rider”.

Silver tetradrachms with the name of Philip II were not only 
issued during the king’s life but after his death as well, in 
the times of Alexander the Great, Alexander IV, Philip III and 
Cassander (336–294 BC). These coins reached the eastern 
Celts and the Geto-Dacians through the widespread use of 
mercenaries in the Hellenistic world and the vast booty seized 
during the Celtic invasion of the Balkans in 281–279 BC, as well 
as other political payments. Together with those of Alexander the 
Great and other Hellenistic sovereigns, these coins also supplied 
the Geto-Dacians with metal for their own issues because their 
territories lacked silver resources that could be exploited with 
the technology they possessed at the time.

The coin with Inv. No. 181447 forms part of the issues struck 
at the workshop of Amphipolis, in the days of Philip II (356–
336 BC), while the coin with Inv. No. 181459 is a posthumous 
issue, from the same workshop, that circulated in the years 
315/314–295/294 BC.

Bibliograph: SNG Copenhague, 560, pl. 13; SNG AND, nº. 807; 
LeRider, 1977: pl. 48 nº. 1.
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Celtic tetradrachm 
of man with bird
Homorodu de Jos - Pădurea Nemților 
(Homoroade, Satu Mare County)

End of the third century - third quarter of the second century BC

MJSM Inv. 34632

Pertaining to the early issues of a Celtic group that controlled 
the territory of northeast Transylvania. The coin, whose imagery 
was inspired by the tetradrachms of Philip II, King of Macedonia, 
was discovered by chance, but subsequent excavations at the 
site yielded no additional finds. Obverse: human head in profile, 
facing left, stylised, laureate and bearded. Reverse: rider facing 
left, wearing a stylised helmet with an S-shaped plume; there is 
a stylised branch above the horse’s mane, and a left-facing bird 
(crow or hawk?) soars over the rider’s head.

Bibliography: Lazin, Ardevan, 1998-1999: 71-74.

RG y EOT

Hoard of Dacian coins
Dumbrăveni (Dumbrăveni, Vrancea county)

Late 2nd century - early 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 69393, 69401

Hoard discovered by chance in 1966 near a Geto-Dacian 
settlement. It consists of 263 silver coins that were deposited in 
a fired-clay vessel.

Coins of the Dumbrăveni type form part of an early series of 
highly stylised imitations of tetradrachms issued by Philip II of 
Macedonia. The obverse bears a schematic image of the head of 
a bearded god and the reverse has a stylised rider on the right. 
Characteristic traits of this type of Geto-Dacian coinage are the 
representation of a sign, resembling an X, behind the rider, and 
a branch of leaves below the horse’s belly.

6940169393

The finds are concentrated in the north-eastern region of 
Wallachia and southern Moldavia. The coins were issued over a 
relatively long period, in several series, by a local political formation 
that ruled the River Buzău valley and the lower course of the 
River Siret, not only controlling important salt mines but also the 
trade routes between the Black Sea and the Danube, Transylvania 
and Moldavia. The average weight of the known pieces suggests 
that they belong to the nominal value of the “drachm”, almost 
certainly adopted under the influence of the penetration of Roman 
Republican denarii in the Lower Danube region.

Bibliography: Preda, 1973: 185-198; Preda, 1998: 179-182; Ion, 
2016: 284.
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Hoard of Dacian coins from 
Vârteju, Bucharest
Vârteju (suburban municipality of the city of Bucharest)

Late 2nd century - early 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 2605, 2682

Hoard discovered by chance in 1953. It consists of 299 silver 
coins deposited in a scorched clay vessel (destroyed by the 
finders).

Vârteju-Bucharest type coins belong to the last series of Geto-
Dacian imitations of the tetradrachms of Philip II of Macedonia. 
The obverse bears a highly stylised, almost unrecognisable, 
head of a bearded god and the reverse has a stylised rider on the 
left. The finds are concentrated in the central part of Wallachia 
and the area adjacent to northern Bulgaria. Vârteju-Bucharest 
type coins were issued in large quantities by a local political 
formation that controlled the lower course of the valleys of the 
rivers Argeș, Prahova and Ialomița, as well as a section of the 
northern and southern shores of the Danube, and who traded, 
mainly in salt, with the Balkans and Carpathians. The average 
weight of the known pieces suggests that they belong to the 
nominal value of the “didrachm”.

Coins of the Vârteju-Bucharest type are the only Geto-Dacian 
issues that appear in large numbers in isolated finds at 
settlements, which points to their use in daily life.

2605

2682

Bibliography: Preda, 1973: 215-247; Preda, 1998: 186-193; Ion, 
2016: 288.
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Simpulum
Rădulești - Fântâna Plaiului, Pietrari point 
(Dobra, Hunedoara county)

150-50 BC

MNUAI Inv. D4454

Bronze ladle discovered by chance in 1958. The Pescate-type 
simpulum was made in an Italic workshop in the late republican 
period and brought to Dacia in the late second or early-to-mid 
first century BC, proving the existence of connections between 
the lands north of the Danube and the Mediterranean world.

Bibliography: Moga, 1979: 645-649; Rustoiu, 2018: 53-117. 
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Oenochoe
Buridava - Ocnița-Cosota sector (Ocnele Mari, Vâlcea county)

First half of the 1st century AD

MJVLAS Inv. 1412 D

Bronze vessel (Eggers type 125) found during the 1979 dig 
campaign inside a dwelling on Level III. It is a Roman import in 
the context of the local Dacian civilisation.

Bibliography: Berciu, 1981: 97-99 pl. 108/1a-b; Gherghe, 1999: 
33-40 pl. 1/a-b.

CMN

Situla
Costești - Cetățuie (Orăștioara de Sus, Hunedoara County)

1st century BC - 1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 54079

Eggers 38-type bronze bucket with an iron handle and handle 
rings, discovered during archaeological investigations at the 
Dacian fortress of Costești in the 1950s. The vessel has four 
holes in the rim for rivets, lost since antiquity, which secured 
the two rings to which the handle was attached. This situla, 
a standardised type in the Graeco-Roman world, came from a 
northern Italic workshop. Similar vessels, whole or fragmented, 
are frequently found in the vicinity of Dacian fortresses and fall 
under the category of drinking wares, used to observe the Greek 
custom of mixing wine with water at banquets.

Bibliography: Gheorghiu, 2005: 169, 492 fig. 218.
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Diadem
Bunești-Averești - Dealul Bobului hill fortified Geta settlement 
(Vaslui County)

End of the 4th century BC. - early 3rd century BC

MNIR Inv. 237295

Solid gold diadem (756.6 g) discovered in 1984 during systematic 
archaeological excavations. The piece was found in an area 
without traces of human habitation, in a 0.4-m-deep pit, 
bent and scored by blows made with a sharp instrument. The 
diadem consists of two gold bars to which five rosettes were 
soldered on the front. The bar finials are stylised images of two 
large crouching cats (possibly cheetahs). Each has a ring in its 
jaws, through which a strip of cloth or leather would have been 
passed to secure the diadem to the wearer’s head. The body of 
one feline still bears traces of a cobalt blue and emerald green 
vitreous paste appliqué. The style and technique indicate that 
this diadem was made in a local workshop by an artisan familiar 
with the jewellery techniques of the Mediterranean and the 
Eurasian steppes, including the use of coloured enamels.

The Bunești-Averești piece is unique, not only in the area 
occupied by the Getae civilisation, but also in central and 
southeastern Europe. It has been interpreted as a “princely 
diadem”, but in fact it is an ornate feminine accessory. The 
owner was undoubtedly a woman of very high rank in the 
community that lived near the fortified settlement of Bunești-
Averești. However, it is unlikely that she had supreme political 
power, as the Getae of the fourth–third century BC had a strictly 
patriarchal warrior society. The burial of the diadem in a shallow 
pit outside the occupied zone of the fortified settlement, as well 
as its ritual “mutilation” prior to interment, suggests that this 
was a votive offering with a sacrifice consecrated to the gods. 

Bibliography: Bazarciuc, 1983-1984: 172-174; Goldhelm, 1994: 168 
nº. 50; Ori antichi, 2010: 152-152 nº. 11; Aurul și argintul, 2013: 
291 nº. 58. 
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Selected Getae silver 
ornaments from the first 
hoard of Bunești
Bunești-Averești - Dealul Bobului hill fortified Geta settlement 
(Vaslui County)

Late 4th century BC

MNIR Inv. 4692, 4694

Hoard no. 1 of silver jewellery found in a large surface dwelling 
during systematic archaeological excavations in 1979. It 
consists of 29 pieces: three multi-spiral bracelets adorned 
with highly stylised snake’s heads, six simple bracelets, 14 
Thracian-type fibulae, five earrings with conical heads and a 
drachm issued in the Greek town of Histria in the final decades 
of the fourth century BC. The items selected for this exhibition 
are a silver multi-spiral bracelet, with highly stylised serpent 
protomes at the ends, and a fibula of the Thracian type.

The Bunești-Averești hoard was the first major discovery of 
silver objects in the eastern area of the Getae civilisation, with 
raw materials for making jewellery and fashion accessories 
acquired in the Mediterranean and the Balkans via trade 
and politico-military relations with the Greek towns on the 
northwest coast of the Black Sea. One could believe that the 
presence of a coin from Histria is not coincidental, as the 
territory of what is now central and southern Moldavia, where 
the fortified Getae settlement of Bunești-Averești is located, 
was one of the areas where these issues were distributed on 
a large scale; in many cases, in the absence of local mining 
resources, such coins were melted down to make silver 
ornaments.

The concentration of silver hoards at the settlement of Bunești-
Averești is quite remarkable. Specifically, in 1981, two silver 
bracelets terminating in serpent protomes and two Thracian 
fibulae were discovered in Dwelling L.21. The following year, 
another large hoard (no. 3) was found inside a hand-built Getae 
pottery vessel: two silver bracelets with snake protome finials, 
a necklace with 75 amber beads, another necklace with 70 
coral beads, two gold beads, two cowrie shells and a bronze 
pendant. The composition of these hoards illustrates the extent 
of the trade relations of the Getae of southern Moldavia in the 
late fourth century BC—ranging from the Baltic to the Black 
Sea, and as far east as the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean 
thanks to their contact with the steppe peoples—as well as 
female fashions of the day. Getae women apparently wore 
silver earrings with conical heads and pairs of silver bracelets 
adorned with snake’s heads and used pairs of Thracian fibulae 
to secure their garments. The frequent appearance of the 

stylised serpent motif on silver bracelets was undoubtedly more 
than just a fashion or popular decorative motif and probably 
had profound religious significance. 

Bibliography: Bazarciuc, 1981: 563-570; Bazarciuc, 1983-1984: 
171; Treasures of Romania, 2016: 180-181. 
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Gold ornaments from the 
Căpâlna tomb
Căpâlna - area of the Dacian fortress, burial tomb of a woman 
(Săsciori, Alba county)

2nd-1st century BC

MNUAI Inv. D4709-D4711

Three gold ornaments, a necklace and two hoop earrings, were 
discovered by looters using metal detectors to conduct illegal 
excavations and later recovered by the judicial authorities 
through international cooperation.

The necklace was made of gold wire and formed using the “loop-
in-loop” technique. Of the 27 pendants originally attached to the 

wire, 25 have been preserved intact and one is fragmented. The 
biconical pendants are made of filigreed gold wire. The two hoop 
earrings with a Knot of Hercules design have a central setting of 
maroon vitreous paste.

Bibliography: Fântâneanu, 2013: 307-308; Rustoiu, Rustoiu, 
2018: 62-63.
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Ring
Piroboridava? (Poiana, Galați county)

End of the 1st century BC. - 1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 11350

Solid-looking gold ring set with a cameo of sardonyx, a 
multicoloured semi-precious stone characterised by alternating 
reddish-brown and white tones. The piece was discovered at 
the dava (Dacian settlement) of Poiana in 1949, in the course 
of archaeological excavations on the last level of occupation, 
dated to between the early first century BC and mid-second 
century AD. The cameo pictures Minerva driving a chariot drawn 
by two galloping horses. The goddess holds a round shield in 
her left hand and wears a Corinthian helmet on her head. The 
choice of sardonyx for the cameo cannot be a coincidence, 
because the specific colouring of this stone brings out the 
details of movement and the expression of the figures carved 
on its surface. Given the quality of its workmanship, the ring 
must have been among the most valuable creations of Roman 

goldsmiths, made for high-ranking members of the imperial 
army, as the presence of the goddess Minerva, divine protector 
of soldiers, on the cameo suggests. From this perspective, the 
fact that the ring was found in a settlement on the left bank of 
the River Siret appears to confirm the Roman presence in this 
area, offering proof of contact between the local population and 
the newcomers. However, we cannot rule out the possibility that 
it was brought here as war loot.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1950: 47-50; Vulpe, 1957: 150 fig. 6; Vulpe, 
Teodor, 2003: 20-21; Dumitrașcu, Știrbulescu, 2020: 9-21.
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Lamp
Piscul Crăsani (Balaciu, Ialomița county)

1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 16537

Bronze lamp with three nozzles suspended by three wire chains. 
The piece was found during the 1932 dig campaign, associated 
with a Greek amphora and a locally made vessel. The quality of 
the craftsmanship suggests that it is a Hellenistic import.

Bibliography: Andrieşescu, 1924: 85-75, 90 fig. 277/a-e, pl. III/1; 
Pârvan, 1926: 217 fig. 181/a-b, 182/a-c; Goldhelm, 1994: 172-173 
(entry by George Trohani); I Daci, 1997: 240-241 nº. cat. 463; 
Simion, 2003: 36 nº. 2 fig. 25/2 a-c.

IB

Ivory handle
Răcătău (Horgești, Bacău County)

1st century BC

CMIABC Inv. 33054

Handle made of carved and polished ivory, discovered in the 
course of systematic archaeological excavations in 1991 at the 
dava (Dacian settlement) of Răcătău. Dionysian images are 
carved in relief on all three sides. The first shows Dionysus, with 
his right hand over his head, covering the wavy locks that fall 
over his shoulders; in his left hand he holds a thyrsus and an ivy 
branch, which forms a large loop at the height of his chest. The 
object is believed to be a faithful copy of a bronze piece.

Bibliography: Căpitanu, 1992: 145-147, fig. 43-44; Ghidul 
Complexului Muzeal «Iulian Antonescu», 2006: 23.

LEI
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Bowl
Fundeni (now a neighborhood of Bucharest)

2nd - 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 15550

Bowl discovered accidentally, along with other vessels and 
an iron sword, during the interwar period in a sandpit on the 
banks of the River Colentina, between the towns of Fundeni and 
Pantelimon, now districts of eastern Bucharest. The piece was 
made of fine-paste clay and hardened by reduction firing. Its 
geometric decoration is divided into three registers. The bowl 
bears a resemblance to pieces found on the island of Delos, 
which explains why it has been called a “Delian bowl”. However, 
it is actually a locally made Getae cup, several of which have 
been discovered in the Geto-Dacian fortified settlements or dava 
of Poiana, Popești, Piscu Crăsani, Răcătău and Sighișoara.

Bibliography: Dumitrescu,1934: 121-125.

ED

Bowl
Halmyris – tumular cremation necropolis - tomb M. 31 
(Murighiol, Tulcea county)

4th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16144

Attic black-glazed bowl with stamped decoration. It was 
discovered in 1956 alongside other grave goods, including two 
conical chain links, a bronze disc, three glass beads and a 
fragmented skyphos.

Bibliography: Bujor, 1959: 374; Coja, Gheorghiță, 1983: 50 nº. 54, 
pl. 26/54.

CMN
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Amphora handle
Berveni (Berveni, Satu Mare county)

Second half of the 3rd century BC 

MMC Inv. 8909

Handle from an amphora made in Tauric Chersonese (Crimea), 
found in a Celtic pit-house. It illustrates the wide distribution of 
Greek products thanks to trade relations with regions north and 
west of the Black Sea.

Bibliography: Németi, 1986: 72-73.

RG

Vessel for lustral water
Romania - Origin unknown (former collection of the "Gh. 
Ionescu-Gion" People's Athenaeum of Pitești, Argeș County)

1st century BC - 2nd century AD

MJAG Inv. I. V. 2696

Mould-cast vessel for lustral water in the shape of a ram, 
originally covered with red and white paint, most of which 
has now disappeared. It probably came from a Black Sea 
workshop specialised in the production of such vessels (Olbia or 
Panticapæum).

Bibliography: Măndescu, 2005: 84-87, fig. 3.

DM
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Skyphos
Gradiștea-Movila Crestată (Gradiștea, Brăila County)

2nd century BC

MBRCI Inv. 13809

Vessel found among the goods in a ground-level dwelling 
excavated at the dava (Dacian settlement) of Gradiștea. It was 
modelled from fine clay and covered with a red slip and black 
glaze. It is missing two handles, which have broken off. The 
incised decoration consists of horizontal lines around the base of 
the neck, on the shoulder and at the bottom of the circular base, 
while the upper register features polished floral motifs and two 
rows of dots framed by horizontal lines.

Bibliography: Sîrbu, 1982: 109, fig. 4/3; Sîrbu, 1996: 31 59-60, fig. 
20/1, 21/1

CC

Amphora
Aegyssus - Getian necropolis, tomb No. 1 (Nalbelor St., Tulcea, 
Tulcea department)

Second quarter of the 2nd century BC

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 42202

Rhodian amphora discovered in a double grave during 
emergency archaeological excavations carried out in 1989. 
Alongside it were a hand-built oil lamp, a bronze mirror and a 
Hellenistic bowl. Rectangular seals with texts in Greeks were 
applied to the handles, revealing the maker's name. The widest 
point of the body bears a red dipinto in Greek, “Boiōn”, which is 
thought to represent the price of the wine inside the amphora, 
namely an ox.

Bibliography: Lungu, 1996: 53-54, pl. V/15.
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Coin hoard of autonomous 
issues of Callatis, discovered 
at Poiana
Piroboridava? (Poiana, Galați County)

2nd-1st century BC

MITCTc Inv. 3851-3882 (1783/1-32)

Hoard discovered in 1985 during systematic archaeological 
excavations on the “classical period” Geto-Dacian habitation 
level. It consists of 32 bronze coins (dichalkos) issued at the 
fortress of Callatis on the west coast of the Black Sea, some 400 
km south of the settlement of Poiana. The hoard contains only 
one type of Callatis coin, with the head of Apollo on the obverse 
and a tripod on the reverse, issued under the supervision of 
several successive magistrates during the second-first centuries 
BC. All the coins show wear and tear through circulation and 
were counter-stamped, at a later date than when they were 
minted, with punch work on the obverse representing a six-
pointed star and the head of Hermes or Demeter. Ancient issues 
of Callatis with the counter-stamp of the head of Apollo became 
legal currency on a par with certain Tomis coins (the ones 
with stars of Castor and Pollux on the reverse) and others from 
Callatis, Histria and Dionysopolis, which featured the head of 
Hermes or Demeter on the obverse like the ones on the counter-
stamps. The Poiana hoard is the only discovery of bronze Callatis 
coins known to date that has appeared so far inland in the 
Geto-Dacian territory. This not only indicates close trade ties 
between the Poiana settlement (ancient Piroboridava?) and 
the Pontic Greek world, but also possible political connections 
in the context of the anti-Roman alliance forged by the king 
of Pontus, Mithridates VI (120–63 BC), especially during the 
third Mithridatic War (73–63 BC) in which the Geto-Dacians 
participated. 

Bibliography: Teodor et alii, 1987: 133-138; Marin, 2018: 87-118.

EOT y PC
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Tools from a Dacian 
blacksmith’s workshop
Ziridava - Pecica, Șanțul Mare (Pecica, Arad department)

1st century BC - 1st century AD

MNIT us. inv. V 136 (A2 / 14) (anvil), V 140 (A2 / 29) (crucible), 
V 143 (A2 / 17), V 145 (A2 / 21), V 146 (A2 / 25), V 148 (A2 / 16), V 
149 (A2 / 23), V 150 (A2 / 18), V 155 (A2 / 22) (burins), V 157 (A2 / 
34) (die for minting coins), V 158 (A2 / 36), V 160 (A2 / 37) (clay 
molds)

Assuming that it was the site of ancient Ziridava, the Dacian 
settlement of Pecica was systematically investigated in the 
1960s. Two Iron Age II occupation levels were identified: one 
from the third–second century BC, and the other from the time 
of the Dacian kingdom (first century BC–first century AD). The 
most important finds from the final period of occupation were 
concentrated near the top of the promontory that served as the 
settlement’s fortified acropolis. Vestiges of surface dwellings, 
a circular temple and a building with an apse were discovered 
in this acropolis, and in the northwest corner the remains of 
a workshop were found. The building had a single room with 

walls of woven wicker and clay. An intense fire had completely 
destroyed the complex, reducing the tiled or thatched roof to 
ashes. The items found inside included moulds and crucibles 
made of clay (with bits of molten metal inside), two iron anvils, 
eight bronze burins, fragmented bronze vessels, a bronze coin 
die and bronze ornaments (partially destroyed), as well as glass 
objects. This workshop probably produced metal ornaments and 
coins. 

Bibliography: Crișan, 1978: 69-108, Pl. 116-126, 85-88 Pl. 118/3, 
6-7, 127/3, Pl. 119/2, 121/1, Pl. 119/5, 121/5, Pl. 119/8, 121/8, Pl. 
119/7, 121/2, Pl. 119/3, 121/3, Pl. 119/10, Pl. 119/6, 121/4, Pl. 120/1-2, 
121/12, Pl. 116/6, Pl. 116/1-5; Dacia Felix, 2019: 86-87 nº. 76-8, 
nº. 76-4, nº. 76-17, nº. 76-19, nº. 76-20, nº. 76-22, nº. 76-23, nº. 
76-24, nº. 76-16, 86-87 nº. 76-12, nº. 76-2, nº. 76-1. 
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Selected Dacian silver 
ornaments
Unknown locality in southwestern Romania (Oltenia, Banat, 
southern Transylvania)

Late 2nd century BC - first half of the 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 347912 (ornament for head garment), 347901 (torc), 
347906 (necklace with pendant), 347899 (bracelet), 347905 
(belt)

We do not know the exact place and date of the discovery of 
this treasure, and nor can we be sure about the circumstances 
in which it was found or its initial composition. According to 
the records pertaining to the judicial investigation, in 2015 the 
Romanian authorities were informed that a Dacian treasure from 
south-west Romania, obtained from an illegal excavation with 
metal detectors, had appeared on the market in an EU member 
state. Under the terms of the UNIDROIT convention, the National 
Museum of Romanian History was able to recover 20 silver and 
gilded silver ornaments and clothing accessories, including the 
following: an ornament for a head covering, a torc, a necklace 
with a pendant, two phalerae-fibulae decorated with human 
representations, four fibulae with knots, two spiral bracelets, a 
belt, three rings, three pendants decorated with stylised axes, 
and two plates of uncertain use (belt fragments?). The exhibition 
includes the following five pieces: 

1. Silver ornament for a head garment, comprising a central 
disc decorated with stylised sun motifs, to which are 
attached rings and two twisted rods, with eight crescent 
moon pendants.

2. Torc made of two twisted silver bars with plate finials that 
adopt the form of stylised floral buttons.

3. Necklace formed by 23 segments of twisted silver wire 
with ring finials, closed with a pendant that consists of a 
ring with twisted ends from which hangs an ornament in 
the shape of a “nail”. The torc was fastened to the tunic or 
cloak shoulder with a nine-segment chain of twisted silver 
wire with ring finials, to which was attached an extremely 
elegant fibula with a rhomboid plate.

4. Silver spiral bracelet decorated with stylised serpent heads.

5. Silver belt consisting of 10 plates with folded edges, 
connected to 10 rings with twisted ends.

347912

347901

347906

347899
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The treasure is unique among discoveries of Dacian silver 
ornaments and clothing accessories from the second-first 
centuries BC. Although it contains similar types of pieces to 
other finds (knot fibulae, phalerae-fibulae, plate belts), some of 
the other pieces are the first ones ever to have been found in the 
Dacian environment (the particular type of torc, the necklace 
with pendant and fibula, the ornament for the head covering). 
The discovery is also remarkable in terms of the sophisticated 
design and execution of the pieces, clearly illustrating the 
opulent female fashions of the Dacian elites during the heyday of 
this civilisation’s political and military power.  

Bibliography: Tătaru, 2016: 277-282. 

EOT 
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Selected Dacian silver 
vessels and fashion 
accessories from the 
Bucharest-Herăstrău hoard
On the shores of Lake Herăstrău, a gravel quarry located 800 m 
from post nº. 5 of the Bucharest-Constanța railway line (sector 1, 
city of Bucharest)

Mid 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 8415 (fibula-phalera), 11144 (cup)

Hoard discovered in 1938 by workers in a gravel quarry who 
appropriated the pieces, destroying or disposing of many of 
them. The authorities managed to recover some items, mostly 
fragmented, including parts of at least two multi-spiral silver 
bracelets ending in plaques decorated with highly stylised 
protomes of winged dragons (fragmented); two (?) simple 
silver bracelets (very fragmented); two silver fibula-phalerae 
(fragmented); a silver necklace (fragmented); a solid silver cup 
and 59 silver coins, imitations of the tetradrachms of the second 
issue of the Thasos mint; fragments of a bronze situla with iron 
handles; and various fragments of unidentified silver and iron 
pieces. The objects selected for this exhibition are a fibula-
phalera and a footless cup.

1. Silver fibula-phalera with bronze spring, now lost (a 
fashion accessory), decorated with a human bust. The 
piece on display is one of a pair of similar fibulae worn as an 
ornamental set. It pertains to a very rare category of Dacian 
jewellery, documented since the mid-first century BC 
but only found in the southern territory of this civilisation 
(Wallachia and northern Bulgaria, also inhabited by tribes 
related to the Geto-Dacians in antiquity). These fibulae 
or phalerae with human depictions are highly unusual in 
the local art typical of the classical Geto-Dacian period 
(second/first century BC–first century AD). As in the case 
of the Coada Malului fibula (catalogue no. XXX), various 
hypotheses have been posited about the identity and even 
the sex of the young short-haired figure on this phalera, 
wearing a richly embroidered and draped cape and robes 
and a necklace with a nail-shaped pendant (a symbol 
of male sexuality). We believe it is the portrait of a local 
fertility deity, possibly a hypostasis of the attributes of the 
god of the vine and plant life whose image appears on other 
fashion accessories.

2. Conical footless drinking cup known as a mastos (“breast” 
in Greek) in antiquity, made from a solid sheet of cold-
forged silver (weighing 468.73 g) and decorated with 

8415

11144
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Fibula
Coada Malului (Măgurele, Prahova County)

Mid 1st century BC 

MNIR Inv. 74941

Silver-gilt fibula with a triangular plate, part of a hoard 
discovered in 1932 in completely unknown circumstances. Most 
of the hoard disappeared or was destroyed. A collector recovered 
some of the pieces, including two (fragmented) silver-gilt 
fibulae; a partly gilded silver multi-spiral bracelet terminating 
in plaques decorated with winged dragon protomes (broken 
in half in antiquity); a chain fragment with a tubular clasp and 
a “nail” pendant; part of a necklace of plaited silver thread, 
with a pendant; and a late local imitation of the tetradrachms 
of Philip II, King of Macedonia. The human protome fibula on 
display belongs to a fascinating category of Dacian accessories, 
until recently only represented by a handful of finds, mostly, in 
the southern area of this civilisation, where anthropomorphic 
depictions were very rare in the second–first century BC. There 
are various hypotheses about the identity and even the sex of 
the young short-haired figure on these contemporary fibulae 
or phalerae. However, the fact that there is a stylised grapevine 
or ivy leaf behind the human image on the fibula leads us to 
believe that it is the portrait of a local deity of the vine and plant 
life, equivalent to Dionysus or Bacchus in the Graeco-Roman 
pantheon.

Bibliography: Horedt, 1945-1947: 265; Popescu, 1954: 89-104; 
Popescu, 1968: R20 a2; Mărghitan, 1976: 32 pl. II; Goldhelm, 
1994: 177 nº. 59; Ori antichi, 2010: 194-197 nº. 31; Spânu, 2012; 
221 nº. 31 pl. 30-31. 

EOT 

grooves and parallel bands of incised lines. The Bucharest-
Herăstrău hoard, dated to the mid-first century BC, offers a 
glimpse of the pomp and wealth of the Dacian aristocracy 
in the lands between the Carpathians and the Danube 
during Burebista’s reign, but it also illustrates certain 
personal or collective religious practices, characterised 
by lavish sacrifices that would have included the burial 
of objects made of precious metals and other valuables, 
dedicated to the gods. 

Bibliography: Popescu, 1945-1947: 265; Popescu, 1968: R22 a1-2, 
b1-2, c5; Mărghitan, 1976: 33-34 pl. V-IX; Goldhelm, 1994: 178-
179 nº. 60; Ori antichi, 2010: 200-203 nº. 33; Spânu, 2012: 217 17C 
pl. 10-13. 

EOT 
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Silver Dacian phaleræ from 
the Surcea hoard
Surcea - farm of the V. Hatnagy family 
(Brateș village, Covasna County)

Second half of the 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 32069-32070

Hoard discovered by chance in 1934 while building a silo for 
fodder. The pieces were secreted inside a pottery vessel. 
Seven silver objects were recovered: two silver-gilt phaleræ, 
four kantharos foot-bases similar to those on wares found in 
the Sâncrăieni hoard, and a small, irregularly shaped ingot. 
According to the discoverers, the four bases were “piled” on 
top of each other. In addition to the precious metal objects, on 
the perimeter where the silver pieces appeared, six cylindrical 
iron bars were found, deformed and worn at both ends from 
repetitive hammering or contact with another hard metal 
surface. Archaeologists initially believed that they were “small 
jeweller’s anvils”, but a far more plausible hypothesis is that they 
are punches or dies for printing images on metal surfaces. In 
the area where the ancient pieces described below were found, 
there were vestiges of a dwelling with a floor and hearth, as well 

as pottery remains and animal bones and even a grave, making it 
difficult to determine the function of the Surcea archaeological 
complex. It seems likely that it was a jeweller’s workshop. 

The exhibition includes the two silver appliqués, which probably 
adorned a leather breastplate or sword scabbard:

1. Fragmented silver-gilt oval phalera with two holes covered 
by rivets, decorated with the image of a trotting rider 
in profile. The rider has short, straight-cut hair and a 
rounded, carefully trimmed beard. He wears a double torc 
on his neck, a mantle, coat of mail, trousers bunched below 
the knee, a sword in a decorated scabbard at his waist, and 
spurs on his feet, and his right hand rests on the sword 
hilt. Behind the rider, a bird of prey hovers over his head, 
spreading its wings as if to protect him. There is also an 

32069 32070
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open-jawed dog or wolf (?) facing left, behind the horse. 
The entire scene is encircled by a double frame decorated 
with the “wolf fang” motif and a serrated line.

2. Circular silver-gilt phalera with two holes covered by rivets, 
decorated with the image of a griffin protome in profile 
inside a double frame embellished by the “wolf fang” motif. 

Despite their small size, the two Surcea phalerae are an 
extraordinary source of information on Dacian society during 
the reign of King Burebista (circa 82–44 BC) or the decades 
immediately afterwards. The scene on the first phalera 
appears to be a mythological episode, featuring a god or hero 
accompanied by the divine attribute of a bird of prey (eagle, 
hawk or crow). However, the details of the hairstyle, beard, 
ornaments, clothing and weapons were clearly inspired by what 
the jeweller who made these pieces saw around him in everyday 
life. The hairdo and bunched trousers are strikingly similar to the 
hair and garments of some figures depicted on Trajan’s Column 
and the Tropaeum Traiani monument. The endurance of certain 
elements of the ancient Dacian costume is illustrated by the fact 
that, until the 20th century, trousers rumpled below the knee 
were worn by Romanian peasants along the Carpathian arc—
precisely where the Surcea hoard was discovered! The popularity 
of the torc worn by the figure depicted on the phalera is proved 
by the fact that silver versions of this ornament and social status 
symbol have appeared in dozens of Dacian hoards and stray 
finds in present-day Romania, dated to between the second 
century BC and the first century AD. The image of the griffin on 
a phalera found at Surcea, an eastern motif of Iranian-Anatolian 
origin that made its way into Geto-Dacian territory via the Greeks 
and Scythians, is indicative of the extent to which Hellenistic 
spiritual and artistic influences had penetrated this culture 
between the first century BC and the first century AD. 

Bibliography: Mărghitan, 1976: 55 pl. XXXIX-XL; Ori antichi, 2010: 
194-197 nº. 17; Spânu, 2012: 244-245 nº. 113 pl. 136-138; Aurul și 
argintul, 2013: 404-405 nº. 92-1-2; Treasures of Romania, 2016: 
190-191. 

EOT

Dacian belt appliqué
Merii-Goala - Vărzărie, banks of the Burdea stream 
(today Vedea town quarter, Teleorman County)

First half of the 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 11137

Hoard discovered in 1938 by agricultural labourers. The zone 
was later excavated in an exploratory survey, which turned up 
no additional vestiges of ancient occupation. Inside a pottery 
vessel (destroyed by the three discoverers), 11 silver and silver-
gilt objects were found: two plaited wire necklaces, one with 
a “nail” pendant and the other with serpent protome clasps, 
four fibulae (two with lozenge-shaped shields and two of the 
Nauheim type), two rings, a belt appliqué, an earring with four 
silver-plated pearls, a mastos (destroyed by the discoverers) 
and an oenochoe. This exhibition features the belt appliqué, 
decorated with a highly stylised horse’s head, unprecedented in 
Dacian precious metalwork of the second–first century BC. In all 
likelihood, the Vedea hoard was a ritual offering deposited near 
water in what was considered a sacred place. 

Bibliography: Popescu, 1937-1940: 183-187; Berciu, 1969: 193, 
198-199; Mărghitan, 1976: 58-60 pl. XLV-XLVII/2-4; Comorile 
dacilor, 2009: 51-53; Spânu, 2012: 249 pl. 158-160; Treasures of 
Romania, 2016: 192-193. 

EOT
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Selected pieces from the 
Dacian silver hoard of 
Sâncrăieni
Sâncrăieni - old quarry of «7 Noiembrie», located between the 
villages of Sâncrăieni and Jigodin (Harghita County)

Second half of the 1st century BC, perhaps even the first decades 
of the 1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 139363, 139370-139372

Hoard discovered by chance at an andesite quarry in 1953. 
Archaeologists subsequently excavated the site where the 
ancient silver pieces were found, recovering a total of 20 silver 
and silver-gilt objects: 15 whole or fragmented kantharoi and 
cups, two simple bracelets decorated with highly stylised 
serpent heads, a late La Tène fibula with a bilateral spring and 
reflexed spring chord, and two coins—an imitation of Thasian 
tetradrachms (second issue) and a drachm issued in the city of 
Dyrrachium. Unfortunately, most of the hoard was lost, as many 
pieces were destroyed and scattered by blasting in the quarry.

139363
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The exhibition includes four partly gilded silver cups:

1. Cup with no foot or handle, engraved with stylised plant 
and geometric motifs, including the Greek wave scroll 
pattern.

2.  Kantharos with a tall foot and plaited bar handles, 
decorated with stylised plant and geometric motifs. The 
handles reproduce the Knot of Hercules motif. 

3. Two-handled kantharos with a tall foot of the Boscoreale 
type, decorated with plant and zoomorphic motifs (group 
of deer against a background of trees), cast using the lost-
wax method. 

4. Kantharos with a tall foot and two handles bent inwards, 
decorated with stylised plant and geometric motifs. 

The Sâncrăieni hoard was most likely a ritual offering that 
contained a set of silver banqueting tableware belonging 
to a Dacian ruler whose realm was located in what is now 
eastern Transylvania, and whose economic power was based 
on controlling the revenue obtained from salt deposits—for 
instance, by taxing trade between the Greek coastal towns 
of the Black Sea and the towns of inland Dacia via mountain 
passes in the Eastern Carpathians. In addition to tableware, the 
hoard contained female fashion accessories and jewellery and 
foreign coins, which were common in the Dacian world prior 
to the Roman conquest. The hoard’s composition sets it apart 
from other Dacian silver finds dated to the first centuries BC 
and AD. The banqueting wares came from at least two different 
workshops, both working in the late Hellenistic and early 
Roman Imperial tradition, whose artisans were familiar with the 
techniques and decorative repertoire used in Greek and Roman 
territories, although certain vessel forms (such as the mastoi) 
are more in keeping with the tastes of the first century-BC 
Dacian elite. Recent research has shown that certain pieces in 
the hoard were “renovated” or “modernised” to adapt them to 
new artistic trends or preferences. 

Bibliography: Popescu, 1958: 157-206; Popescu, 1967: 3 R 17 a-1, 
b-5, c-6-7, g11, i-14; Berciu, 1969: 188-192; Mărghitan, 1976: 
48-51 pl. XXIII, XXV/1, XXVI/1, XXVII, XXXI-XXXIII/1; Goldhelm, 
1994: 174-175 nº. 58; Ori antichi, 2010: 206-209 nº. 35; Spânu, 
2012: 241 nº. 102 pl. 112-124; Aurul și argintu, 2013: 421-425 nº. 
98; Treasures of Romania, 2016: 194-195. 

EOT 
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Bracelet
Senereuș - vineyard of the L. Reissenberg family 
(Bălăușeri, Mureș county)

Second half of the 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 47482

Hoard discovered by chance in 1878 while working a field. The 
pieces were secreted inside a pottery vessel. A total of 17 pieces 
were recovered, including a multi-spiral bracelet ending in 
plaques decorated with the heads of winged dragons, a torc, 
a plaited wire necklace, three simple bracelets with twisted 
ends and a Nauheim fibula, all made of silver, in addition to 10 
coins (Roman Republican denarii, the most recent from the 
days of Julius Cæsar). The multi-spiral bracelet decorated with 
the heads of dragons (with mammalian fur) is featured in this 
exhibition. These types of ornaments are typical of the classical 
period of Dacian civilisation (first century BC–first century AD). 
All known examples of these solid bracelets (the one on display 
weighs 396.49 g) are made of gold or silver. They appear to have 

been used for a very brief period of time, coinciding with the 
centralisation of the Dacian kingdom during the reign of King 
Burebista (circa 82–44 BC) and his first descendants, and were 
reserved for prominent members of the royal clan. The winged 
dragons depicted on these bracelets seem to be the emblem of 
this clan, a heraldic device adopted and maintained in the first 
century AD on Dacian military standards—draco—which are also 
shown on Trajan’s Column. 

Bibliography: Berciu, 1969: 196-197; Mărghitan, 1976: 46-47 pl. 
XIX/3, XX-XXII; Ori antichi, 2010: 178-179; Spânu, 2012: 241-242 
nº. 104 pl. 129-131; Treasures of Romania, 2016: 190-191. 

EOT
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Anthropomorphic figure 
(fragment)
Cârlomănești (Vernești, Buzău department)

Mid 2nd century BC - mid 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. C. 3180

Head of an anthropomorphic statuette, discovered in 1978 at the 
Geto-Dacian dava of Cârlomănești. This settlement sits on a high 
terrace at the point where the Buzău and Nișcov rivers converge, 
surrounded by sloping terrain that provided a natural defence. It 
was inhabited in the Bronze Age (Monteoru culture) and Iron Age 
II. Systematic archaeological excavations were begun in 1967 
and have continued, with some interruptions, to the present day. 
Over time, these investigations have turned up a large number 
of pottery fragments of zoomorphic figurines (wolves, wild boars, 
deer, birds) and anthropomorphic statuettes, though these are 
scarcer than the former. The oval figurine head has globular 
eyes, a slanting forehead, well-defined cheeks and no mouth. 
Pieces of different parts of statuettes (heads, human busts, 
remnants of a horse’s body) have been identified at the Geto-
Dacian settlement, allowing us to hypothesise that the fragment 
may have been part of an equestrian statue of a warrior holding 
a shield, with the horse standing on a conical pedestal.

Bibliography: Babeș, 1977: 319, 336-337, 340.

ED

Anthropomorphic idol
Augustin - Tipia Ormenisului (Brașov County)

2nd - 1st century BC

MJIBV Inv. II 6636 AR

Figurine discovered during systematic excavations carried out in 
2002 on the paving of the last level of the Dacian construction, 
in a section traced along the edge of the platform facing the first 
terrace at the site. Found intact, the piece was made with great 
care, albeit with a coarse paste. The reddish-yellow colour is the 
result of the second firing. It represents a stylised male figure 
whose overall contours are almost figurative, with legs marked 
by two cones. The sex is accentuated and the eyes and mouth 
are indicated by orifices in the soft paste. 

The piece is important because it confirms that the last stage of 
the site dates from some time in the first century BC.

Bibliography: Noi descoperiri arheologice în sud-estul 
Transilvaniei, 2003: 28 nº. 41; Costea et. alii, 2006: 211 y Pl. CLXI /2.

LOS
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Dacian magic kit from 
Poiana
Piroboridava? (Poiana, Galați county)

1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 16435-16436

At the Dacian settlement of Cetățuia on the left bank of the River 
Siret, archaeologists involved in the 1928 dig campaign found 28 
anthropomorphic figurines inside two amphora halves located 4 
metres apart (3 male and 25 female, 14 in each half), on which 
two small pots had been placed. One of the amphora halves was 
covered by a sandstone plaque.

The male anthropomorphic figurine (inv. 16435) is schematically 
rendered and his hands are free; the brows, mouth and beard 
are incised, the nose is modelled in relief and the eyes are 
gouged, but the genitals are realistically represented. The 
female figurine (inv. 16436) has her hands tied behind her back 
(a captive?), breasts in relief and features (eyes, mouth and 
nostrils) faintly suggested by gouges, while the toes are denoted 
by a series of incisions. These pieces were part of a magic kit 
used in sacred magical/religious rites.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1931: 257-258, Pl.I. fig.1-2/a, Pl.II. fig. 3-4; 
Sârbu, 1993: 141 157, fig. 2.

ED
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Loom weight
Fedești – Recea (Șuletea, Vaslui county)

5th-4th century BC

MNIR Inv. 178602

Piece discovered in 1985 while surveying the area of a settlement 
that dated from the late Hallstatt period—early Iron Age II. 
In 1976, a hoard of 279 bronze coins from Histria and Potidea 
(Macedonia) had also been found here.

Biconical loom weight modelled from fine-paste clay and 
hardened by reduction firing. On the surface, an inscription 
was incised on the hardened clay in (barely legible) Greek 
characters: “Δ ΥΨ : ΥΟ”. The first group of letters has been read 
as Δ (ιω) and the second as ΥΨ (ιστ)ΟΥ, both of which translate 

as “To the Grand God”—in other words, a dedication to a great 
deity. The letters “X” and “F” (probably “Σ”), also in majuscule, 
were incised on the other, larger part and may be the initials of 
a person’s name. The loom weight can be considered one of the 
oldest epigraphic documents from the Geto-Dacian territories 
north of the Danube. 

Bibliography: Buzdugan, Rotaru, 1997: 409-410 pl. VIII/1a-d; 
Petolescu, Buzdugan. 1996: 15. 

ED
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Dacian hoard of Lupu
Lupu - Dealul Chicui, site «Sub vii», new cemetery (Cergău, Alba 
county)

2nd-1st century BC

MNUAI Inv. D4470-D4471 (fibulae), D4472-D4473, D4477 (phalae), 
D4480 (jug)

Hoard discovered by chance in the autumn of 1994 at a depth of 
1.8 m underneath a slab. It contained ten silver pieces, a cup, 
two fibulae and seven deformed phalerae placed in a bronze jug. 
Two of the phalerae were decorated with a bird of prey (eagle?) 
fighting a snake; two with a rider bearing a shield; and three 
with richly adorned female figures holding cult vessels. 

4470

44714480

Six pieces are featured in the exhibition:

a) Gallarate-type jug from an Italic workshop.

b) Two fibulae with middle La Tène-style knots.

c) Two phalerae with female figures in relief. Each woman, 
dressed in a long tunic ending below the knee, holds a 
rhyton (?) in her right hand and a two-handled vessel 
(amphora or kantharos?) in her left. Above the head is a 
semi-circular ornament; the neck is embellished with one 
or more rigid torcs; and phalerae or a pair of knot fibulae, 
similar to those found in the same hoard, adorn the breast. 

d) A phalera depicting a bird of prey (possibly an eagle) with 
outspread wings clutching a snake in its talons.

Bibliography: Glodariu, Moga, 1994: 33-48; Glodariu, Moga, 1997: 
585-597; Rustoiu, 1997: 84-85 Fig. 17, 74.

AR
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First-aid kit
Sarmizegetusa Regia - Terrace V (Grădiștea de Munte, 
Orăștioara de Sus, Hunedoara county)

1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 69896, 69898-69901

The archaeological site of Grădiștea de Munte (Sarmizegetusa 
Regia) sits on the summit and southern slope of Dealul Grădiștii 
hill, between the Godeanului and Albă valleys, 9 km south of the 
church of Grădiștea de Munte and 42 km upstream along the Apa 
Orașului, a tributary of the River Mureș. It is also on the eastern 
edge of the Grădiștea Muncelului-Cioclovina Natural Park. 
During the archaeological investigation of an oval mudbrick 
dwelling in 1955, a first-aid kit was found, containing bronze 
forceps, a lancet, five miniature pottery vessels and a plaque 
of volcanic tuff. The forceps (vulsella) and lancet were used 
in surgical operations, while the vessels contained medicinal 
preparations for healing wounds. When they were found, the 
objects were grouped together in a box destroyed by a fire that 
had burned the house down. All that remained of the box was 
the iron handle and fragments of a bronze band secured to it. 
The first-aid kit found at Sarmizegetusa Regia confirms the 
existence of medical practices in the fortress, while the forceps, 
an imported product, proves that there were trade relations 
between the local population and the Graeco-Roman world.

Bibliography: Daicoviciu, Gostar, Crișan, 1957: 260-263 fig. 2/2-5, 
9; Suciu, 2006: 275-276, 280-282; Crișan, 2007: 166, 187-188; 
Borangic, Bădescu, 2017: 117, 119.

ED

Sculpture 
Piciorul Lupului (Ciurea, Iași county)

3rd-1st century BC

CMNMIS Inv. 7186

This sculpture of calcareous sandstone was discovered by 
chance. A human head is carved on one side, while the back 
is flat. In the area where it was found, there were Geto-Dacian 
settlements in the third–first century BC and also in the first–
second century AD that contained Bastarnae and Sarmatian 
elements. Sculpted human heads are typical of Celtic art, but 
stone, metal and pottery versions are also present in the Geto-
Dacian world. They are believed to be related to the world of 
magic/religion: the veneration of the head among the Geto-
Dacians, as among the Celts, was associated with the myth of 
generative power or even with solar cults. 

Bibliography: Sanie, Maxim-Alaiba, Luca, 1985-1986: 361 fig. 1; 
Sanie, 1999: 112 pl. XXXVIII/3a-3b.

TM



519

DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTSARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA 

Mask
Buridava (Ocnele Mari, Vâlcea county)

Late 1st century BC

MJVL Inv. 356 D 

Bronze mask discovered in 1973 during archaeological 
excavations at the site of ancient Buridava, in the sector known 
as “Cetatea 1”. The piece appeared in a room of what may have 
been a shrine with three underground chambers, probably 
mounted on the east wall. The shrine was destroyed by an 
intense fire that also razed the residential structures on nearby 
terraces. In another room, two coins from the time of Octavian 
Augustus were found. 

The mask, made from a bronze sheet using repoussage, depicts 
the features of a young man. The workmanship and details of the 
finish suggest that it was made in a local workshop, in a style 
inspired by Celtic wood carvings as well as by late Hellenistic 
influences. The circumstances of the find indicate that the piece 
served some religious purpose. The visible dents and punch 
marks on the surface, made with a sharp instrument (spearhead 
or sword tip), have been related to its desecration during the 
violent destruction of the shrine. 

Bibliography: Berciu, 1981: 100-101 pl. 114 Fig. 21/10; I Daci, 1997: 
334 nº. cat. 769.

MS y CMN
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Libation vessel
Răcătău (Horgești, Bacău county)

1st century BC - 1st century AD

CMIABC Inv. 33149

Vessel discovered in the course of systematic archaeological 
excavations in 1992 at the dava (Dacian settlement) of Răcătău. 
It is made of reduction-fired clay. The two silhouettes of a rider 
(head and arms) and a horse combine to form a container that 
resembles a small cask. The orifice in the top of the vessel tells 
us it was used for libations. Its polished decorative programme 
consists of ivy leaves grouped before and behind the rider and 
fine lines suggesting the horse’s mane.

Bibliography: Căpitanu, 1997: 68; Ghidul Complexului Muzeal 
«Iulian Antonescu», 2006: 23.

LEI

Statuette
Cârlomănești (Vernești, Buzău County)

1st century BC 

MJBZ Inv. 24366

Statuette of a wolf found during systematic archaeological 
excavations in 1975. It was discovered in a pit along with 
numerous fragments of other zoomorphic (wolves, boars, deer, 
birds) and anthropomorphic (equestrian warrior) statuettes. The 
remains of a large building near the pit yielded more fragments 
of similar figures. More than 300 fragments from at least 30 
zoomorphic and anthropomorphic statuettes were discovered in 
the settlement at Cârlomănești.

The statuette forms part of the so-called “Cârlomănești Plastic 
Art”, unique in the Geto-Dacian world. The archaeological 
context of the find suggests that the figures were displayed 
inside places of worship to be venerated. They were probably 
attributes of gods or even totem animals.

Bibliography: Babeș, 1977: 319-450; Babeș, 2010: 123-146; Matei, 
2009: 95-104; Matei, Măgureanu, 2014: 219-240; Măgureanu, 
2014: 241-257.

SM
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Rhyton
Piscul Crăsani - Fortified settlement - «dava» - geta (Crăsanii de 
Jos, Balaciu, Ialomița County)

1st century BC

MJIL Inv. 1984

Rhyton made of a fine quality of clay, hand-built and then 
wheel-thrown. Shaped like a horn and decorated with a horse 
protome, the piece was discovered in 1986 near the buildings in 
the sacred area of the Getae “dava”. It represents a continuation 
of the tradition of metal pieces (of Persian origin) in the Thracian 
area that were common in the fifth-fourth centuries BC. 
Although they were found in settlements rather than in graves or 
hoards, as in the case of the metal versions, pottery rhytons have 
the same significance as objects of worship. Very few examples 
of this type, dating from the second-first centuries BC, have 
been found in the Getae space (Cetățeni, Popești, Poiana).

Bibliography: Conovici, 1987: 92-99; Conovici, 1994: 62 nº. I. 3, 69 
fig. 3/10 a-b; Sârbu, 1995: 72 fig. 3/a-d; Dacia Felix, 2019: 84 nº. 
72, 85 fig. 72.

IB

Vessel for libations
Răcătău (Horgești, Bacău County)

1st century BC - 1st century AD 

CMIABC Inv. 14549

Pottery vessel for libations with a zoomorphic protome in the 
form of a ram. The piece was discovered in the archaeological 
excavations carried out in 1973 in the “dava” (Dacian settlement) 
at Răcătău. It is made of fine paste with oxidation firing and at 
the top of the piece there is a cylindrical tube with colander-
like holes. A reddish-yellow engobe covers the entire surface, 
while painted parallel bands decorate the base of the vessel. 
Two triangle motifs are visible beneath the protome and lines of 
parallel bands run along the top.

Bibliography: Căpitanu, 1986-1987: 97 fig. 2/a-b; Ghidul 
Complexului Muzeal «Iulian Antonescu», 2006: 23.

LEI



522

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

Grave goods from the tomb 
of a Celtic military chieftain 
at Ciumești
Ciumești - cremation necropolis (Satu Mare county)

Second half of the 3rd century - early 2nd century BC

MNIR Inv. 69676 (helmet), MJIAMM Inv. 3326-3228 (chainmail), 
19585-19586 (cnemids), 3330 (spearhead), 3326, 3329 (belt 
appliqués), MJSM Inv. 31307 (bowl)

The tomb was discovered by chance in the summer of 1961 
while levelling a sand dune. It was part of a larger necropolis, 
where 32 graves (7 interments and 25 cremations) were 
excavated. The grave goods included military gear—an iron 
helmet, now in the collection of the Muzeul Național de Istorie 
a României, an iron coat of mail (fragmented) and two bronze 
appliqués for it, two bronze greaves and a spearhead—as well 
as clothing accessories—an iron fibula and iron belt buckle (in 
the collection of the Muzeul Județean de Istorie și Arheologie 
Maramureș)—and two pottery vessels—a biconical vase and 
a bowl, the latter in the collection of the Muzeul Județean, 
Satu Mare. Certain pieces are charred, proving the deceased 
was cremated in the grave. The exhibition includes selected 
items from this grave, a find of exceptional importance for 
understanding the Celtic civilisation of central and southeast 
Europe and its relations with the Hellenistic world.

a) The helmet, with a wrought iron shell, had two moveable 
cheek-pieces mounted on hinges and a fixed neck guard, 
with decorative protuberances on the temporal area and 
chinstraps. These protuberances provided additional 
protection for the parts of the head most vulnerable 
to blows, the temples and the cheeks. The helmet was 
crowned by a bird of prey, wings outstretched, made of 
sheet bronze, with coral-red and white enamel insets in the 
eyes. The wings were attached to the body by hinges that 
allowed them to flap up and down when the wearer moved, 
perhaps suggesting flight. It is hard to identify the species 
of the bird featured on the Ciumești helmet, although it 
may be a crow, a sacred animal in Celtic mythology. Celtic 
helmets adorned with birds of prey or other animals are 
depicted on the Danish Gundestrup cauldron, but no actual 
helmets, other than the Ciumești specimen, have been 
uncovered at excavation sites, making this a unique piece. 
Beyond its utility as defensive armour, the Ciumești helmet 
can be considered a symbol of the authority of a Celtic 
military leader.

b) The chain mail is made of simple iron wire rings hooked 
together in parallel rows. It was adorned with bronze 
appliqués (two of which have been recovered) cast using 
the lost wax method and decorated with geometric 
S-shaped motifs and triskeles (perhaps originally with 
applied enamel). The Ciumești coat of mail is one of the 
earliest examples of the use of this type of defensive 
armour by the Celtic tribes of central and southeast Europe 
and Anatolia.

c) A pair of bronze greaves, made to order in a Hellenistic 
workshop. We know that greaves were highly personalised, 
made to fit the exact height and shape of the wearer’s legs. 
As the Ciumești greaves are about 46 cm long, their owner 
was probably a powerfully built man between 1.8 and 1.9 m 
tall.

d) The only offensive weapon recovered is an iron spearhead. 
The absence of a sword, the quintessential weapon of 
the Celtic warrior, and metal appliqués from a shield is 
unusual.

e) The grave goods in the Ciumești tomb were rounded out 
with pottery vessels that once contained offerings of food 
and drink. One of these, a typical wheel-thrown Celtic bowl, 
is included in the exhibition.

Studying the items in this Celtic chieftain’s grave has made it 
possible to reconstruct details of both his personal life and the 
burial ritual. A prominent member of the Celtic communities 
of western Transylvania, before dying in his native land, he 
served as a mercenary in the Hellenistic world of the eastern 
Mediterranean and returned with greaves, typical Greek pieces 
of armour. Certain details on the surface of the objects found 
in his grave indicate that the helmet, coat of mail and greaves 
were placed inside after his cremation. The coat of mail appears 
to have been folded. Here, as in the case of the Getae warrior’s 
tomb at Popești on the Romanian Plain (catalogue no. XXX), 
the absence of precious metal objects, typically found among 
the grave goods of notable community members, is surprising, 
though it is undoubtedly due to a common religious and 
ideological conception in the days of the “Iron Princes” who 
succeeded the “Gold and Silver Princes” of the fifth and sixth 
centuries BC. 

Bibliography: Rusu, 1969: 267-300; Rusu, Bandula, 1970; Nemeti, 
1975: 243-248; Rustoiu, 2008; Rustoiu, 2012: 159-171.

EOT, MA and RG
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Sword and scabbard
Pișcolt - Celtic cremation necropolis, tomb no. 40 
(Pișcolt, Satu Mare county)

280-250 BC

MMC Inv. 4541

Sword found in a grave with cremated remains in an urn, 
attributed to the cemetery’s third horizon (La Tène B2b). The 
sword was immediately hailed as a remarkable find due the 
openwork decoration on the scabbard: a strip of sheet iron 
laid lengthwise down the middle of the scabbard with an 
openwork pattern of stylised plant motifs. During restoration, 
it was determined that the scabbard had been decorated in 
three separate stages. In the first, a decoration typical of Celtic 
swords from Pannonia was applied. In the second, two affronted 
dragons were incised on the upper part of the scabbard. Finally, 
the long openwork strip was added in the third stage. These 
successive embellishments prove that the weapon was used 

over a long period of time. Scholars believe it was owned by a 
warrior old enough to have participated in the “great expedition” 
to the Balkans and later return to the Carpathian basin. Similar 
decorative and symbolic motifs were often used in Celtic art from 
the fourth–second centuries BC and are found all across Europe, 
from France to Transylvania and even in the northern Balkans. 
Experts think that these decorations served an apotropaic 
purpose, protecting the warrior from the unpredictable hazards 
of combat as well as from the malicious onslaughts of the 
invisible spirit world.

Bibliography: Németi, 1992: 62-64; Rapin et alii, 1992: 23-54.

RG
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Grave goods from a Celtic 
female cremation tomb 
Fântânele - Livadă (Bistrița-Năsăud county)

Second half of the 3rd century - first quarter of the 2nd century BC

CMBN Inv. 11033, 11039

Discovered in the autumn of 1970, the tomb also contained 
bronze, iron, sapropelite and glass ornaments that were part of 
a Celtic woman’s attire, as well as wheel-turned pottery vessels. 
The exhibition includes a selection of these grave goods. 

A) Woman’s belt made of 13 linked and soldered segments. 
Each segment consists of a massive ring decorated with 
fine granules in relief. The three end segments and a 
fourth are embellished with an enamel-inlaid star motif. 
The belt hook, shaped like a stylised animal head, is at the 
end of the fourth segment. The same zoomorphic motif 
is repeated on one of the belt ends, while the other is a 
pendant with a crescent moon plaque embellished with 
lines in relief, from which two small bronze rings hang. 
The additional length of belt is made of smaller links, 
two of which have pendants, and ends in the hook—a 
zoomorphic (possibly equine) protome—used to secure 
the belt.

B) Bronze bracelet decorated in relief.

Bibliography: Crișan, 1975: 41-46, 49-54, fig. 1/2, 7.

GM
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Anklet
Pișcolt - Celtic biritual necropolis, tomb M.108 
(Pișcolt, Satu Mare county)

280-250 BC

MMC Inv. 4795

Solid bronze anklet consisting of seven semi-ovoid forms, with 
two detachable parts jointed by rivets, found in an inhumation 
grave.

Bibliography: Németi, 1992: 82.

RG

Statuette
Luncani (Luna, Cluj district)

3rd century BC - early 2nd century BC

MNIT Inv. P 7840 (105)

Bronze figurine of a wild boar which entered the Cluj museum’s 
collection in the second half of the 19th century. The 
circumstances of its discovery are unknown. The statuette dates 
from Iron Age II and is probably of Celtic origin.

Bibliography: Bodó, 2006: 231-236; Sîrbu, Florea, 2000: 201-213; 
Dacia Felix, 2019: 73-81, 90 nº. 146. 

PP
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Vessel
Curtuișeni - Dealul Cărămidăriei, cremation necropolis? 
(Curtuișeni, Bihor county)

3rd-2nd century BC 

MȚCO – Oradea Inv. 918

Piece discovered by chance in 1968 while working a field. Based 
on existing information, it and two other containers may have 
been deposited in a cremation grave. The lower part, shaped 
like a right human foot, supports a biconical tureen-type vase. 
This sophisticated form indicates that it could have been a cult 
vessel. According to the latest research, these types of vessels 
are specific to the eastern edges of the Celtic world and are 
mostly found in funerary contexts. 

Bibliography: Nánási, 1975: 47-51; Zirra, 1976: 1-41 pl. XIII nº. 7; 
Nemeti, 2001: 59-69, 88, fig. 132; Teleagă, 2008: 85-165.

CG

Necklace
Poienești - Măgura point - cremation tomb 339 
(Poienești, Vaslui county)

2nd-1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 15976

Ornamental bronze chain, found in a Bastarnae cremation grave, 
with interlocking oval links and a circular pendant.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1953: 412-413 fig. 339/1, 340.

AB
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Vessels
Poienești - Dealul Teilor - Bastarnae necropolis, tombs M.339 
and M.163 (Poienești, Vaslui department)

2nd-1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 15983 (bowl), 15988 (urn)

The archaeological site of Poienești-Dealul Teilor is located 
on the northwest slope of a hill called Măgură on the Central 
Moldavian Plateau, on the right bank of the Racova, a tributary 
of the River Bârlad, 17 km west of the city of Vaslui. The first 
digs were begun in 1931, and systematic excavations continued 
in 1936, 1949 and 1979–2000. In addition to the cemetery, 
where graves from Iron Age II (“Bastarnae” necropolis, second–
first century BC) and the Roman period (“Carpi” necropolis, 
second–third century AD) have been studied, Copper Age 
dwellings (Cucuteni culture), third–fourth century AD dwellings 
(Chernyakhov culture), Bronze Age contexts (Monteoru and Noua 
cultures), a “Getae” necropolis from the fifth–fourth century BC, 
and medieval burials were excavated at Poienești. 

Cremation graves M. 339 and M. 163 were identified and 
excavated in 1949 in the necropolis of the Poienești-Dealul Teilor 
archaeological site, a cemetery of the Poienești-Lukaševka type, 
dated to the second–first century BC.

1. Funerary urn
In addition to the urn, the grave goods included an iron fibula 
with three spheres and a bronze chain, another iron fibula 
(fragmented) with a bronze chain, two pieces of an iron belt 
buckle, two fragments of a thin bronze tube, and three glass 
beads with thin gold plating. The polished urn was modelled 
from semi-fine paste and hardened by reduction firing. The 
pear-shaped vessel has four openings on the lip, each with 
conical protuberances. The shoulder is decorated with pseudo-
meanders of small semicircles and incised circular lines. 

2. Funerary urn
The urn contained bone remains as well as grave goods 
consisting of two glass beads and fragments of an iron ring 
fused to a charred bone at one end. The urn (bowl) was 
modelled from semi-fine paste and hardened by reduction 
firing. The body is shaped like a truncated cone, and the bowl 
has a small handle under the lip, a flat base and is decorated 
with an incised “A” symbol.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1953: 369-370, fig. 229-230, 409-411, fig. 
336-337. Babeș, 1993: 43.

ED
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Andiron
Boroșești – Pe Lesă (Scânteia, Iași county)

2nd century BC

MNIR Inv. 73466

The archaeological site is located approximately 500 m west of 
the village, on the southern slope of Boroșești hill, and 30 km 
south of the city of Iași. Vestiges from the Bronze Age, La Tène 
period and Middle Ages have been identified in the settlement. 
This andiron, discovered in the “Bastarnae” settlement (second–
first century BC), pertains to the Iron Age II Poienești-Lukaševka 
culture. The piece has a rectangular, concave platform at the top 
resting on four legs, while the base is a hollow parallelepiped. 
It was used to support logs in a fireplace, allowing them to burn 
better.

Bibliography: Babeș, 1993: 76-77, fig. 22 Pl. 16 1 a-d; Bălănescu, 
2020: 102-103.

ED

Pelike
Histria - tumulus necropolis, burial mound II, tomb M. 1 (Istria, 
Constanța county)

Third quarter of the 4th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16835

Attic red-figure pottery piece discovered during the 1955 dig 
campaign. The vessel was made at the workshop of a man known 
only as the Black Thyrsus Painter. The “freestyle” decoration 
features a satyr facing a robed figure on one side, and a maenad 
holding a thyrsus in her right hand on the other.

Bibliography: Colectiv, 1957: 63, fig. 45; Alexandrescu, 1966: 
178, pl. 75; Coja, Gheorghiță, 1983: nº. cat. 41 pl. 14/41; Civilizații 
suprapuse, 2016: 309 (entry by Mihaela Simion).

CMN
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Amphoriskos
Dunavățu de Sus (Murighiol, Tulcea county)

5th century BC

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 1903

This piece was discovered by chance, although we do not know 
exactly where or in what circumstances. Artefacts from the 
Greek period have been found in the same area. The nearest 
were located on the promontory where, in Roman times, the 
fortress of Halmyris was built. The oldest Greek materials in this 
zone date from the sixth century BC.

The upper register of the amphoriskos, a sand core-formed 
vessel of blue vitreous paste, is decorated with circular and 
zigzagging bands in yellow and various shades of blue.

Bibliography: Simion, 1985: 277 pl. 49/1; Simion, 2003b: 324 
pl. 2/1. Teleagă, 2008: 284 461/ nº. 1094 pl. 16/3, 202/1; Chiriac, 
Boţan, 2013: 285, 294 nota 133, fig. 3/5.

DP

Vessel
History - Sacred area, Temple of Aphrodite? 
(History, Constanța county)

End of the 6th century BC

MNIR Inv. 16746

Although the exact circumstances of its discovery are unknown, 
certain details suggest that this siren-vase was found in the 
sacred zone of the citadel of Histria, in the vicinity of the temple 
dedicated to the goddess Aphrodite. In fact, most pieces of this 
type (terracotta pieces and three-dimensional tableware) have 
appeared at shrines in the Pontic region, in temples from the 
archaic and early classical period. In Greek mythology, sirens 
were symbols of the afterlife, which explains their presence 
among votive offerings in shrines and cemeteries. This particular 
piece is in a special category of siren-shaped vessels that 
actually look more like birds. The details of the human face and 
avian body, as well as the elements of her attire, are rendered 
with remarkable skill. A perforated protuberance on the back 
indicates that these pieces could be hung, while the opening at 
the top of the head proves that this terracotta figure is actually a 
container which may have held perfumes or other liquids used in 
different religious ceremonies.

Bibliography: Pârvan, 1923/1974: fig. 6; Alexandrescu, 1978: nº. 
250; Coja, Gheorghiță, 1983: 44 nº. 36.

AB
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Kalpis
Callatis - western necropolis (Mangalia, Constanța county)

4th century BC

MNIR Inv. 48899

Bronze vessel discovered in 1970 in a grave on the outskirts of 
Callatis during ground levelling works near a necropolis dating 
from the time when the city was a Greek colony. The grave was 
set in a block of limestone out of which the negative shape 
of a bronze funerary urn had been carved. The oval-shaped 
hollow was executed with extreme care and even had cavities to 
accommodate the urn handles. The grave also yielded a pottery 
unguentarium near which the components (pottery discs, 
pearls, wires, etc.) of a funerary wreath with a lead frame were 
recovered, having probably been placed around the neck or 
shoulder of the urn.

A kalpis is a type of vessel specific to the Greek world that 
was also used as a funerary urn, as is clearly evidenced at the 
necropolises of the Greek cities on the western shores of the 
Black Sea. It is characterised by a slightly raised foot, a wide 
oval-shaped body, a thick neck and a broad mouth. The majority 
of these vessels have three handles. The relief decoration varies 
from one piece to another, although the most common themes 
represented are associated with Greek mythology. This particular 
piece depicts Dionysus and Ariadne. Dionysus, the god of fertility 
but known above all as the god of wine, is a very popular deity 
in the Graeco-Roman world. Both the Greeks and the Romans 
also called him Bacchus, a name which was initially used as 
an epithet, meaning “noisy”—undoubtedly a reference to the 
processions related to the celebration of this god, which involved 
dancing accompanied by music. In Greek mythology, Ariadne, 
daughter of the legendary King Minos, fell in love with Dionysus 
and he ended up taking her as his wife. 

Bibliography: Zavatin-Coman, 1972: 103–116; Antique Bronzes 
from Romania, 2003: nº 197.

AB
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Female Tanagra figurine
Callatis (Mangalia, Constanța county)

Late 4th century - early 3rd century BC

MNIR Inv. 16806

This figurine of a young woman participating in a Dionysian 
procession was discovered in 1930 in a grave, along with another 
female statuette, an aryballos, a polisher, a bronze link and a 
fragment of bronze leaf. The two figurines, painted red, white 
and blue, were placed at the dead woman’s feet.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1935-1936: 329-339 fig. 5-6; Istoria 
Românilor I, 1960: 208 fig. 48.

CMN

Terracotta statuette
Callatis or Tomis? (Mangalia or Constanța, Constanța county)

3rd-2nd century BC

MNIR Inv. 116652

Terracotta statuette of Eros as a dancing youth with wings fully 
outstretched. It was purchased by the MNIR, with information 
indicating that it was discovered either at Callatis (modern-day 
Mangalia, Constanța county) or Tomis (Constanța, Constanța 
county). The youth holds a lamp or askos-type vessel in his left 
hand. There are still traces of polychrome paint (blue and white) 
on the figurine. It is an exceptional work of art, rendered with 
great delicacy and precision. This piece is part of a famous series 
produced in the workshops of Myrina, under the influence of the 
Pergamene school of art. 

Bibliography: Simion et alii, 2020 : 27-28, fig.3-4.

MS
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Hoop earrings
Dobruja - unknown place of discovery

4th-3rd century BC

MNIR Inv. 9511-9512

Pair of gold hoop earrings in the form of an open ring, made from 
four strands of twisted gold wire terminating in an image of Eros.

Bibliography: unpublished

AA

Necklace
Callatis - southwestern necropolis (Mangalia, Constanța county)

4th-3rd century BC

MNIR Inv. 49091

Fragmented necklace found among the grave goods of a 
inhumation tomb discovered in ancient Callatis in 1961, during 
emergency archaeological excavations. The tomb belonged 

to a group of six funerary complexes from the Hellenistic 
period. In addition to the necklace, its grave goods included a 
pair of gold earrings, a fragmented bronze mirror and a fired 
clay lachrymatory. The extant pieces of the necklace are two 
fragments of a double-link gold chain with lion protome finials 
mounted on glass beads. 

Bibliography: Preda, 1966: 137-146.

AA
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Statuette
Histria - Extramural zone, sector X (Istria, Constanța county)

2nd-1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 18725

This marble statuette of the goddess Cybele was discovered 
in 1966 amid the ruins of a late Hellenistic building. On the 
perimeter, approximately 800 m from the sacred area and about 
600 m from the Hellenistic enclosure, a zone without superposed 
Roman and Roman-Byzantine complexes, several archaeological 
sites were investigated that yielded information about daily life 
from the archaic to the Hellenistic period. Cybele, an ancient 
deity of Anatolian origin, worshipped as the goddess of fertility 
and the life force, was identified in Greece with Rhea, one of her 
personifications, though she also received attributions of the 
goddess Demeter. Thus, Cybele was one of the female deities 
generally termed “Mother Goddesses”. Thanks to this syncretism, 
Cybele came to be venerated as mistress of the land, sky and 
sea, protector of youth and arbiter of human destinies. There 
are many indications that Cybele was worshipped in Histria, 
including terracotta pieces, stone figurines and, above all, an 
inscription from Roman times that mentions a priestess named 
Aba who served the goddess, from which we can also infer the 
existence of a temple dedicated to Cybele. This statuette depicts 
the consecrated hypostasis of the goddess, seated on a high-
backed throne with a typical divine crown (polos) on her head. 
She is wearing a tunic (chiton) with elbow-length sleeves and 
a mantle that covers her back and legs. She holds a musical 
instrument (tympanon) in her left hand and a patera, a dish used 
in religious processions, in her right. On her knees rests a lion, 
the goddess’s guardian animal and symbol of her strength. 

Bibliography: Bordenache, 1969: 31-32 nº. 39 pl. XX; Lapidarium, 
123: nº. 115.

AB
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Money box
Histria - extramural settlement on terrace - sector Z 
(Istria, Constanța county)

End of the 3rd century - first half of the 2nd century BC

MNIR Inv. 16809

Object made of quality clay using a two-piece mould, discovered 
in 1949. It is shaped like a dove with its head turned to the right 
and has two slots on the wings for inserting coins.

Bibliography: unpublished.

IB

Kantharos
Histria - tumulus necropolis, burial mound XXII 
(Istria, Constanța county)

Third quarter of the 4th century BC 

MNIR Inv. 16838

Discovered during the 1960–1961 campaigns together with 
rich ceramic material and a bronze coin of Histria (four-spoked 
wheel), this vessel is an example of Attic pottery of the Saint-
Valentin class, Group IV, decorated with geometric and plant 
motifs.

Bibliography: Colectiv, 1962: 421, fig. 14; Alexandrescu, 1966: 
167 pl. 73, pl. 88; Coja, Gheorghiță, 1983: 49 nº. cat. 46 pl. 12/46; 
Civilizații suprapuse, 2016: 310 (entry by Mihaela Simion).

CMN
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Lamp
Tomis (Constanța, Constanța County)

Second half of the 2nd century - first quarter of the 1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 48849

Wheel-thrown Hellenistic lamp, Bailey Q 273 type, made from 
quality clay. The piece was discovered in 1964 in a cremation 
grave (M XV) excavated on Bulevardul Tomis. The artistic quality 
and closest parallels suggest it is a Cnidean import.

Bibliography: Bucovală, 1967: 68-69, fig. 43 g; Iconomu, 1967: 48 
nº. 119, fig. 12.

IB
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Decorated frieze
Histria – Hellenistic wall (Istria, Constanța county)

Mid-3rd-1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 18770

Marble frieze found during excavations conducted in 1954. It 
had been reused as construction material for the foundations 
of Histria’s Hellenistic wall; the original frieze may have been 
longer, as other similar fragments were found in the same 
place. The surface features depictions of birds (wild geese) in 
mid-flight whose beaks hold a snake (?) shaped like a wavy cord 
resembling a fillet (infula). This Isis-inspired decorative motif 
is not frequently found in Greek art, though it is common in 
Alexandrian art. The fact that the outer surface has a specific 
hole for attaching this to other similar pieces indicates that 
the frieze was once much larger. It may have been part of a 
monument dedicated to Egyptian deities, documented by various 
inscriptions and sculptures in Histria.

Bibliography: Bordenache, 1969: nº. 291 a pl. CXXVI; 
Alexandrescu-Vianu, 2000: 109 nº. 125 pl. 55 B; Lapidarium, 217 
nº. 266.

AB

Amphora
Halmyris (Murighiol, Tulcea county)

4th-3rd century BC

MNIR Inv. 16143

Small-capacity Thasian amphora made of quality clay. It was 
found in 1954 in an offering pit (Gr. 1) within the Getae necropolis 
of Murighiol, alongside a kylix, six other amphorae and a locally 
made pot. The piece is representative of Hellenistic imports, 
especially wine, to Getae territory.

Bibliography: Bujor, 1955: 573 pl. II/4.

IB
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Funerary stela
Callatis - western necropolis (Mangalia, Constanța county)

2nd century BC

MNIR Inv. 48893

Marble stela discovered in 1938, to the north of the station 
and east of the theatre, during building works. The scene in 
the niche shows, on the right, a male figure seated on a chair 
(cathedra) and turned towards the left, wearing a tunic (chiton) 

and a cloak (himation) draped across his legs, back and the 
entire left half of his body; in his right hand he holds a scroll 
(volumen) against his face (the face is broken). Opposite the 
adult figure is a much smaller one, that of a standing child. He 
holds objects in both hands, probably torches. This is a frequent 
scene in the Hellenistic world and is thought to represent the 
deceased's initiation in the underworld.

Bibliography: Sauciuc-Săveanu, 1941–1944: 243–347, 275–276, 
fig. 15.1.; Lapidarium, 217 nº 163.

AB
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Bust
Colonia Iulia Gemella Acci (Guadix, Granada, Spain)

100-105 AD

Guadix City Council, Granada, S/N

Larger-than-life marble portrait of Emperor Trajan, recycled or 
reworked from an earlier portrait, perhaps of Domitian, emperor 
of the Flavian dynasty from 81 to 96. This portrait of Emperor 
Trajan is a local variant of the Paris 1250-Mariemont type. The 
sculptor took pains to carefully carve the most significant details 
of Trajan’s iconography for these kinds of official portraits, 
fundamental tools of political propaganda. The face and hair 
place this image in the early reign of Trajan, known as the 
soldier-emperor, who ruled the empire from January 98 to 117.

Bibliography: León, 2009: 298-299.

AC

Bust
Colonia Ælia Augusta Italica (Santiponce, Sevilla, Spain)

Mid 2nd century AD

MASE Inv. CE151 

Realistic imperial portrait of Publius Aelius Hadrianus, acclaimed 
emperor in the year 117. Sculpted from Greek marble, it is a 
work of great technical and artistic quality that captures the 
strong personality of this ruler who loved peace and the arts. 
Hadrian was the first emperor to be portrayed in marble and, 
officially, with a beard and moustache. The thick curls of his 
hair, exquisitely sculpted in painstaking detail, give the head 
a powerful three-dimensionality. Over his tunic he wears a 
breastplate featuring the Gorgon, a symbol of protection. 
Hadrian is also wearing the paludamentum, pinned on his left 
shoulder with a large circular fibula, following the established 
models for this kind of official portrait.

Bibliography: León, 2001: 222-223.

AC
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Imperial portrait
Colonia Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa (Sarmizegetusa, 
Hunedoara County)

249-251 AD

MNIR Inv. 38951 

Bronze portrait of the emperor Trajan Decius (249–251 AD), 
made with the lost-wax method. It belonged to an official 
life-size statue that stood in the forum at Colonia Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa. It is the latest public forum monument made in 
bronze known to date in the Dacian provinces. Decius was the 
sovereign who launched the first large-scale persecution against 
the Christians in the Roman Empire, and he was also the first 
emperor to be killed in combat, during a confrontation with the 

barbarians (Battle of Abritus, in eastern Moesia Inferior, against 
the Goths and their allies). The marks of the two rivets that once 
held a crown in place are visible on the top of the head, and the 
surface of the piece displays multiple interventions by the artist 
to repair the casting defects. 

Bibliography: Alexandrescu-Vianu, 1995: 330-332 nº. 31 fig. 31 a-c. 

CȘ
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The “Dacian” theme 
in Roman imperial 
numismatics
2nd-3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 2537, 349179, 6925, 20090, 74987, 190927, 349223

and are present here: namely, the cap—insignia of the nobility—
and the curved sword that was remembered with horror by the 
imperial soldiers who had fought the Dacians on the battle field 
and that had obliged the Roman army to reinforce its helmets 
and shields with new protective pieces.

Another series of coins minted in 102–105 AD features the 
constructions that Trajan ordered to be built or repaired with the 
vast war booty from Dacia. The exhibition includes a sestertius 
whose reverse side displays the bridge in Drobeta (fig. 2), a 
magnificent feat of Roman architecture and engineering and the 
first of a series of constructions intended to connect Dacia to the 
rest of the Roman Empire for evermore.

The defeat of the Dacians and the transformation of part of 
Dacia into a Roman province were also celebrated with an issue 
of sestertii in 113 AD bearing the inscription “DACIA AVGVSTI 
PROVINCIA”—“Dacia, province of Augustus” (i.e. of the emperor 
Trajan), and one of these coins is on display here (fig. 3). For 
this occasion, official Roman propaganda introduced yet more 
allegorical clichés that continued to define the representation of 
the province throughout the second-third centuries AD. Dacia 
is depicted seated on a rock (an only partly correct allusion to 
the country’s mountainous relief), wearing the pileus and a long 
tunic; two putti offer her fruits and bunches of grapes, the symbol 
of the peace and prosperity that followed the integration of the 
country into the Roman Empire. Dacia holds a vexillum or legion 
banner (of the XIII Gemina), which Trajan had left at the garrison 
in Apulum. The representation of Dacia with these iconographic 
details continued to appear on Roman imperial coins until the 
reign of Claudius II (268–270 AD) and Aurelius (271–275 AD).

The exhibition features two coins—a denarius (fig. 4) and a 
sestertius (fig. 5)—that celebrate the inauguration in the spring 
of 113 AD of the most important monument of Trajan's reign: 
the column that bears his name. Its purpose was threefold: to 
glorify the greatest military feat of the emperor and his army 
(the defeat and conquest of Dacia led by Decebalus), to serve as 
the emperor's final resting place on his death, and to mark the 
height of the hill which the builders had dug up and removed 
to create the necessary space to accommodate Trajan’s forum 
(approximately 40 m). Both the column and the monumental 
forum were built with money from the Dacia war booty. 

In addition to its economic and social function, Roman coinage 
was used by the authorities as a key vehicle for imperial 
propaganda. It was eminently suitable for this purpose because 
tens of millions of copies were produced and circulated through 
vast areas stretching from the Atlantic to the Euphrates, the 
Black Sea and the Caucasus, and from the Rhine and the Danube 
to the edges of the Sahara Desert and far beyond the borders 
of the empire, in the barbarous world, to India. Although small, 
the surface of the coins could contain texts and symbolic images 
that were understood by the users and that often complemented 
other categories of figurative representation on public 
monuments, such as commemorative inscriptions, statues and 
painted panels. To a certain extent, the “Dacian” theme which 
Trajan introduced in imperial numismatics was a continuation 
of earlier traditions, initiated by Augustus and developed by 
the emperors who succeeded him (the Julio-Claudian and 
Flavian dynasties), of allegorical representations of some of the 
countries and peoples that clashed with the Romans in harsh 
wars and ended up defeated, subjugated and transformed into 
provinces: in other words, integrated into the ordered universe 
of the “civilised” world, the empire. In view of the importance 
that Trajan and his contemporaries attached to the conquest of 
Dacia, it is only natural that representations related directly or 
indirectly to the wars waged against this people group appeared 
on vast numbers of the coins minted in gold, silver and bronze in 
the years 101/102–116 AD. The allegorical representation of the 
conquered Dacia, the Dacians and trophies of “Dacian” spolia or 
weapons occupied a prominent place in this theme, associated 
with divine figures such as Jupiter, Minerva, Mars, Heracles, Dea 
Roma, the god of the River Danube, as well as allegories such 
as Pax, Felicitas and Virtues of the Emperor and the Senate. A 
typical example of the depiction of the conquered Dacia is found 
on the reverse of a denarius issued in 102 AD (fig. 1), on display 
in this exhibition, where Dacia is represented as a women 
wearing the pileus (cap associated with the Dacian nobility), 
a tunic and trousers bunched below the knee; she is weeping 
and sits on the floor, a shield beneath her and, by her side, the 
famous “national” weapon of the Dacians: the curved sword 
which Latin sources call falx, or “scythe”. 

Originally established in 102–103 AD, most of the allegorical 
elements in the Roman imagery associated with Dacia and the 
Dacians endured until the second half of the third century AD 
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The series of coins issued by Trajan in relation to the conquest 
of Dacia is the one dedicated to the creation of the Alimenta 
Italiae (fig. 6), a fund designed to increase the birth rate in the 
territories which had once represented the demographic base 
of the Roman expansion but which, at the beginning of the 
second century AD, were showing serious signs of a diminishing 
population. With the enormous booty captured in the two wars 
against the Dacians, Trajan introduced a subsidy for children 
that were going to be born in Italy.

The iconographic models for the depiction of Dacia on the 
imperial coins issued by Trajan were also largely maintained 
during the reigns of Hadrian and Antoninus Pius.

The allegorical representations of Dacia in Roman numismatics 
were revived in 246–247 AD, in the times of the emperor 
Philip II (244–249), following the creation of the provincial 
mint at Apulum, which produced the issues with the legend 
“PROVINCIA–DACIA”. The mint issued bronze coins designed 
specifically for the three Dacian provinces, Dacia Porolissensis, 
Dacia Apulensis and Dacia Malvensis, which formed a single 
district in terms of finance and the supply of coinage. In keeping 
with the new military realities following the reign of Marcus 
Aurelius, now that two legions were stationed there, Dacia 
was personified as a single territory despite the administrative 
divisions of the day and adopted the form of a woman wearing 
the pileus associated with the Dacian nobility before the 
Roman conquest and holding two vexilla inscribed with the 
numerals “V” and “XIII”, corresponding to the V Macedonica 
and XIII Gemina legions. The personified Dacia was flanked by 
the emblematic animals of the two legions, the eagle and the 
lion, which were seen as symbolic protective forces. In some 
issues of the “PROVINCIA DACIA” series, she is shown with a 
curved Dacian sword in her right hand and a vexillum with the 
inscription “D(acia)F(elix)” in her left hand. The curved sword, 
another symbol of the Dacian race before the conquest, was a 

deliberate introduction because the local population continued 
to perceive this weapon as a vital element of their identity. This 
is demonstrated by its representations on the gravestones of 
the soldiers from the Dacian cohorts that served in Britannia 
and Germania in the second-third centuries AD. In that case as 
well, the personification of Dacia was flanked by the emblematic 
animals of the two legions stationed there. The exhibition 
includes two coins from these issues, minted in 246–247 AD and 
251 AD.

The symbolic representation of Dacia on Roman imperial coins 
experienced fascinating innovations during the reign of Trajan 
Decius (249–251 AD), when the province was depicted holding 
the old Dacian banner of the dragon with the wolf's head, 
the “draco”, rather than the usual vexilla. A similar coin is on 
display here (fig. 7). Like the curved sword, this symbol of the 
Dacian race before the Roman conquest did not only survive 
the dismantling of the political and military structures during 
the reign of Decebalus but continued to be used by the military 
units recruited among the Dacians. This is demonstrated by 
representations on their funerary monuments in Britannia and, 
subsequently, by other troops of the imperial army (such as on 
the triumphal arch of Galerius, in 303 AD, in Thessaloniki).  The 
attempt of imperial propaganda to disguise the severe situation 
in Dacia, devastated by the Carpi and Goths in the years 240–
260, looted by the majority of the troops stationed there and with 
the Roman administrative and political structures on the verge 
of collapse, is illustrated by the use of the phrase “DACIA FELIX” 
(“Happy/Fertile Dacia”), which appears on coins from the reigns 
of Decius and Claudius II (268–270 AD) and Aurelius (271–275 
AD), when the province was all but lost.

Bibliography: Oberländer-Târnoveanu, 1998: 166-179; 
Oberländer-Târnoveanu, 2006: 459-482; Petolescu, 2009: 310-
312 pl. 235-236; Petolescu, 2013: 38-41.

EOT 
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Monetary circulation in the 
province of Dacia
2nd-6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 2537, 6925, 74987, 190505, 190723, 190761, 190757, 
190743, 394294

Roman coins—specifically silver Republican denarii—first 
entered Dacia in the final decades of the second century BC 
and were used up to and even after the province’s conquest 
thanks to their high purity and stable weight. Roman Republican 
coins of gold (aurei) and bronze (asses), though not unknown, 
are rarely found in Dacia. The sweeping social and economic 
changes that followed the Roman conquest—the settlement of 
numerous military units, the creation of a permanent, ubiquitous 
administration, urbanisation, the expansion and diversification 
of trade relations with other imperial provinces, the imposition 
of a way of life based on daily regulated exchanges of goods 
and services—quickly led to the widespread use of coinage in 
every sphere. An important factor of economic growth was the 
presence of the army and civil servants, who received regular 
income in hard cash. The study of monetary finds reveals that, 
on the level of basic transactions, small everyday payments 
were made with bronze coins—assess, dupondii and sestertii—
in both urban and rural areas and in civilian and military 
contexts. Silver denarii—and, after Caracalla’s monetary reform, 
antoniniani—were reserved for larger payments and the accrual 
of wealth. Given their intrinsic value and scarcity, gold coins are 
only rarely found in single finds or in hoards, especially from the 
third century AD and more frequently in the fourth, fifth and 
sixth centuries. In Dacia, the economic boom of the second and 
early third century AD and the inflationary process that affected 
imperial silver coins are both illustrated by an increase in the 
amount of currency found alone or in hoards, some of them 
containing thousands of coins.

Until the early third century AD, the provinces’ primary sources 
of silver and bronze coins were the imperial mints of Rome, but 
as the political situation grew increasingly volatile and transport 
less secure, the authorities decided to decentralise minting 

operations. In Dacia, a provincial mint at Apulum struck sestertii, 
dupondii and asses from 246 to 257; meanwhile, semi-official 
mints in large urban or military centres cast copies of denarii 
using reduced-purity silver. The gradual disintegration of Dacia’s 
military, social and economic system between AD 240 and 270 
is attested by the reduction in the influx of new coins, as well 
as by the intensification of hoarding in a context of chronic 
instability created by barbarian attacks, military uprisings and 
political disturbances. Nevertheless, coins—including small-
denomination bronze pieces—continued to circulate even after 
the Roman army and administration pulled out of Dacia, acting 
on Aurelian’s orders, in AD 271–275.

The analysis of monetary finds in Dacia, inside and outside the 
ancient province’s borders, proves that imperial coins of bronze 
and billon (an alloy with a small percentage of silver) continued 
to arrive for nearly a century, as the region’s ties to the empire 
were not completely severed until the early fifth century AD, 
when the Hunnic invasion eradicated the last vestiges of urban 
life north of the Danube. Romano-Byzantine coinage began to 
circulate again in the early sixth century.

Additionally, in the second and third centuries AD, imperial 
silver coins made their way to the territories inhabited by the 
free Dacians of Moldavia and northwest Transylvania thanks to 
political payments made by Roman authorities (subidia), ransoms 
paid for prisoners and, last but not least, cross-border trade.

The exhibition includes gold coins of Trajan (fig.1), denarii of 
Antoninus Pius (fig. 2), Marcus Aurelius (fig. 3), Commodus 
(fig. 4), Pertinax (fig. 5), Caracalla  (fig. 6) and Julia Domna 
(cast) (fig. 7), an antoninianus of Trajan Decius, and sestertii 
and dupondii of Trajan (fig. 8 and 9), discovered single finds or in 
hoards. 

EOT
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Monetary issues for the 
province of Dacia
Mint of Apulum

246-257 AD

MNIR Inv. 6762, 6771

As part of the Roman Empire, Dacia was the only European 
province authorised to issue its own coinage, minted for local 
circulation from AD 246 to 257. The imperial mint, quite probably 
located in Apulum (although there are indications that it 
operated at Colonia Ulpiana Traiana Sarmizegetusa and even at 
Viminacium in Upper Moesia), opened during the reign of Philip I 
(AD 244–249) and struck its first coins in that emperor’s name in 
AD 246–247. Issues continued, varying in volume, until the days 
of Valerian I (AD 253–260), and the last known coins date from 
AD 257. 

All coins of the province of Dacia were minted in bronze using 
the Roman imperial system of denominations: sestertius, 
dupondius and as. The most frequently issued denominations 
were the sestertius and the dupondius. Coins minted in the 
province of Dacia bore the effigy and the name and title 
in Latin of the issuing emperor, empress or Caesar on the 
obverse. Invariably, the reverse was imprint with the inscription 
“PROVINCIA DACIA” and its allegorical representation, a woman 
in a long tunic and Dacian pileus holding the standards of the 
two legions stationed in the province, marked with the numbers 
“V” (for Legio V Macedonica) and “XIII” (for Legio XIII Gemina), 
and their respective symbols, the eagle and the lion. There was 
also another version of the personification of Dacia, whose right 
hand held a sica or curved Dacian dagger and a standard bearing 
the legend “D[acia] F[elix]”, with the symbolic animals of the 5th 
Macedonian Legion (eagle) and 13th Gemina Legion (lion) at her 
feet. The year of issue, numbered from I to XI according to the 
local calendar, which began in A.D. 246/247, always appeared 
in the exergue on the reverse. The decision to open a special 
provincial mint in Dacia and another at Viminacium in Upper 
Moesia was motivated by the fact that, between AD 240 and 
260, imperial authorities found it increasingly difficult to ensure 
an adequate supply of small-denomination coins—sestertii, 
dupondii and asses—in regions located far from the principal 
mints at Rome, Lugdunum, Treveri, Mediolanum and other 
cities, due to escalating politico-military turmoil and the rapid 
depreciation of silver coins. The mint closed when the province’s 
situation took a dramatic turn for the worse, suffering constant 
attacks from the Goths and other barbarian peoples and finding 
itself devoid of troops, who had been sent to fight on other 
fronts. 

The exhibition includes two coins from the province of Dacia: one 
of Philip I, issued in year III (AD 248–249) (fig. 1) and the other of 
Volusianus, issued in year V (AD 250–251) (fig. 2).

Bibliography: Martin, 1992 – F. Martin, Kolonialprägungen aus 
Moesia Superior und Dacia, Budapest-Bonn, 1992.
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Stamped brick
Danube Iron Gates area, unspecified locality

First two decades of the 2nd century AD

MNBT Inv. 1186

Roman brick from the Pongrácz Collection, purchased by the 
Timișoara Museum in 1903. We do not know where it was found. 
To date, all the references suggested Banatska Palanka (Serbia) 
as the provenance, based on a mention from the year 1879 about 
the presence of bricks stamped with the words “COH II HISP” on 
the island of Sapaja in the Danube, near that location. However, 
bricks with the same stamp have been discovered in Dierna and 
Drobeta, which may indicate the Iron Gates area as the place of 
origin. Lydion bricks bear the stamp COH(ortis) II HISP(anorum) 
and the portrait, modelled in the raw paste, of a roman soldier in 
a tunic holding his right arm out in greeting and carrying a pilum 
on his left shoulder. The piece is unique.

Bibliography: Böhm, 1880: 176; Moga, Russu, 1974: 90-91; IDR III, 
1, 7: 36-37; IDR Appendix III, 2019: 101-102.

AF

Signum militaris?
Desa (Dolj county)

2nd – 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 16736

Bronze figure of an eagle with folded wings, holding Jupiter’s 
lightning bolt in its talons and an oak-leaf wreath in its beak. It 
is most likely a military signum pertaining to a detachment or 
vexillatio of the Legio XIII Gemina, known to have carried the 
eagle as its insignia. In fact, tegula stamps of this legion were 
also found at Desa, reinforcing the hypothesis that it had a 
vexillatio in the area. The piece was discovered by chance in the 
early 20th century.

Bibliography: Pârvan, 1913: 27 nº. 31; Pop, 1978: 116-117, fig. 2; 
Antique bronzes, 2003 130 nº. 149.

AR
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Helmet
Roman camp of Berzovia (Caraș-Severin County)

Early 2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 53189

Roman legionary’s helmet discovered during archaeological 
excavations in 1968 inside the commander’s residence 
(praetorium) at the Roman castrum of the Legio IV Flavia Felix. It 
is made of sheet iron and is a variant of the Weisenau type, with 
a horizontal neck guard. The front part of the shell also has a 
short protective visor. Additionally, iron crossbars were laid over 
the shell to absorb the impact of blows. This type of protection 
has been documented on the helmets of soldiers who fought in 
the Dacian Wars, as a means of adapting to the fighting style and 

offensive weapons of the Dacians. The helmet originally had two 
cheekpieces joined to the sides of the helmet by hinges. These 
guards are missing, but we can still see the rivets used to attach 
them. The helmet’s classic decoration consists of two stylised, 
oversized eyebrows hammered into the front part of the shell. 

Bibliography: Protase, Petculescu, 1975: 85-89; Miles romanus, 
nº. 74; Dacia Augusti Provincia, 2007: nº. 190.

AR



553

DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTSARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA 

Greave
Giulești (Bucarest)

2nd – 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 32850

Gilded bronze greave discovered by chance in 1934 in Giulești, 
now a district of the city of Bucharest. The presence of this 
piece at Giulești can be linked to the Roman imports found at 
the nearby Getae settlement of Militari-Câmpul lui Boja. The 
piece may also be associated with a Roman military presence 
in second-century Wallachia when, for a brief time, this region 
was part of the province of Lower Moesia. However, as it was a 
random find, there are doubts about its actual archaeological 
context.

The decoratively embossed greave belonged to a Roman 
cavalryman. The top register depicts two human figures facing 
each other. In the second register we see affronting dolphins. 
The lower register features the Capitoline Wolf with the twins 
Romulus and Remus. Affronting heads and dolphins are funerary 
symbols associated with the journey to the afterlife, while the 
she-wolf represented the cult of Rome. Religious decorative 
motifs are often found on similar greaves as well as on other 
pieces of military gear (shields, phalerae, helmets, cheekpieces, 
etc.). 

Bibliography: Rosetti, 1935: 73-74 pl. 1-2; Garbsch, 1978: 82 Pl. 
32 nº. 2-Q9; Petculescu, 1999: 897-898 pl. 3/23; Antique bronzes, 
2003: 176 nº. 334; Nicolay, 2007: 20-23.

AR
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Mask for cavalry parade 
helmet
Carsium – (Hârșova, Constanța county)

2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 15927

Bronze mask discovered in a funerary context, specifically the 
grave of a Roman equestrian at Hârșova (Carsium), although we 
know nothing else about the circumstances of the find.

In the Principate, human face masks were worn by members 
of the Roman cavalry during riding tournaments and exercises. 
These events, called hippika gymnasia, were precisely 

described by Arrian in his Ars Tactica. The author explained the 
different exercises that the cavalry turmae or units performed, 
equipped with exquisitely decorated masks and helmets. The 
masks served to protect their faces, but they also had a ritual 
significance. For example, units from Batavia used to adorn their 
cavalry helmets with human hair. The styles of these masks are 
quite diverse, but they can easily be divided into two categories: 
male and female. Both were undoubtedly worn by men; the use 
of gendered masks probably had to do with the show in which 
the riders participated during the parade.

Bibliography: Arriano, Ars Tactica, 34-44; Garbsch, 1978 67 Pl. 
22 nº. 3-O 27; Vlădescu, 1981: 195-203; Willems, 1992: 60, fig. 5; 
Dixon, Southern, 1997: 128-130; Antique bronzes, : 176 nº. 333; 
Isac, 2009: 191-192.
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Mask for cavalry parade 
helmet
Cincșor (Voila, Brașov county)

2nd-3rd century AD

MȚF Inv. 879

Mask for a cavalry parade helmet discovered in 1986 while 
planning the construction of the hydroelectric plant on the 
River Olt, near the Roman castrum of Cincșor, headquarters of 
the Cohors II Flavia Bessorum, a military unit originally made 
up of Thracian recruits. The mask was part of the special 
military equipment used by Roman cavalrymen in the riding 
games called hippika gymasia, where they re-enacted different 
scenarios as mythical or historical characters. The Cincșor mask 
depicts a female face with admirably crafted classical features 
and an elegant hairdo secured with a pearl hairnet. The mask 
was attached to the wearer’s helmet by means of cords that 
passed through the holes along the edge of the piece.

Bibliography: Dragotă, 1987: 276-286; Dragotă, 2021: 93, fig. 6.

MS

Shield boss
Hălmeag (Brașov county)

End of the 2nd century - first half of the 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 47475

Shield boss discovered by chance in 1855. The piece is made of 
silver-plated bronze. The decoration, engraved and worked with 
a punch, shows an eagle above a sheaf of lightning bolts, holding 
a laurel wreath in its beak. The rest of the convex shell is divided 
into four equal registers and decorated with winged Erotes and 
parallel rows of circles. Dolphins and Erotes are depicted on 
the rim. Dolphins suggest the journey to the afterlife and are 
frequently found on this type of military gear. The Erotes can be 
interpreted as such, while the eagle clutching a sheaf of bolts is 
the symbol of the god Jupiter.

The boss was the central part of the shield, protruding from the 
surface to strike opponents and receive the impact of blows in 
hand-to-hand combat. The piece shows certain signs of use, a 
few dents but not enough to consider it battle gear. These marks 
were probably made during the famous staged fights typical 
of hippika gymnasia sporting competitions. The Hălmeag boss 
was part of the equipment used by Roman cavalry in parades or 
horsemanship contests. 

Bibliography: Klumbach, 1966: 179-183, fig. 7-10; Daicoviciu, 
1969: 120 nº. C. 49 pl. 11; Antique bronzes, 2003: 176 nº. 330; 
Goldsworthy, 2003: 129-131; Bishop, Coulston, 2006: 179-182, fig. 
116/2; Nicolay, 2007: 22-25.
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Military diploma
Roman camp - (Gherla, Cluj department)

July 2, 133 AD

MNIR Inv. 37850

Military diploma found in 1961 at the headquarters of the 
Ala II Pannoniorum auxiliary cavalry unit. The holder of the 
diploma was one Sepenestrus, son of Rivus, who served in the 
Cohors I Miliaria stationed at the castrum of Cășei (modern-
day Cluj county). The diploma copied Hadrian’s constitution, 
by virtue of which the soldiers of two alae and six cohorts in 
Dacia Porolissensis who had served under the command of the 
governor Flavius Italicus were honourably discharged after a 
minimum of five years of military service. They were granted 
full Roman citizenship and all the rights that came with it, 
specifically mentioning the right to marry and the extension 
of citizenship to the wife and any children born of that union. 
The document is an important source for understanding how 
the administration of the province of Dacia was organised and 
reorganised, clarifying the timeline of the creation of Dacia 
Porolissensis in relation to Hadrian’s reign. 

Bibliography: Daicoviciu, Protase, 1961: 63-70; Antique bronzes, 
2003: 173 nº. 319.

MS

Terret
Apulum (Alba Iulia, Alba County)

1st - 3rd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 999

Cast bronze terret discovered by chance. The main part of the 
piece is a cordiform element decorated with white enamel on 
the sides and red in the middle. It has three circular holes at the 
bottom, which were used to hang two stylised pendants shaped 
like downward pointing leaves whose interiors are decorated 
with white and green enamel. The main piece has two large 
rectangular holes at the back through which the reins would 
have passed. Each decorative element was also attached to the 
base by two rivets.

Bibliography: Antique Bronzes, 2003: 182 nº. 361 pl. VIII.
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Military diploma
Porolissum – Roman camp (Moigrad, Sălaj County)

August 11, 106 AD

MNIR Inv. 69902

Military diploma discovered in 1936. One part is held in 
Bucharest (National History Museum of Romania) and the other 
in Cluj (National Museum of History of Transylvania).

The diploma was granted to Marcus Ulpius Novaticus, son of 
Abcovrovatus of Ratae, a soldier in the Cohors I Brittonum 
Miliaria Ulpia Torquata Civium Romanorum. The document 
certifies that the cavalry and infantry soldiers of this unit 
were granted Roman citizenship before being discharged, 
in recognition of their faithful service and loyalty during the 
Dacian Wars. The diploma provides important information on the 
timeline of the last Dacian War in the year 106 AD and Trajan’s 
organisation of the new province. According to this document, 
by 11 August 106, the province of Dacia had practically been 
pacified. The diploma is unusual because it does not include 
the standard formula specifying that the soldiers of the Cohors 
I Brittonum Miliaria Ulpia Torquata Civium Romanorum were 
entitled to conobium, the right to legally marry and extend their 
citizenship to their wives and children.

Bibliography: CIL XVI: 160; IDR I 1; Țentea, 2006: 168-169, nº. 170.
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Honorary inscription
Micia (Mintia, Vețel, Hunedoara department)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MCDR Inv. 2037

In May 1864 a fragment of a marble epigraphic monument was 
discovered among the ruins at Micia. The honorary altar to 
which the fragment belonged was dedicated to Emperor Marcus 
Aurelius Antoninus (known as Caracalla) by ala I Hispanorum 
Campagonum, garrisoned at Micia, for the generosity shown to 
the military unit, most notably by increasing the troops’ pay.

[…OPTIMO MAXIMOQVE PRINCIPI ALA/I HISP(anorum) CAM]
PAG(onum) ANTO/NINIANA INDVLGENT/IS EIVS AVCTA [LIBERALI/
TAT IBVSQVE DITATA…]

Bibliogphy: Torma, 1865: XCI; CIL III 1378 = IDR III/3 57.

OT

Funerary pedestal  
Micia (Mintia, Vețel, Hunedoara county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MCDR Inv. 53757 

Piece discovered in unknown circumstances. Three sides are 
decorated while the fourth side is only dressed. Represented on 
the front side of the pedestal is the deceased, wearing a tunic 
and a cloak fastened at the right shoulder with a circular fibula. 
His status as a non-commissioned officer in the Roman army is 
evidenced by the long sword (spatha) hanging from his right hip 
and the short rod in his right hand. In his left hand, raised to his 
chest, he holds a scroll (volumen). Each secondary side of the 
pedestal bears a horse, while the upper iconographic registers 
display sacred funerary motifs: a rosette, a wreath and dolphins, 
a palm tree and a vine. This type of funerary monument—a 
pedestal or shrine in the fashion of an aedicula, forming part of 
a volume that culminates in a truncated pyramid—was a typical 
product of the stone carving centre at Micia.

Bibliography: Ciongradi, 2007: 213 Pf/M3 Pl. 69/3a-b; Diaconescu, 
2003: Pl. LXIII/3.
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Treaty of alliance between 
Rome and Callatis
Callatis (Mangalia, Constanța county)

1st century BC

MNIR Inv. 18739

Fragment of marble discovered in unknown circumstances. 
The front preserves part of one of the most important texts for 
the history of antiquity in the region. Although incomplete, the 
text—written in Latin—is a passage from the treaty of alliance 
reached between Rome and Callatis at some point during the 
first century BC. The alliance between the two powers is forged 
“on an equal footing”. This means that when hostilities broke 
out in the Drobudja region between Rome and its enemies—in 
all likelihood, the anti-Roman coalition that formed around 
Mithridates VI, king of Pontus—Callatis did not oppose the 
Roman state. The fragment only contains the final terms of the 
treaty, which among other things determines the loyalty of the 
parties in any conflict with third parties: the allies shall not 
assist any third parties in any way (money, weapons or troops) 
and, if either of the parties engages in an armed conflict against 
other peoples, the other party shall intervene and support, by 
any means, the party under attack. The technical details on the 
edges of the preserved fragment confirm that the block was set 
within some kind of support. As the text itself indicates, it was 
probably located in the temple dedicated to Concordia (goddess 
of harmony) in Callatis.

Bibliography: Avram, 1999: 210 nº 1; Lapidarium, 43 nº 26.
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Wax tablet
Alburnus Maior - Cârnic mountain massif, Roman mining galleries 
- modern gallery Ohaba-Sf. Simion (Roșia Montană, Alba county)

May 20, 164 AD 

MNIR Inv. 54187

This tabula cerata containing an employment contract is one of 
several exceptional documents found inside the mine tunnels at 
Alburnus Maior, modern-day Roșia Montană. It was discovered 
after the organised revival of mining activity in Transylvania 
under the Habsburg Empire. When certain Roman galleries were 
reopened, up to the mid-19th century, miners came across 
more than 30 of these wax-coated “wooden books”. Some of the 
tablets were destroyed immediately after their discovery due to 
their fragile condition and exposure to air, while others were lost 
over time.

Unique epigraphic documents containing abundant information, 
the 25 wax tablets from Alburnus Maior that have survived 
provide precise details of the economic reality, residential 
system, religious life and legal relationships that governed this 
mining community. Also known as the “Transylvania Triptychs” in 
scholarly literature, they are both official documents and private 
legal records (instrumenta). In terms of content, the documents 
can be divided into the following categories: record of voluntary 
dissolution of a funerary association, loan agreements, 
contracts of sale, work contracts, banking records, partnership 
agreements and a list of purchases/expenses for organising a 
banquet.

Reading and analysing these sources has provided a clearer 
understanding of how Roman law worked, offering scholars 
a rare opportunity to study “applied Roman law”. The oldest 
wax tablet dates from AD 131 and the most recent from AD 167. 
Experts unanimously agree that the tablets were secreted inside 
hard-to-reach mine tunnels at a time of crisis, probably during 
the Marcomannic attacks on the province of Dacia in AD 167–170.

The piece on display, Tab.Cer.D. XI (inv. no. 54187), is one of a set 
of wax tablets found in 1854. Dated 20 May 164, the document is 
an employment contract, part of a triptych made from fir wood. 
Marks of earlier writing are visible in some areas, as the tablet 
was “reused” for the contract that has come down to us. The 
text, in Latin cursive script, is fairly well preserved and includes 
particular, local linguistic and spelling features. The translated 
text reads as follows: 

“[In the year when] Macrinus and Celsus [were] consuls, 
on the 13th day before the Kalends of June, [I], Flavianus 
Secundinus, have written, at the request of Mimmius [son] 

of Ascelpius, who has declared that he cannot write, what 
he said [, to wit,] that he was hired, leasing his labour, in the 
gold mines [of] Aurelius Adiutor, from this day until the Ides 
[of] November next [13 November], for 70 denarii plus meals 
[?]. He shall be paid within the stipulated terms, and he must 
work vigorously and energetically for the above-mentioned 
leaseholder [conductores]. If, against the leaseholder’s will, 
[Memmius] should choose to leave or stop his work, he will be 
obligated to pay a daily penalty of five sestertii [in cash], eight 
asses [?]; if water [flooding in the tunnels] should hinder [his 
work,] [all] will be calculated proportionally. If the leaseholder 
[conductores] does not pay within the established term, he 
will be held to the same penalty after three delays [?].

Signed at Immenosum Maius.

Titus [son] of Beusas, called Bradua

Socratio [of] Socration

Memmius of Asclepios”

It is interesting to note the ethnic variety and heterogeneous 
social makeup from the perspective of legal status, specific to 
each region, where “gentes ex toto orbe romano” were lured by 
the mirage of gold to this “California Gold Rush” of antiquity. 
The leaseholder, Aurelius Adiutor, was a Roman citizen, as was 
the “scribe”, Flavius Secundinus. The employee, Memmius of 
Asclepios, a peregrinus, appears to be of eastern origin, although 
his patronymic is Greek. The other two people immortalised as 
witnesses to the document, Titus of Beusantis, called Bradua, 
and Socratios of Socration, were also peregrini, and their names 
suggest Illyrian-Dalmatian roots for the former and eastern-
Greek origin for the latter. 

The document sheds significant light on the organisation of 
mining activity, the remuneration of skilled labour, and the 
rights and obligations of each party, making it an invaluable 
source on the origins of “labour law” and the history of Dacia.

Bibliography: IDR I, 234 nº. 41 fig. 107 b; Simion, 2015: 35-39.
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Stylus
Arcobadara - Roman fort (Ilișua, Uriu, Bistrița-Năsăud county)

2nd century AD 

CMBN Inv. 17370

Writing implement discovered in 1984 during systematic 
excavations at Principia. 

Bibliography: Protase et alii, 1997: 27-110 pl. LXXV/3
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Legal tablet - Lex 
Troesmensium - Tabula A
Troesmis (Iglița, Turcoaia, Tulcea county) 

177-180 AD

MNIR Inv. C. 6828

Plundered bronze tablet recovered by the Romanian 
government. The original document probably comprised more 
than 80 small bronze tablets, of which two were discovered, 
confiscated and recovered. Known as A and B, they include 
chapters (Kaput) XI and XXVII and the beginning of chapter 
XXVIII of the “municipal law of the Roman city of Troesmis”, 
known as Lex Troesmensium. Thought to be representative of 
the development of municipal legislation, they are exceptional 
documents of Roman public law since they capture a period that 
has been dated to the late second century AD. Besides, they are 
unique in this region of the Roman Empire.

The preserved part of the document includes the complete name 
of the city of  Troesmis—Municipium M(arci) Aureli Antonini 
et L(ucii) Aureli Commodi Aug(ustorum) Tresm(ensium)—the 
conditions, obligations and procedure for designating an 
embassy—legatio (Tabula A, Kaput XI)—the requirements for 
citizens to become a magistrate or  hold religious office, the 
rules for electing magistrates and the sanctions for breaches of 
those rules (Tabula B, Kaput XXVII), and the procedure for calling 
and holding elections (Tabula B, Kaput XXVIII). Roman cities 
operated according to this type of “municipal constitution”, 
issued by the emperor, which set out the most important 
information about the political institutions (magistratures, ordo 
decurionum y populus) and their operation and relations. The 
document was displayed in its entirety in a visible place in the 
city forum. Tabula A includes 28 lines from chapter XI. The text 
was originally placed within an ornamental frame that has left 
visible marks at the bottom corners of the tablet.

Bibliography: Eck, 2013: 199-213; Eck, 2014: 75-88; Eck, 2015: 
9-18; Eck, 2016: 33-46.
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Grave goods from a Roman 
tumulus grave
Histria - tumulus necropolis, tumulus T. 25, tomb nº. XXV 
(Istria, Constanța County)

1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 16896 (unguentarium), 16908 (jug)

The tumuli necropolis of ancient Histria occupies an area of 
approximately 5 square km to the north of the city, where 
more than 700 tumuli of varying sizes (and clearly dating from 
different periods in the history of this Milesian city) have been 
mapped. Some of them were excavated between 1955 and 1961, 
including this one, cremation grave XXV, although cremation 
was the second use in the timeline of this tumulus. The grave 
goods are relatively opulent, comprising both pottery containers 
(two plates, a bowl and a drinking cup) and glass vessels (seven 
incomplete unguentaria, a drinking cup and a jug with one 
handle), as well as a fibula. One of the most impressive objects is 
undoubtedly the fish-shaped unguentarium. These little glass or 

pottery vessels were used to store perfumes, creams and other, 
largely female, personal care products. From this point of view, 
unguentaria are indispensable items in grave goods because 
the different personal belongings deposited with the deceased 
also included objects that would be required in the afterlife. The 
fish is a frequent image in funerary art and most fish-shaped 
unguentaria known in the Roman world come from graves (such 
as those from the necropolises of Panticapaeum and Zadar, in 
Croatia). The piece from Histria is similar to those objects but 
unique in terms of its exquisite artistic execution, having been 
blown from a different mould. Made of thick translucent glass, it 
represents a fish (probably from the Cyprinidae family, possibly 
a carp) and displays great attention to detail, featuring all the 
anatomical aspects. The tail is elongated to form the neck of the 
unguentarium. Another splendid piece from this grave is the jug 
with one handle (MNIR Inv. 16908) made from green transparent 
glass. This type of vessel is less common in grave goods and was 
used to store and pour liquids, most probably wine.

Bibliography: Alexandrescu, 1966: 220 pl. 81 y 101; Kunina, 1997; 
Fadić, 1997: 123-135.

AB



564

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

Modiolus
Callatis - Western tumular necropolis 
(Mangalia, Constanța county)

Second half of the 1st century - early 2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 16894

Glass vessel discovered in a tumulus located some 5 km west 
of Mangalia, on the road to Albești. The tumulus contained a 
sarcophagus made of stone slabs that yielded charred bone 
remains and ash, as well as opulent grave goods comprising 
glass and clay vessels, little bone spoons, a bronze fibula, three 
spurs and an iron horse bit. This piece belongs to the category 
of jugs with one handle. Although they are thought to be 
drinking vessels, these jugs may also have been used to measure 
quantities of liquid or grain, and it is from this function that they 
derive their name (modiolus translates as “small measure”). 
The Callatis specimen has a unique handle decorated with a 
continuous vertical line of dentilation and transverse ribs. This 
detail sets the jug apart from others of its kind, suggesting 
that it was made at a local workshop, probably in Tomis, the 
provenance of an identical piece.

Bibliography: unpublished (the tomb: Alexandrescu et alii, 1950: 
90; analogies: Bucovală 1968, 35: nº 24 tipo VII).

AB

Bowl
Tomis? (Constanța, Constanța county)

1st century AD

MNIR Inv. 174413

We do not know the exact location of the find or the provenance 
of this piece. Made of glass, it belongs to the “ribbed bowl” 
category, a type of vessel that was popular throughout the 
Roman Empire in the first century AD and has numerous 
variations and sub-variations in terms of shape and decoration. 
The hemispherical vessel is decorated with more accentuated 
and more superficial grooves made using the rotary-pressed 
mould technique whereby the vessel was mould-blown on a 
rotating potter's wheel. This is one of the glass vessel production 
techniques described by Pliny the Elder. 

Bibliography: unpublished (glass shape analogies: Isings, 1957: 
21).
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Unguentarium
Callatis - Roman-Byzantine necropolis, tomb M.222? (Mangalia, 
Constanța county)

Mid 4th century AD

MNIR Inv. 70535

The grave was made of stone slabs and contained two skeletons. 
Their grave goods consisted of a jug and this unguentarium, 
made of thin dark brown glass that was mould-blown. These 
vessels held the vegetable oils that were used in Christian 
funerary rites, after which they were buried with the deceased.

Bibliography: Preda, 1980: 103 pl. XIII/M222 pl. LXXVI/M222.

AB

Unguentarium
Alburnus Maior - Roman necropolis of Tăul Secuilor / Pârâul 
Porcului, tomb M. 83 (Roșia Montană, Alba county)

2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 334403

This piece was among the grave goods of a cremation tomb 
found during the 2004 dig campaign, together with a pot, a 
thurible, four plates, a lid, two lamps, a coin, nails and an iron 
rivet. The execution of the free-blown glass unguentarium 
indicates that it was made in a local Dacian workshop.

Bibliography: unpublished.
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Grave goods
Bădila - Valea Capaclia tumulus (Niculițel, Tulcea County)

First half of the 2nd century AD

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 743 (pendant), 752 (situla)

The tumulus forms part of the archaeological site of 
Noviodunum, which includes the fortification situated east of 
the modern-day city of Isaccea, the civilian settlement and the 
tumuli necropolis that stretches across several kilometres to 
the south of the fortress. Rescue excavations were carried out 
at the tumulus in 1970–1971, yielding four cremation graves 
and five interments (one in a sarcophagus and four in a simple 
trench). 

Pendant
The gold pendant was discovered in the sarcophagus grave. It is 
biconical with eight facets. A green biconical stone is attached 
to the bottom of the piece. 

Situla
The grave where the situla was found consisted of a two-step 
cremation trench. The top step yielded several iron nails, used 
to pin the beams of the pyre floor in place, a lamp and a little 
pottery cup broken for ritual purposes, a strigil and a bronze 
situla, as well as several fruits: dates, figs and a walnut. The 
cremated remains, dropped directly into the trench with the ash 
from the pyre, were covered with a pitched brick roof attached to 
the top step of the trench. 

The situla was found in an excellent condition and has a 
moveable handle. The walls of the vessel are decorated with four 
scenes of fishing, in haut-relief; the human figures are children 
(erotes). Two of these figurative scenes are almost identical 
and positioned symmetrically, differing only in the depiction 
of certain details. The theme in both cases is line fishing. The 
figure leans against a rock or a harbour construction and holds 
a basket and a fishing rod with a fish on the hook. In the third 
scene, a figure is pulling a fishing net out of the water, and in 
the fourth scene we see a figure that is naked save for a belt 
with two knives. In his hand he holds a basket, bag or sponge 
that he has just pulled out of the water. All four scenes are 
framed by two lotus buds. The spaces between them are filled 
with other pairs of symmetrically positioned elements. Two of 
the fields depict a path leading from the edge of the water and 
up a hill to a pitched-roof construction. In the other fields we 
see an altar with a wicker basket from which rise the bodies of 
two snakes.

Bibliography: Simion, 1977: 125, 129-130 pl. IX; Simion, 1994: 
94-95, fig. 8; Simion, 1996: 113-136. 
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Balsamarium
Strâmba (Turceni, Gorj County)

2nd-3rd centuries AD

MOC Inv. 25102

Bronze balsamarium shaped like the bust of a beardless young 
man wearing a pendant necklace. 

Bibliography: Bondoc, 2000: 47-48 nº. 38.

DB



568

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

Cache of bronze vessels
Ampelum (Zlatna town, Alba County)

2nd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 1091 (sítula), V 1093 (enócoe) 

Cache discovered by chance in 1900, on the road between the 
towns of Alba Iulia and Zlatna, beside an altar dedicated to the 
goddess Fortuna Salutaris (IDR III/3 303). The five bronze vessels 
were donated to the History Museum in Cluj, in 1992. According 
to researchers, the vessels may have been cult objects, as they 
were found upside-down in a pit near a temple dedicated to 
the goddess Fortuna Salutaris. They are represented in this 
exhibition by a situla of the type described by Den Boesterd (1956 
47 no. 152 pl. VI) and a Rádnoti type 75 oenochoe (1938 pl. XIII).

Bibliography: Téglás, 1902: 7-12 nº. 1 y 3, fig. 1/1 y 3; Novák, 1942: 
232-236, fig. 1-2, 5; Wollmann, 1996: 211, pl. 12/1, 24 96/1-2; 
Antiques bronzes, 2003: 142 nº. 200 y 202.
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Ladle
Cristești - military vicus (Cristești, Mureș County)

First half of the 1st century - early 2nd century AD

MJMS Inv. 3655

Bronze vessel discovered in unspecified circumstances at the 
military vicus on the outskirts of the village. The ladle was made 
in an Italic workshop and used during religious ceremonies.

Bibliography: Man, 2011: 195 nº. 1 pl. CXLIV/1.

NM

Patera
Tomis - necropolis of I.G. Duca St.-Avenue. Ferdinand, grave M. 3 
(Constanța, Constanța County)

2nd century AD

MINAC Inv. 12442

Between autumn 1967 and early 1968, archaeological excavations 
in the necropolis of ancient Tomis—now at the intersection of 
Ion Gheorghe Duca St. and Ferdinand Avenue—unearthed eight 
bronze objects. Among them was a bronze patera with a wolf’s 
head finial on the handle.

Bibliography: Bucovală, 1968: 300-301.

MB
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Grave goods from a 
cremation tomb
Noviodunum - necropolis of «Movilele dese» 
(Isaccea, Tulcea county)

1st century - first half of the 2nd century AD

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 26001 (bowl), 20945 (fibula), 8009 (strigil), 
25907-25912 (belt lining)

Emergency excavations carried out in the necropolis of the 
ancient town of Noviodunum in 1979–1980 uncovered a group of 
two or more flattened and joined tumuli lying on an east-west 
axis. Three cremation graves were found in the western tumulus 
and two in the eastern barrow. The central grave in the western 

tumulus had a pit dug on two tiers, covered with bricks sealed 
with a layer of mortar. The grave goods, placed on a tier in the 
pit, consisted of a cup and jug with a trefoil mouth, an iron knife 
blade, a gold fibula, a silver bowl, a bronze situla depicting the 
mythological tale of the “Fall of Phaeton” (haut-relief), a gilded 
bronze strigil, two small bronze tubes (probably talismans), 
several brooches, links and appliqués of silver and bronze, and a 
coin from the time of Hadrian.

Bowl
The entire outer surface of this silver double-wall vessel is 
decorated with overlapping layers of repoussé palmettes.
Bibliography: Simion, 1984: 78 pl. IX/1, XI/1-2; Simion, 1994: 103 
pl. 8; Simion, 1996: 114.
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Fibula
The gold fibula, preserved intact, is shaped like a greyhound 
moving to the left. The thin band in relief around the neck 
represents a collar. The fastening system includes a back hinge 
(Backenscharnier).

The fibula is an example of the Tierfibeln or zoomorphic 
brooches that were especially popular in the western imperial 
provinces (Gaul, Germania) in the second–third century AD, 
where most of them were made of bronze and decorated 
with enamel. To date, this piece has no close analogies in the 
repertoire of Roman fibulae, in terms of its artistic rendering 
or the material used. Zoomorphic fibulae were made at many 
workshops, and the variety of models illustrates the existence of 
heterogenous representations.

Bibliography: Simion, 1984: 78 pl. IX/1; Simion, 1994: 94 pl. 8; 
Simion, 1996: 114-115; Simion, 2007: fig. 9.

DP y GN

Strigil
The functional part of the strigil is decorated like a human 
finger. The handle was made by bending the rod.
Bibliography: Simion, 1984: 78; Simion, 1996: 115.

DP

Belt plate
The belt plate consists of a silver brooch with a movable plate 
and five silver appliqués decorated with geometric motifs. It was 
attached to the belt by a series of rivets; we can still see some 
of these rivets at the ends, as well as the holes where they were 
inserted.

Bibliography: Simion, 1984: 78 pl. 10; Simion, 1994-1995: 131, fig. 
7/h; Simion, 1996: 114.
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Balsamarium
Barboși-Tirighina (Galați, Galați county)

2nd - 3rd centuries AD

MIPPGL Inv. 32978

The object was found among the goods of a cremation grave 
destroyed by construction works in 1982, approximately 500 m 
northwest of the walls of the Roman castrum.

The bronze flask, with tiny handles for hanging, represents 
the Egyptian god Serapis. The vessel’s mouth is shaped like a 
kalathos, this deity’s particular headgear. It is an eastern cult 
object and shows signs of prolonged use.

Bibliography: Dragomir, 1991: 237-246, fig. 1/4, fig. 2; Monografia 
arheologică a Moldovei de sud, 1996: 525-534, fig. 1/4, fig. 2

CI

Figurine 
Hunia (Maglavit, Dolj county)

2nd-3rd century AD 

MOC Inv. 6137

Bronze figurine of a little owl, discovered by chance.

Bibliography: Bondoc, 2000: 11-12 nº. 5.
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Furniture appliqué
Transylvania - Place of discovery unknown

Late 1st century - late 2nd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 1127

This piece entered the Cluj museum’s collections in 1918 as a 
gift of Count Teleki Domokos, but the details of its provenance 
are unknown. It is a bust of Jupiter wearing a double oak-
leaf wreath. At the base of the bust is a laurel branch. Small 
fastening rivets can still be seen on the back. The artistic 
workmanship of this appliqué is quite remarkable.

Bibliography: Civiltà , 1970: 199-200, fig. 2; Pop, 1979: 645-646 
pl. 121; Antique Bronzes, 2003: 129 nº. 147; Nemeti, Beu-Dachin, 
2012: 8-9.

IN

Statuette
Porolissum (Moigrad, Mirșid, Sălaj county)

2nd century AD

MJIAZ Inv. CC 1088/1983

Bronze figurine of a lion in motion discovered in 1983 while 
excavating the Roman castrum of Porolissum (Pomet hill), in the 
building known as C2 located on the latus dextrum. The shallow 
depth at which it was found indicates that it was used in the 
third century AD.

Bibliography: Pop, 1998: 355 pl. LII (fot.); Țeposu-Marinescu, 
Pop, 2000: 122 nº. 153 pl. 76 (fot.); Antique bronzes, 2003: 125 nº. 
129.
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Mould for terra sigillata ware
Micăsasa (Micăsasa, Sibiu county)

Second half of the 2nd century - first half of the 3rd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 43670

The Roman settlement of Micăsasa stood on the right bank of the 
River Târnava Mare, about 60 km northeast of Apulum (modern-
day Alba Iulia), on the road that connected the political capital 
of Roman Dacia to its eastern borders. The Roman settlement 
and its pottery workshops were excavated in 1976–1980, 
1981–1986 and 1991–1996. The settlement of Micăsasa occupied 
an estimated 20 ha. However, its importance resides in the 
discovery of 27 pottery firing kilns and other adjacent structures 
specific to pottery workshops (areas for modelling and drying 
vessels, pits for extracting and settling clay, sherd pits, wells, 
etc.), which attest to the primary economic activity at this 
location, especially from the latter half of the second century to 
the early third century AD. The master potters of Micăsasa made 
a wide variety of ceramic products, from late La Tène pottery 
to luxury wares (terra sigillata, stamped pottery, objects with 
applied decoration in relief or barbotine decoration, etc.), lamps, 
terracotta figurines, pottery for everyday use and construction 
materials. Of the many pottery items they produced, the most 
impressive are the terra sigillata pieces, luxury ware in Roman 
times, decorated with figures in relief made with the help of 
sigilla or stamps. To obtain this particular type of decoration, 
potters made moulds and impressed those stamps on the 
inside, creating a negative pattern. More than 400 terra sigillata 
moulds and over 350 vessels made from them were found at the 
pottery workshops in Micăsasa, placing it at the head of pottery 
production centres in Roman Dacia. The moulds feature a variety 
of decorative themes, from deities to battle and hunting scenes, 
as well as diverse combinations of plant motifs. In terms of 
variety and scale of production, the Micăsasa pottery workshops 
are comparable to ceramic centres in western provinces and in 
neighbouring provinces, such as those of Aquincum (Pannonia), 
Viminacium-Margum (Upper Moesia) or the workshops located 
around the town of Nicopolis ad Istrum (Lower Moesia).

The mould displayed here was discovered in 1980, during 
systematic archaeological excavations of the pottery workshops. 
It was used to manufacture Drag. 37-type bowls. The negative 

pattern inside the mould was created by impressing several 
sigilla of zoomorphic and plant motifs. The central decoration 
is a hunting scene on a single register where different animals 
(bears, hares, dogs) are running to the left, while a deer runs 
to the right. Each animal is individualised by a vertical line 
of two randomly placed rosettes. The mould was made with 
considerable artistic skill. The hole in the middle served to 
secure it to the potter’s wheel.

Bibliography: Mitrofan, 1990; Mitrofan, 1991; Mitrofan, 1995: 8 pl. 
9/3; Mitrofan, Pop, 1996: 10 nº. 68; Rusu-Bolindeț, 2011: 92-99, 
fig. 1-6, tab. 1; Rusu-Bolindeț et alii, 2018: 107 nº. 276.
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Bowl
Micăsasa - La Livadă (Micăsasa, Sibiu county)

Second half of the 2nd century - first half of the 3rd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 43715

Vessel found in 1986 in a pottery sherd pit, broken into several 
pieces. The terra sigillata Drag. 37-Type bowl is decorated with 
geometric and zoomorphic motifs arranged in four registers. 

Bibliography: Mitrofan, 1990: 136, fig. 22/3; Mitrofan, 1995: 6 pl. 
17/1; Mitrofan, Pop, 1996: 19 nº. 221, pl. XIX; Rusu-Bolindeț et alii, 
2018: 114 nº. 296. 

VR-B

Jug
Alburnus Maior - Roman necropolis of Tăul Secuilor / Pârâul 
Porcului, tomb M. 112 (Roșia Montană, Alba county)

2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 334369

This piece was discovered in autumn 2004 while investigating 
a cremation grave. Placed in the middle of the burial pit, atop a 
wooden box containing two sets of gaming tokens and a die, the 
vessel was associated with two more jugs, four thuribles, a bowl, 
six lamps, a glass unguentarium, a bronze object and iron nails. 
The quality of the workmanship and its uniqueness indicate 
that the jug was made in the workshops of Alburnus Maior. The 
decorative programme, divided into two registers, consists of 
dotted ovals, rosettes, palmettes, masks and a representation of 
Minerva.

Bibliography: The Supply of Ceramic, 2018: 63 nº. cat. (voz Ionuț 
Bocan); Bocan, Neagu, 2018: 93, fig. 31 a-b; Bocan, Neagu, 2020: 
357, fig. 2.1.

IB
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Lamp mould 
Romula (Reșca, Dobrosloveni, Olt County)

2nd-3rd century AD

MRC Inv. 11279

Upper valve of a mould for Loeschcke XX-type lamps.

Bibliography: Tudor, 1940: 165, fig. 8; Lychnus et Lampas, 73 nº. 
72, fig. 72 (entry by George Mihai); The Supply of Ceramic, 174 
nº. 468 (entry by Mircea Negru, Sabin Popovici, George Mihai, 
Oriana Svedac).

IB and SP

Lamp
Romula (Reșca, Dobrosloveni, Olt County)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MRC Inv. 3357

Loeschcke XX-type lamp with an olive-green lead glaze.

Bibliography: Lychnus et Lampas, 66 nº. 159, fig. 159 (entry by 
George Mihai); România Civilizații Suprapuse, 319 (entry by 
Cătălina - Mihaela Neagu); The Supply of Ceramic, 170 nº. 455 
(entry by Mircea Negru, Sabin Popovici, George Mihai, Oriana 
Svedac).

IB and SP
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Jug
Transylvania, place of discovery unknown

2nd-3rd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 705

Vessel shaped like a small cask, with two handles and two short 
feet. On the central part of the body, the excised decoration 
consists of a stylised plant motif.

Bibliography: Rusu-Bolindeț et alii, 2008: 47 nº. 108.

VR-B

Vessel
Arcobadara - Roman fort (Ilișua, Uriu, Bistrița-Năsăud county)

Second quarter of the 2nd century AD

CMBN Inv. 23559

Small container discovered in 2009, during systematic 
excavations inside the Roman castrum of Ilișua. The piece was 
found beside denarii from the days of Trajan and Hadrian in 
the retentura sinistra, on the same level as a violent fire in the 
stables, which stratigraphically pertains to the large phase of 
the earthen castrum. Incisions were made on the shoulder after 
firing to create a Latin inscription in cursive script that reads 
“PRISCI DVPL”, which translates as “Of Priscus, duplicarius 
[low-ranking officer]”. This man would have belonged to the Ala I 
Tungrorum Frontoniana, the cavalry unit assigned to the garrison 
of the Ilișua castrum.

Bibliography: Dana et alii, 2012: 49-56

GM
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Jug
Napoca (Cluj-Napoca, Cluj county)

2nd-3rd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 699

Miniature jug with three handles and a reddish-brown glaze. 
Clay rings are attached to each handle, giving the vessel an 
elegant appearance.

Bibliography: Rusu-Bolindeț et alii, 2008: 48 nº. 110.

VR-B

Cup
Alburnus Maior - Roman necropolis of Tăul Secuilor / Pârâul 
Porcului, tomb M. 129 (Roșia Montană, Alba county)

2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 334379

This piece was among the grave goods of a cremation tomb 
discovered during the 2004 dig campaign, along with three jugs, 
a fragmented cup, a lamp and nails. The vessel has a lead glaze 
and its body is decorated with scales in relief. The quality of 
the workmanship and the closest analogies indicate that it was 
made in the workshops of Ampelum.

Bibliography: The Supply of Ceramic: 58 nº. cat. 135 (voz Ionuț 
Bocan).

IB



579

DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTSARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA 

Balsamarium
Barboși-Tirighina? (Galați, Galați county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MIPPGL Inv. 4745

Vessel of uncertain provenance since it formed part of the 
collection of Dr. N. Măcellariu, an owner in the Barboși-Tirighina 
area, and the exact location of the discovery is not mentioned 
in the deed of donation. It is a bronze container with rings for 
hanging or for attaching a handle, and is decorated with two 
schematic female figures. The vessel was used in oriental rites of 
worship and contained oil or perfume.

Bibliography: Dragomir, 1984: 602-603 pl. XIV/75.

CI

Vase 
Barboși-Tirighina (Galați, Galați county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MIPPGL Inv. 17999

Anthropomorphic vase discovered by chance in 1970 during 
works for furnace no. 3 at the Galați steel works. It comes from 
a tumulus that was destroyed during the works. Shaped like a 
kantharos, this container was made at a workshop in Asia Minor, 
almost certainly in Pergamon. It depicts the face of the Trojan 
hero Troilus.  Albeit with some difficulty, it is possible to discern 
the letter “T” and fragments of other letters on this vessel from 
Barboşi-Galaţi.

Bibliography: Dragomir, 1979: 145-150, fig. 1-2; Sanie, 2008: 
298-299

CI
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Lamp
Micia - East Amphitheater sector 
(Mintia - Vetel, Vețel, Hunedoara county)

First half of the 2nd century AD (probably reign of Hadrian)

MNIR Inv. 378336

Made of quality clay using a two-piece mould, this lamp 
was found in the year 2000. The discus is adorned with a 
painstakingly rendered female face. The quality of the artistic 
workmanship, the attention to detail and the only known parallel 
to this lamp indicate that it was an imported product, probably 
made at Viminacium.

Bibliography: unpublished.

IB

Lamp
Micia (Mintia - Vețel, Vețel, Hunedoara county)

3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 382115

Loeschcke type X lamp made of clay in a two-piece mould, 
featuring the image of an eagle with outstretched wings on the 
discus. The knobs on the shoulders and certain imperfections 
suggest that it was made in the workshops of Micia. The piece 
was discovered in 2020 inside a kiln in the Nemesis sector with 
two other lamps.

Bibliography: unpublished.

IB
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Lamp (ex-voto?)
Șimonești (Șimonești, Harghita county)

Mid 2nd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 1061

Bronze lamp in the form of a right foot shod with a light sandal 
consisting of thin straps around the big toe, ankle and heel. The 
piece was cast using the lost wax method. 

Bibliography: Pop, 1983: 470-471 nº. 8, fig. 3; Antique Bronzes, 
2003: 159 nº. 269; Lychnus et lampas, 2006: 89, 142 nº. 310.

VR-B

Candelabrum
Potaissa - Castro of the V Macedonica legion (Turda, Cluj County)

2nd-3rd century AD

MIT Inv. 6605

Bronze candelabrum formed by a Silenus figure that held four 
arms on supports. Only one arm and the support of another arm 
have been preserved. The piece comes from the castrum of the V 
Macedonica legion, command building, “room 10”.

Bibliography: Bărbulescu, 2009: 213, 224 fig. 19; Bărbulescu, 
2016: 116-121 fig. 118-124, 304-305 nº. 56.

DM
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Lantern
Micăsasa (Micăsasa, Sibiu county)

Middle - second third of the 3rd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 43921

Bronze lantern found during excavations carried out in Roman 
building. It was restored according to the model discovered at 
Herculaneum. 

Bibliography: Mitrofan, 1996; Antique Bronzes, 2003: 163 nº. 283; 
Lychnus et lampas, 2006: 90 143; nº. 314. 

VR-B

Grave goods
Olimp - tumular necropolis (Mangalia, Constanța county)

2nd century AD - post 141 AD

MINAC Inv. 12735 (earrings), 12738 (necklace), 12740 (lucerne), 
12779 (slate plaque)

In 1970, while excavating the foundations of a house in the resort 
town of Olimp-Mangalia, a hermetically sealed sarcophagus with 
rich grave goods was found. Two coins of Empress Faustina the 
Elder dated the find to the second century AD. The sarcophagus 
contained the coffin of a woman wrapped in a shroud and lavish 
goods comprising assorted personal items, jewellery and other 
ritual objects. When the sarcophagus was opened, the dead 
woman’s hair and the decorative details of her attire were found 
intact. It is the only tomb of this type, with undisturbed and 
perfectly preserved grave goods, discovered on the western 
shores of the Black Sea. The following items from this tomb are 
included in the exhibition:

A) Beaten, rolled and chased gold hoop earrings. Several 
beads or pearls were probably threaded on the gold wire 
hanging from the hoop. 

B) Gold necklace with 49 small dark blue, almost black beads 
made of volcanic rock that were beaten, sanded and 
perforated. It has a hook clasp at one end. 

C) Lamp and lamp stand, both decorated with plant and 
zoomorphic motifs (including a bird figure on the lamp 
handle). They were placed between the left side of the 
coffin and the inner wall of the sarcophagus alongside 
three glass unguentaria. It is an unusual type of lamp, 
a luxury product of particular significance given its 
presence in a province on outer edge of the empire.

D) Rectangular slate plaque with marked signs of wear 
on the upper side, used to prepare cosmetic mixtures. 
This, together with a spatula, a glass rod and a few glass 
vessels with inorganic contents, formed the classic 
toiletry set. 

Bibliography: Rădulescu, Coman, Stavru, 1973: 251, 261, 263-264 
pl. IV/4; De Nuccio et alii, 1990 : 68-70, 114 fig. 45 cat. 221/33, 38; 
pl. IV/4; Lungu, Covacef, Chera, 2012 : 19-21 pl. II 3, 6; Aurul și 
argintul antic, 2013: 429-431 fig. 100.1, 4; Simion, 2003: 84-85 pl. 
XLVIII cat. Nº. 54-55.

DRC
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Oil lamp
Mamaia (Constanța district)

50 - 150 AD

MNIR Inv. 16683

Bronze oil lamp of the Loeschcke XX type. A tragic mask 
decorates the handle. The piece was found in 1957 in a double 
sarcophagus tomb. The artistic quality suggests that it was an 
import, made at an Italic centre.

Bibliography: Irimia, 1966: 38 nº. 25; Iconomu, 1967: 156-157 fig. 
1; Goldhelm, 1994: 201 nº. 79 (entry by C. Mușețeanu); Antique 
Bronzes, 2003: 157 nº. 262 (entry by C. Știrbulescu); Simion, 
2003: 54 nº. 20 pl. XX/fig. 7/20 a-d; Green, 2012: 41 nº. 6 fig. 4.

IB

Statuette
Desa (Desa, Dolj County)

End of the 2nd century - first decades of the 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 16737 

The exact place and the circumstances in which this bronze 
statuette representing Jupiter Dolichenus was found are not 
known. It represents a Hittite-Hurrian deity whose cult spread 
throughout the Roman Empire in the times of the emperor 
Vespasian. Originally associated with thunder, the sky and 
fertility, Dolichenus is one of the oriental deities that were 
imported into Rome by merchants and troops in contact with 
other civilisations. Cult of this god gained enormous popularity. 
The name is derived from the city of Doliche, in Commagene. 
Identified with Jupiter, the god was worshipped with the epithet 
Iuppiter Optimus Maximus Dolichenus. The statuette depicts 
the god with a cap and breastplate, the right arm raised with a 
double-bit axe (now lost) in his hand. In his left hand he holds a 
thunderbolt.

Bibliography: Antique Bronzes, 2003: 119 nº 106 (entry by Lucia 
Marinescu).

CȘ
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Statuette
Potaissa - Legio V Macedonica Camp (Turda, Cluj County)

Second half of the 1st century AD

MIT Inv. 6606

Bronze statuette of the god Jupiter, mounted on a pedestal 
decorated with silver and copper inlays. It was found during 
systematic archaeological excavations carried out at the 
castrum of the V Macedonica legion, command building, “room 
5”. The statuette belongs to the “Jupiter in Majesty” type and 
was made at a workshop—officina—in Gaul. It represents the 
first discovery of a statue with pedestal (known as the “Potaissa 
Jupiter”) in the province of Dacia.

Bibliography: Marinescu, Bărbulescu, 1997: 138-156; Marinescu, 
Pop, 2000: 21-23 nº. 1 pl. 1; Marinescu, Bărbulescu, 2000: 355-
364. 

DM

Statuette
Potaissa - C / Romană (Turda, Cluj County)

2nd-3rd century AD

MIT Inv. 2929

Bronze statuette of the god Mars, discovered by chance on 
Strada Romană in the city of Turda. It is one of the most 
outstanding works of Roman art from Dacia in terms of the 
respect for the classical canon in the representation of the body 
and the treatment of the decorative details.

Bibliography: Milea, 1971: 577-578; Marinescu, Pop, 2000: 29 
nº. 9 pl. 5-6; Bărbulescu, 2015: 107-112 fig. 118-124, 284 nº. 56; 
Bărbulescu, 2016: 116-121 fig. 118-124, 304-305 nº. 56. 

DM
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Statuette
Bălănești - Lower bed of the Amaradia Pietroasă stream (Ohaba, 
Gorj county)

2nd-3rd century AD

MJGJ Inv. 2871

Gilded bronze figure of the goddess Minerva, cast using the lost 
wax method, which was discovered by chance. The goddess has 
a helmet on her head and wears a long dress with a short tunic 
over it and a breastplate depicting the Gorgon Medusa.

Bibliography: Dumitrescu, 2010: 11- 99.

VM

Statuette
Micia (Mintia, Vețel, Hunedoara County)

First half of the 2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 157038

Figurine representing a Lar was discovered in 1981 during 
archaeological excavations carried out at a horreum (granary or 
warehouse). The lar is depicted as a young man with deep-set 
eyes, originally with vitreous paste inlays. On his head he has a 
laurel wreath and the ends of the ribbon rest on his shoulders. 
He wears a tunic and a cloak with a fringed hem and he has 
sandals on his feet. In his right hand he holds a rhyton shaped 
like a bull's head with a closed mouth. The position of the fingers 
on the left hand suggests that he held a cornucopia. Lares 
were secondary deities in the Etruscan and Roman pantheon, 
guardians of the hearth and domestic life in general. Only the 
spirits of respected believers were worshipped as lares.

Bibliography: Țeposu-Marinescu, Pop, 2000: 71-72 nº 72. 

CȘ
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Appliqué
Colonia Ulpia Traiana Augusta Dacica Sarmizegetusa 
(Sarmizegetusa, Hunedoara county)

2nd century AD

MCDR (Sección Sarmizegetusa) Inv. 30119

Figure discovered in 1995 outside the east wall of the city. 
Made out of gilded bronze, the fragmented (headless) statuette 
represents a seated semi-naked female figure. It is a maenad, 
one of the nymphs that accompanied the god Dionysus. We can 
only surmise what the piece was used for because there is no 
conclusive evidence about any of the possible variants. It may 
have formed part of an ensemble like the Derveni Krater. Neither 
can we rule out the possibility that the appliqué embellished a 
special piece of furniture, a portable altar, a litter for statues of 
worship, or perhaps an allegorical or funerary chariot. 

Bibliography: Diaconescu, 1998: 77-86, fig. 1-4; Diaconescu, 
2013: 118-129.

OT

Statuette-appliqué
Colonia Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa - extramural area 
(Sarmizegetusa, Hunedoara county)

2nd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 57068

Piece discovered by chance outside the south wall of Ulpia 
Traiana Sarmizegetusa, a settlement located on the great 
imperial road that crossed Dacia from south to north, from the 
Danube to Porolissum. It was founded in the early years after the 
conquest of the province and from the outset had the status of 
Colonia. An estimated population of 25,000 to 30,000 lived in an 
area of approximately 32 ha. In the third century AD, during the 
reign of Emperor Severus Alexander, the Colonia Ulpia Traiana 
Augusta Dacica Sarmizegetusa was elevated to the status of 
metropolis. The piece is a fragment of a gilded bronze chariot 
appliqué. It represents the goddess Victory, with her hair 
gathered in a krobylos on the crown of her head. She wears a 
long tunic.

Bibliography: Daicoviciu, 1960: 131-140; RR, 1969: 222 F127 fig. 
7; Civiltà, 1970: 204 F26; Alicu, Pop, Wollmann, 1979: 73 nº. 25 pl. 
111/25; Antique Bronzes, 2003: 135 nº. 175; Treasures of Romania, 
2016: 281, 484; Dacia Felix, 2019: 84-85 nº. 43.

IN
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Appliqué
Colonia Ulpia Traiana Augusta Dacica Sarmizegetusa 
(Sarmizegetusa, Hunedoara county)

2nd century AD

MCDR (sección Sarmizegetusa) Inv. 1073 

Gilded bronze piece discovered in 1973 during the systematic 
excavation of the north sector of the complex of temples 
dedicated to the gods Asclepius and Hygeia. The haut-relief 
depicts the head of the Gorgon Medusa according to the 
established iconography in which the bestial characteristics 
are attenuated to the point where they all but vanish. Thus, in 
this appliqué the image dominated by serpents and fangs has 
been replaced by a softer visage—a round face with full cheeks, 
large almond-shaped eyes, a straight nose and a mouth with 
parted lips revealing a hint of small teeth. Framing the face is 

abundant curly hair from which little wings sprout. The piece 
denotes painstaking execution. Anatomical details such as the 
iris, pupils and eyelids, the down-turned corners of the eyes, 
the somewhat dilated nostrils and the slightly protruding lower 
lip, the crease across the forehead and the wrinkles at the base 
of the nose are all depicted with naturalism and great precision 
to accentuate the furrowed brow and suggest contained anger. 
Around the edges, concealed by the locks of hair, are three iron 
rivets for attaching the appliqué to a support. We cannot be sure 
about the type of support on which it was mounted: it could have 
formed part of an imperial statue or figure of worship, or it may 
have been an ornament on an item of furniture or a vehicle.

Bibliography: Alicu, Rusu, 1974: 95-96 nº. 4; Rusu, Nemeș, Pop, 
1974-1975: 107-108 nº. 11, fig. 10; Antique Bronzes in Romania, 
2003: 139 nº. 108 (entry by A. Pescaru); Diaconescu, 2013: 130-
131.

OT
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Statuette
Drobeta - Castro (Drobeta-Turnu Severin, Mehedinți county)

2nd century AD

MRPF Inv. II 9173

Bronze bust of the goddess Isis discovered during archaeological 
excavations in the 20th century. The goddess is shown emerging 
from an acanthus corolla, dressed in a tunic and a mantle that 
forms the distinctive knot on her chest. Her hair is held back by 
a ribbon at the temples and gathered in a bun adorned with a 
lotus flower at the nape of her neck. On her head she wears her 
specific high crown, the basileion.

Bibliography: Berciu, Petolescu, 1979: 30 nº. 10; Antique bronzes, 
2003: 120 nº. 110.

MS

Statuette
Romula (Reșca, Dobrosloveni, Olt County)

2nd-3rd century AD

MOC Inv. I 7415

Bronze statuette depicting the representation of the god Serapis 
in seated position and with a calathus decorated with vegetal 
motifs on his head. The god wears a long draped garment and 
sandals. Originally, he sat on a throne, nowadays lost. 

Bibliography: Bondoc, 2000: 47-48 nº. 38. 

DB
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Statuette
Rapoltu Mare (Rapoltu Mare, Hunedoara County)

3rd century AD

MCDR Inv. 52612

The figurine representing Mercury-Thoth was discovered in 
summer 2016 during systematic excavations at the Roman villa 
of Rapoltu Mare-La Vie (“To the Vineyard”). The bronze statuette 
represents Mercury Hermes Thoth. Semi-naked, the god wears 
a chlamys draped over his left arm and displays the usual 
attributes: pouch of money in his right hand and caduceus in the 
left. In the Egyptian iconographic version, to which this figurine 
is ascribed, a lotus leaf appears between the two little wings that 
sprout directly from the curly hair. The anatomical and stylistic 
details tell us that this object was one of the products made at 
the workshops in Gaul. Mercury, a god with multiple attributes, 
is one of the most popular deities in the Graeco-Roman world 
and the province of Dacia is no exception. Here, the god was 
usually immortalised in bronze statuettes, the majority of which 
reached the region through trade with the western empire.

Bibliography: Barbu, Gonciar, 2019: 79-81 pl. II/3 Pl. III.

OT

Statuette
Colonia Ulpia Traiana Augusta Dacica Sarmizegetusa 
(Sarmizegetusa, Hunedoara County)

2nd century AD

MCDR Inv. 1125

Bronze figure found in unknown circumstances. The goddess 
Fortuna-Isis is represented with a long tunic and a himation. On 
her head she wears a diadem decorated with an incised zigzag 
pattern and a cylindrical modius. Judging from the position 
of her palms and our knowledge of certain analogies, we can 
surmise the attributes she once sported: a cornucopia in her left 
hand and a rudder in the right. The piece represents a syncretic 
iconographic model that spread throughout the empire and 
combined the elements associated with both goddesses, Fortuna 
and Isis.

Bibliography: Alicu et alii, 1979: 116 nº. 255 pl. CXX; Rusu, 1979: 
174 nº. 4 pl. I/4 a-b; Miclea, Florescu, 1980: 67 nº. 32, fig. 32; 
Ţeposu-Marinescu, Pop, 2000: 103-104 nº. 122 pl. 63.

OT
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Statuette
Arcobara - Roman fort (Ilișua, Uriu, Bistrița-Năsăud county)

Late 2nd century - early 3rd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 1125

Piece discovered in the 19th century during the excavations 
carried out at the east gate of the castrum that formed part of 
the defence system of the province of Dacia Porolissensis. The 
figurine represents the goddess Libera. On her head she has a 
korymbus comprising a flower between two broad leaves, while 
bunches of grapes and vine leaves hang around her ears. She 
is depicted semi-naked with a garment draped over her left 
shoulder and pelvic area, exposing her left breast and hip as well 
as part of her right foot. In her right hand she probably held a 
thyrsus, now lost, and in her left hand she had a kantharos of 
which only the handle remains. 

Bibliography: Torma, 1866: 57-58 nº. 5, fig. 2; Pop, 1973: 596-598 
nº. 5, fig. 2; Țeposu Marinescu, Pop, 2000: 108 nº. 130 pl. 67; 
Antique Bronzes, 2003: 119 nº. 105; Nemeti, Beu-Dachin, 2021: 
42-43; Dacia Felix, 2019: 82-83 nº. 8.

IN

Statuette
Potaissa (Turda, Cluj county)

1st - 2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 139636

One of the most spectacular representations of the goddess 
Venus discovered in the former province of Dacia, this piece 
is known in scholarly literature as the “Venus of Potaissa”. The 
bronze statuette was found in 1893 at Potaissa, the present-day 
town of Turda in Cluj county.

The goddess is portrayed in the nude, as Venus Pudica, gazing 
at an attribute, now lost, held in her right hand (an apple or 
pomegranate?). She wears a tall crown on her head, with incised 
decorations and a crescent moon over the forehead, leading 
some researchers to regard it as a syncretic image also related 
to the cult of Isis. The figurine was probably made at a workshop 
in Asia Minor. 

Bibliography: Buday, 1909: 146-153; Miclea 1969: 13 pl. 112; 
Römer in Rumänien, 1969: 196 F 21; Marinescu, 1981: 72 nº. 
593 pl. II 2; Gramatopol, 1982: pl. IX 4; Pop, 1987: 156 fig. 4; 
Bodor, 1989: 1111 pl. IV 13; Marinescu, 1994: 277 nº. 26 fig. 4 = 
Marinescu, 1988-1991: 70 nº. 26 pl. I 26; Kadar, 1997: 223-226; 
Antique bronzes in Romania, 2003: nº. 83 (voz L. Marinescu).

MS
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Statuette
Micia (Mintia, Vețel, Hunedoara county)

1st - 2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 157039

Bronze statuette discovered during archaeological investigations 
in the castrum of Micia. The god Eros is portrayed as a naked 
winged child, dynamically posed with his left arm seemingly 
raised in salute. He wears a wreath of rosettes or pomegranates 
on his hand and boxing gloves (caesti) on his hands. His 
small size and dynamic posture, suggesting interaction 
with other figures, indicates that the piece may have been 
part of a complex artistic composition related to a specific 
mythology (Venus, boxing matches between Erotes), although 
unfortunately the other elements have not survived. This piece 
appears to have been made in a western workshop. Its use at the 
castrum of Micia has been archaeologically dated to AD 170–271.

Bibliography: Ţeposu-Marinescu, Pop, 2000: nº. 63. 

MS

Statuette
Alburnus Maior - Necropolis of Pârâul Porcului / Tăul Secuilor 
(Roșia Montană, Alba county)

1st - 2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 358809

Amber figurine discovered in a cremation grave at Roșia Montană, 
Alba county, in the necropolis of Pârâul Porcului/Tăul Secuilor, one 
of the seven ancient cemeteries that have been investigated at this 
important mining centre of the Roman world. The statuette was 
part of an improvised necklace, along with an earthenware bead 
and an amber amulet, strung on a cord of organic material that 
has since disintegrated and laid in the grave after incineration. 
The figurine belongs to the category of preziose sculture, depicting 
Eros driving a chariot drawn by an aquatic bird. The piece, carved 
from Baltic amber or succinite, is an exceptionally fine, precisely 
crafted work of art. It was made in the engraved gem workshops of 
Aquileia in the second half of the first century AD.

All analyses agree that it is one of the few extant creations of 
the “Master of the Aquileia Eros”, an anonymous artist. The 
Roșia Montană Eros is a complex hypostasis of this ancient 
god. On the one hand, he is related to the procession of the 
goddess Venus, representing the joy of living, and on the other, 
he takes on the role of the soul's guide and companion on its 
way to the Elysian Fields. A similar image appears in the mural 
painting in the third-century AD tomb of Octavia Paulina, on 
the Via Triumphalis. In that painting, Eros, in a chariot drawn 
by two birds, clasps the dead girl’s soul to his breast and follows 
Mercury to the Elysian Fields, where the souls of children with 
flowers in their hands await Octavia Paulina. The Roșia Montană 
Eros is therefore the bridge between two worlds: the guide to 
the afterlife! The presence of such an object in a grave on the 
outer limits of the empire, given its particular value at the time, 
tells us something about the financial status of the local mining 
communities, but also about their place of origin, considering 
that similar amber statuettes were found among grave goods 
in Dalmatian mining country, specifically the necropolises of 
Salona.

Bibliography: Simion et alii, 2020: 32-33, fig. 11-12.
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Roman votive deposits at the 
Germisara thermal baths
Germisara – Dâmbul romanilor (Geoagiu-Băi, Geoagiu, 
Hunedoara department)

Second half of the 2nd century - first half of the 3rd century AD

MCDR Inv. 37342 (statue of the goddess Diana), 32262, 34536 
and MNUAI Inv. R 8280 (gold plaquettes)

Emergency excavations carried out in 1986 uncovered the 
ancient thermal baths at Germisara, an intricate complex 
comprising two phases of organisation. Archaeologists found 
several votive objects dedicated to the deities that protected 
the baths: eight gold plaques, a series of marble statuettes, four 
altars or statue pedestals, and more than 600 silver and bronze 
coins that had been thrown into the pool as offerings. The 
marble statue of the goddess Diana presents the typical clothing 
of the short sleeveless tunic and overfold (apoptygma). The left 
hand is positioned to hold the bow, while the right hand is raised 
to the head as if to draw an arrow from the quiver. That element 
was not sculpted and the statue therefore gives the impression 
being unfinished. At the goddess's feet we see a dog beside a 
tree trunk. The statue is particularly static compared with the 
traditional iconography of Diana in full motion as she hunts. The 
execution of the sculpture evidences the artisan’s ineptitude, 
from the goddess's lack of grace and her disproportionate limbs 
to the schematic treatment of the dog.

Bibliography: Piso, Rusu, 1990: 9, fig. 1.
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Votive plaquettes
Eight gold votive plaquettes were found in 1986 during zoning 
works on the Geoagiu-Băi resort and spa facilities. The pieces 
were, later, recovered by judicial authorities. They were made 
with the repoussé technique by beating a thin sheet of gold on a 
wooden matrix. The first of them depicts Diana accompanied by 
a deer, in keeping with the classic iconography associated with 
this goddess. She appears in an aedicula. At her feet, we see her 
name in relief: “DIA(na)”. The name of the woman who dedicated 
the offering was added after the plaque was completed and 
appears in the smooth field of the inscription, beneath the 
aedicula: “Corne/lia Mar/cellin(a)”. The second gold plaque also 
bears an inscription incised after completion, this time in a 
tabula ansata type of field. It reads “Nymf/is Dece/balus Lu/ci(i) 
posuit”, translated as “Nymphs, it was placed by Decebalus of 
Lucius.” The dedicator, Decebalus, son of Lucius, has a Dacian 
name and a Roman patronymic. It is the only mention of the 

name Decebalus, and indeed of any Dacian name, in the entire 
epigraphy of Roman Dacia.

The third small plaque shows Hygeia, goddess of health, in an 
aedicula. The deity, draped in a chiton, holds a vessel in her 
left hand and a serpent in her right. On the aedicula, at the 
goddess’s feet, are the letters “YGI”. The area of the actual 
inscription is below, where the following text in Latin was carved 
with a fine point on the face of the piece: “[H]ygia[e] / Corne 
/ l[ia] Marcel / lina”, translated as “To Hygeia, [dedicated by] 
Cornelia Marcellina”.

Bibliography: Piso, Rusu, 1990; Rusu, Pescaru, 1993; Goldhelm, 
1994: 217-219; Piso, Rusu, 1990: 12 nº. 5 fig. 10-11; Dana, 2006: 
114; Aurul și Argintul, 2013: 506 nº. 122; Ciongradi, 2013: 141-142, 
nº 2-3, fig. 2-3.
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RVotive relief or matrix
Gherla - Roman fort (Gherla, Cluj county)

2nd-3rd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 45339

Bronze piece discovered by chance in 1980 on the surface of 
the Gherla castrum. The Roman settlement was located on 
the imperial road connecting Napoca and Porolissum, and it 
was here that the cavalry unit Ala Secunda Pannoniorum was 
garrisoned. The object may be a votive relief or a matrix for votive 
reliefs. It represents a goddess in a naiskos.  She wears a long 
tunic, a stola fastened beneath her breast and a palla. In her 
right hand she holds a patera from which she feeds a snake; in 
her left hand, a cista mistica, a container for cosmetic or sacred 
items. The goddess was identified as Nantosuelta-Proserpina, a 
syncretic deity of Celtic origin.

Bibliography: Isac, 1994: 47-52; Isac, 2001: 184-188; Nemeti, 
1998: 96-101; Antique Bronzes, 2003: 127 nº. 138; Nemeti, Beu-
Dachin, 2012: 84-85; Treasures of Romania, 2016: 282, 484.

IN

Plaquette
Province of Dacia Inferior - exact provenance unknown

3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 16935

Square-shaped bronze plaquette depicting the Danubian 
Horseman: a rider wearing a tunic, cloak and Phrygian cap who 
raises his right arm to strike, with an unidentifiable weapon, a 
man with similar clothing who lies between the horse's hooves. 
In front of the horseman is a woman with a long draped dress 
and a veil over her head, holding a vessel. The horseman is 
flanked by two servants in Phrygian dress, represented as 
Cautes and Cautopates. They each hold unidentifiable circular 
objects (human masks?). Across the top of the plaque, above the 
horseman, we see two snakes, and underneath them a caduceus 
on the right and a fish on the left. At the bottom of the plaque, 
under the male figure between the horse’s hooves, are three 
vessels of the same shape and size. Near the rider's foot is a 
ram's head.

The Danubian Horseman was a local deity of a deeply syncretic 
nature due to the assimilation of influences from other 
autochthonous, oriental and Graeco-Roman cults (the Thracian 
Horseman, Mithras, Cybele, Nemesis). The central motif of 
these depictions was a female deity accompanied by one or two 
riders armed with double-edged axes or spears, whose horses 
trampled fallen enemies. In sequential horizontal registers, 
representations of Danubian Horsemen narrate the myth of 
the goddess and the horseman/men and symbolise the three 
spheres of action: celestial, terrestrial and subterranean. 

Bibliography: Tudor, 1969: 26-27 nº 46 pl. XXIV.
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Sculpture (furniture piece)
Tomis (Constanța, Constanța county)

2nd century AD

MINAC Inv. 20743

This elegant piece depicts Venus in a posture deeply rooted 
in Hellenistic art: the goddess is nude and slightly bent over 
to slip on a sandal. The figure is carved from a single block of 
translucent quality marble, probably obtained from one of the 
quarries near Docimium and processed in local workshops. A 
luxury item, the sculpture appears to be the front part of a leg 
that might have supported a monopodium table. The details of 
the eyes and general workmanship of the piece date it to the 
second century AD, when the artistic production of Asia Minor 
flourished.

Bibliography: Covacef, 2011; Alexandrescu Vianu, 2015.

IS

Statue
Tomis - Treasure of sculptures (Constanța, Constanța county)

1st century BC - 1st century AD

MINAC Inv. 2006

Marble representation of the goddess Hecate in her three known 
hypostases, discovered along with 23 other sculpted pieces at 
Constanța in 1962. The carving denotes profound Hellenistic 
influences, apparent in the elegant expression of the features 
and the elements of her attire. The image of the goddess Hecate 
is well-represented in the group of sculptures from Tomis, 
appearing on six monuments (three bas-reliefs and three 
statues).

The hoard of sculptures in which this piece was found is 
best-known for the statuary group of Fortuna with Pontos 
(personification of the Black Sea) and the carving of the serpent 
Glycon, very rarely represented in the Graeco-Roman world. 

Bibliography: Canarache et alii, 1963: 73-74 fig. 36-39; Covacef, 
2002: 138 pl. XVII/2; Covacef, 2011: 38-39 fig. 14-16.
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Statue
Tomis - Sculpture Treasury (Constanța, Constanța County)

First half of the 3rd century AD

MINAC Inv. 2002

Statue made of a fine quality of white marble, discovered in 1962 
in Constanța as part of the Tomis sculpture treasure.  The bust 
represents Isis, the Egyptian goddess associated with crops, 
marriage, fertility and health. Her cult spread throughout the 
Graeco-Roman world but reached Dobruja somewhat later, 
towards the end of the first century AD or early second century. 
Isis was worshipped for a very long time in this region where, 
as in other parts of the Roman Empire, she became one of the 
principal deities of the syncretic period. The bust discovered in 
Constanța is distinguished by the simplicity of the image, the 
accuracy of the forms and, above all, by the realist, portrait-like 
aura that surrounds it. Unlike other depictions of this goddess, 
the face of the statue has been preserved intact with all the 
anatomical details. 

Bibliography: Canarache et al., 1963: 46-51 nº. 7; Covacef, 2011: 
32-33 nº. 7.

DRC

Sculpture group
Apulum (Alba Iulia, Alba county)

First third of the 3rd century AD (probably Severian period)

MNUAI Inv. R 8319

Marble sculpture group of Liber Pater and Pan, lord of the dark 
forests, with a panther. Liber Pater is depicted in a classic 
iconographic hypostasis: standing, semi-nude, with the typical 
panther skin (nebris) covering his torso. From the kantharos in 
his right hand, he pours wine into the mouth of the panther to 
his right. On his head he wears the customary wreath of fruit 
and ivy leaves (corymbus), and he holds a thyrsus in his left 
hand. Pan, Liber Pater’s companion, is depicted in miniature: a 
naked figure wearing a serious expression, with the hind legs of 
a billy goat and the ubiquitous small horns above his forehead. 
Examining the piece under a digital microscope revealed 
slight traces of colour on certain details of the composition. 
For example, the end of the staff had vestiges of blue pigment, 
while the shaft was covered in brown ochre. The faces were left 
unpainted, in the natural marble white tone of the stone.

Bibliography: Diaconescu, 161-177.
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Statue
Colonia Ulpia Traiana Augusta Dacica Sarmizegetusa 
(Sarmizegetusa, Hunedoara department)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MCDR Inv. 15918

In the late 19th century, the History and Archaeology Society of 
Hunedoara County started excavating at Colonia Ulpia Traiana 
Augusta Dacica Sarmizegetusa, the capital of Roman Dacia. The 
excavation of the temple dedicated to the eastern deity Mithras 
was carried out in 1882-1883. It was the first mithraeum that 
been identified and excavated in Transylvania and it proved 
to be an enormous success: hundreds of fragments of reliefs 
and votive statues were found, as well as other minor pieces, 
used in religious rites. The archaeologists also drew up a plan 
of this temple which for many years was considered to be the 
largest mithraeum ever discovered. One of the objects found 
in 1882 in the central part of temple, which yielded most of the 
votive monument fragments, was a marble statuette of Mithras 
Petrogenitus. The god is depicted from mid-thigh upwards, 
emerging from a rock that adopts the form of large stones 
arranged in successive rows. A snake is wrapped around the 
rock. Mithras is naked except for a Phrygian cap on his head. 
The arms are missing but it is obvious that they were raised, in 
keeping with the traditional iconography.

Bibliography: Király, 1886: 26 nº. 80 pl. IX, 2; Vermaseren, 1960: 
320 nº. 2134, fig. 579; Alicu et alii, 1979: 101 nº. 142 pl. XXXII; 
Miclea, Florescu, 1980: 67 nº. 22 fig. 22. 
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Statuette
Apulum - Barrio de Partoș, C / Dacilor nº. 2 (Alba Iulia, Alba 
County)

2nd century AD (AD 130-150, probably late Hadrian's time)

MNUAI Inv. R. 10951

Marble statuette found by chance during illegal excavations. 
When the discovery occurred, the piece was already broken into 
several fragments, probably dating from the post-Roman period, 
but this did not present any problems for its reconstruction. 
The finder stole the most representative fragments, such 
as the torso, head and limbs, intending to sell them on the 
clandestine antiquities market, but the heritage police corps 
of Alba County recovered the statuette. It represents Hercules, 
in the iconographic version known as the “Farnese” type. The 
hero's attributes, i.e. the Nemean lion's skin and the club, are 
depicted with great precision. There is another iconographic 
detail that individualises the piece, namely the presence of the 
bull's head on which the hero rests his club, in the lower field of 
the composition; this is a reference to the capture of the white 
Cretan bull at the court of King Minos, one of the twelve labours 
the hero had to perform. However, according to the legend, 
Hercules does not kill the bull, as the attribute that accompanies 
this statue suggests, but delivers it alive. This iconographic 
element is rarely included in the classical depiction of Hercules 
Farnese, but it is a relatively common detail in the neighbouring 
provincial world of Dacia. The stylistic parallels situate the piece 
in the latter years of Hadrian's reign, and it was probably made 
at a workshop in Asia Minor. 

Bibliography: Ciobanu, 2014: 491-514.

RC



601

DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTSARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA 

Votive relief?
Gilău o Gârbău (Gilău o Gârbău, Cluj county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 15867

Piece discovered by chance in Gilău in 1906, although it may 
have been brought from Gârbău. The relief represents the 
Thracian Horseman, in specific hypostasis, with the horse in 
a trotting position. His clothing consists of a draped tunic and 
a cloak (sagum) blowing in the wind, fastened to his shoulder 
with a round fibula. The horse has a long braided tail that 
reaches the ground and straps to secure the saddle. Opposite 
the horse’s front legs we can discern, with some difficulty due 
to the fragmentary nature of the piece, a slain human figure or 
animal. The horseman holds the reins in his right hand and a 
lyre, an attribute of Apollo, in his left hand; perched on his cloak 
is a raven, another attribute of this deity. The piece is greatly 
decayed today but there may have been an inscription along the 
bottom. The monument has been interpreted as a votive relief 
representing the Thracian Horseman with attributes of Apollo, or 
a funerary stela heroising the deceased as Apollo. 

Bibliography: Buday, 1926: 9-10; Russu, 1967: 101, nº. 30; Civiltà, 
F18; Isac, Diaconescu, 1980: 132-134 nº. 15, fig. 1; Bărbulescu, 
1984: 146; Nemeti, 2000: 330-332; Dacia Felix, 2019: 25, 82-83 
nº. 20.

IN

Funerary monument
Micia (Mintia, Vețel, Hunedoara county)

2nd century AD

MCDR Inv. 23085

Sandstone fragment found in the east necropolis in 1967. 
The complete piece must have been a tympanum or fronton, 
presumably forming part of a complex funerary construction. 
It represents the mythological scene of the Rape of Europa, set 
within a circular crown of leaves. To date, this representation is 
unique in the funerary artistic landscape of Roman Dacia. 

Bibliography: Floca, 1968: 122-123, fig. 9; Țeposu-Marinescu, 
1982: 225 nº. 14; Ciongradi, 2007: 252 Te/M 3 Pl. 112.
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Votive relief
Colonia Ulpia Traiana Augusta Dacica Sarmizegetusa 
(Sarmizegetusa, Hunedoara county)

3rd century AD

MCDR (Sarmizegetusa Section) Inv. 7946

Marble relief found during archaeological excavations in 1976 
in the area between the temple of Asclepius and Hygeia and 
the city's north wall. The votive tablet represents Silvanus 
accompanied by a procession of nine Silvanae. Depicted with a 
beard and long hair, a Phrygian cap, a short tunic and a chlamys 
fastened at the right shoulder with a fibula, the god holds a small 
sickle in his right hand and a pole in the left. The nymphs are 
almost identical, all wearing a long tunic gathered at the breast 
and holding a wreath (probably of corn ears) in their left hand. 
Along the bottom of the plaque an inscription reads: “[M(arcus)? 
Av]r(elius) Valens dec(urio) col(oniae) ex [v]oto posuit (“Marco? 
Aurelius Valens, decurion at Colonia [Ulpia Traiana], made this 
offering”). The piece is one of the mass-produced objects that 
were made continually in the local workshops of Sarmizegetusa, 
characterised by the schematic representation of the figures’ 

Votive relief
Beroe (Făgăraşu Nou, Topolog, Tulcea county)

Early 2nd century AD

MIPPGL Inv. 2387

In 1953, the History Museum in Galați enriched its collection with 
two marble votive reliefs, both representing the god Dionsyus. 
The pieces had been found in the promontory area of the Roman 
fortress at Beroe, in the west of the city. The marble bas-relief 
represents Dionysus, the god of fertility, vegetation and wine 
in Greek mythology, which the Romans adopted as Bacchus. 
The style of the sculpture is reminiscent of certain aspects of 
Hellenistic art. In the bottom left area, next to the deity's feet, 
we see a panther—an animal dedicated to this god—resting on 
its front legs. In the bottom right corner is a semi-naked figure, 
an acolyte, whose height barely reaches Dionysus’s (Bacchus’s) 
knee. The acolyte carries offerings for the god on his head. 
Stems with leaves from two vines rise from both sides of the 

base to meet above the deity’s head, where they form a type of 
canopy. They also decorate the frame of the plaque. In a limited 
space, the author illustrated ritual scenes associated with 
Dionysus (Bacchus) worship, drawing inspiration from numerous 
representations of the cult of this Graeco-Roman god. The bas-
relief forms part of a repertoire of monuments from the days 
of the Roman Empire, because similar representations dating 
from the first to the third century AD have also been found in the 
Dobruja region.

Bibliography: Dragomir, 1962: 422-429.

CI

faces, the geometric lines and unnatural folds of the clothing, 
and the disproportionate hands (incidentally, very common in 
the provincial art of Roman Dacia).

Bibliography: Piso, Rusu, 1977: 155-158, fig. 1; IDR III, 2 333.
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Epigraphic relief
Apulum – (Alba Iulia, Alba county)

2nd – 3rd century AD

MNUAI Inv. R 649

Marble relief of Apollo with a griffin and bird of prey, probably 
an eagle, at his feet, and the inscription: “DEO APOLLINI PRA(E)
STANTISSIMO / AVR(ELIVS) VITALIS PRO SE SVIVSQ(UE) V(OTO) 
L(IBENS) P(OSVIT)”, translated as “To Apollo the Most Excellent, 
Aurelius Vitalis duly fulfilled his vow, for himself and his house”. 
The epithet given to Apollo, praestantissimo, has several 
meanings, one of which is “outstanding, pre-eminent above 
all others”, etc. The composition itself also presents a number 
of significant details. The god is portrayed naked, with a short 
cape round his shoulders secured by a fibula, holding the lyre, 
his inseparable musical instrument, in his right hand, and a 
cornucopia in his left. However, the griffin with the sphere is 
a visual attribute typical of the goddess Nemesis or Fortuna, 
while the eagle is the quintessential symbol of Jupiter. This 
depiction of Apollo therefore deliberately incorporates other 

symbolic meanings, associating him with Nemesis or Fortuna 
thanks to the griffin and cornucopia, and also with Jupiter. With 
this combination of symbols, the artisan and patron of the piece 
aimed to underscore the clear message of the inscription: Apollo 
is praestantissimus, a god whose role or importance is greater 
than or above that of other deities like Nemesis, Fortuna or 
Jupiter. The image thus reinforces the idea concisely expressed 
in the text, achieving an almost perfect complementarity 
between the two forms of communication.

Bibliography: IDR III/5 33; Ciobanu, 2013: 127-149.

RC

Statue
Tomis - Treasure of sculptures (Constanța, Constanța county)

Late 2nd century - early 3rd century AD

MINAC Inv. 2003

Statue of quality marble with a subtle greyish hue, discovered 
in 1962 at Constanța in the Tomis sculpture hoard. The statue 
represents a fantastic creature with the body of a snake ending 
in a tuft of hair resembling a lion’s tail, a mammalian snout, fixed 
dog-like eyes, ears and human hair. The coiled serpent rests on 
a circular pedestal measuring 0.5 m in diameter. If uncoiled, it 
would measure 4.76 m from snout to tail. The statue fits perfectly 
inside a cone, proving that the master sculptor followed certain 
clearly defined artistic canons. There is also an interesting 
technical detail: the base of the head is supported by a small 
rod, carved in a spiral from the same block of marble.

This image is associated with the cult of the serpent-god Glycon, 
which appeared in Asia Minor in the second century AD and 
gradually spread to other parts of the Roman Empire. Glycon 
the snake was worshipped as a new Aesculapius, and several 
temples were built for him beginning in the reign of Antoninus 
Pius. Although two inscriptions dedicated to Glycon were found 
at Alba Iulia and in Transylvania, and despite certain similarities 
to pieces discovered in different Roman provinces (Thrace), to 
date this serpent statue from the Constanța sculpture hoard is 
the only one of its kind in the world.

Bibliography: Canarache et al., 1963: 109-113 nº. 24; Covacef, 
2011: 34-35 nº. 8.
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Fibula
Alburnus Maior - Roman necropolis of Jig-Piciorag, tomb M.6 
(Roșia Montană, Alba county)

2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 334409

Bronze fibula in the form of a dolphin with gilded fins decorated 
with filigree, found among the goods of a tomb with evidence of 
in situ cremation. It was discovered in 2003 along with four jugs, 
a pot, a lid, an earring, a fragmented silver chain and four iron 
nails. All the female ornaments in the grave goods are heavily 
charred, showing that they were burnt with the corpse.

Bibliography: unpublished.

MS

Ring
Micia (Mintia, Vețel, Hunedoara county)

2nd-3rd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 34578

Gold ring with a purple onyx gem. The gem is decorated with a 
gryllos figure consisting of two adjoining mature male heads with 
caricaturesque features. The jewel entered the collections of the 
museum in Transylvania in the 19th century.

Thanks to random discoveries and archaeological excavations, 
we know of the existence at Micia of a civilian settlement that 
never achieved the status of municipium, two necropolises and a 
secondary castrum where the Cohors II Flavia Commagenorum, 
Ala I Hispanorum Campagonum and Numerus Maurorum 
Miciensium were garrisoned.

Bibliography: unpublished.
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Fibula 
Oltenia (place of discovery unknown)

2nd - 3rd century AD 

MOC Inv. 30932

Fibula made out of a silver bar, with a hinged pendant in the 
shape of a phallus.

Bibliography: Bondoc, 2007: 69 nº. 56. 

GF

Hoard of Roman silver 
fashion accessories
Bălăcița (Mehedinți county)

Late 2nd century - early 3rd century AD

MRPF Inv. II 9137, II 9139-9141, II 9143-9144, II 9147

Hoard of silver ornaments discovered by chance in 1974: three 
necklaces, two metal band bracelets, three anchor fibulae and 
four chains, probably fibula pendants. Small fragments of other 
silver pieces and six hastily finished amber pearls were also 
found.

The pieces featured in the exhibition are representative of 
the Bălăcița hoard. The selection comprises two of the anchor 
fibulae, each with two chains of ivy-leaf or heart-shaped 
pendants, two torcs, and the two silver band bracelets with 
flattened knob finials. The Bălăcița hoard is one of the most 
important votive silver deposits in the provinces of Dacia, 
Upper Moesia and Pannonia, associated with agricultural rites 
practised in the provincial world in the third century AD.

Bibliography: Davidescu, 1980: 130-131; Aurul și Argintul, 2013: 
469-471 nº. 112.
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Grave goods from a Roman-
period tomb
Tomis - necropolis of Ferdinand Avenue, grave M. 1 
(Constanța, Constanța County)

Late 2nd century AD

MINAC Inv. 34930, 34932 (rings), 34940-34941 (earrings)

While excavating the foundations of an apartment block near the 
old hospital of Constanța, on Ferdinand Avenue, the tomb of a 
young woman was discovered. The rich grave goods comprised 
numerous gold ornaments and vessels made of clay, bronze and 
glass, some of them well-sealed. A pair of earrings and two rings 
are included in this exhibition. The gold earrings are adorned 
with semi-precious stones and vitreous paste. One of the gold 
rings is set with a ruby-coloured oval gem on which the bust of a 
crowned goddess in profile is carved. The other is shaped like a 
serpent.

Bibliography: Goldhelm, 1994: 184-191 (Z. Covacef); Lungu, 
Covacef, Chera, 2012:. 24-25 tabla IV 6, 10 pl. V 1; Aurul și 
argintul antic, 2013: 425 fig. 99.1.2, 5, 10.
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Ațel hoard
Ațel (Sibiu county)

3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 38250-39257

Agricultural labourers stumbled upon this hoard in 1905, halfway 
between the modern-day villages of Ațel and Dupuș. At the 
time of discovery, the hoard contained three “anchor” fibulae, a 
T-shaped fibula with a hinge, a wire-drawn chain and its circular 
pendant with central filigree, two rings with carnelian intaglios, 
two plain, simple bracelets, and 376 coins issued throughout 
the third century AD. The images carved on the ring gemstones 
appear to be Capricorn and a female figure. With the exception of 
a single bronze coin, all the other pieces in the hoard were made 
of silver and had been stored in a vessel of which only the lower 
part remained. Sadly, one of the “anchor” fibulae, the necklace 
clasp and the coins were lost. In relation to similar finds in 
the provinces of Dacia, Upper Moesia and Pannonia that also 
contained “anchor” fibulae, the Ațel hoard was interpreted as a 
votive offering in a rural area associated with ritual agricultural 
practices observed in the province in the third century AD.

Bibliography: Spânu, 2015: 235-263. 
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Bracelet
Galați-Dunărea Quarter, tomb M 5 (Galați, Galați county)

2nd-3rd century AD

MIPPGL Inv. 21364

Gold bracelet found at the Roman necropolis during systematic 
excavations in 1988. It consists of six pairs of stylised ivy leaves 
connected by thin gold wire and it still has two of the original 
glass beads.

Bibliography: Unpublished.

CI

Brooch
Dierna (Orșova, Mehedinți county) 

2nd century AD

MOC Inv. 7733 

Gold oval-shaped brooch depicting Thanatos, the god of death, 
in the centre and bearing the inscription “C D P   D C L”, whose 
meaning has not yet been deciphered.

Bibliography: Comori arheologice în regiunea Porților de Fier, 
1978: 157 nº. 365; Miclea, Florescu, 1980: 109 nº. 309; Bondoc, 
2007: 9-10 nº. 3. 

GF
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Necklace (fragment) and 
pendant
Drobeta (Drobeta-Turnu-Severin, Mehedinţi county)

3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. C 491/1-3

These objects are the only items that have been preserved from 
the grave goods deposited in a stone sarcophagus in a brick 
grave that was discovered by chance in 1896 at 127 Traian Street. 
Alongside were a “corail” [sic!] diadem, two gold bracelets and 
two bronze coins, one with a ring, issued in the first half of the 
third century AD.

The necklace initially had an elaborate structure with a fastening 
system comprising two gold medallions and three little chains; 
from the exterior chain, the longest of the three, hung thinner 
chains and even tiny pendants. A black decorative stone was 
mounted on each link, which consisted of a flattened, bent ring. 
Only 19 of these beads have survived.

The pendant comprises a narrow oval-shaped frame around 
a vitreous paste cameo, a white relief on a black background, 
which depicts Hercules fighting Cerberus.

The delicate structure of the necklace and the robust 
appearance of the pendant suggest that the objects did not form 
a set. These diaphanous necklaces made out of thin gold wire 
and set with little beads in contrasting tones have been found in 
other contexts in the Danubian provinces. The story of Hercules’ 
last labour is a frequent image in the Graeco-Roman space, and 
in glyptic art. The glass cameo is an inexpensive and easy to 
produce replica that merely hints at the much more evocative 
and painstakingly executed details that embellished earlier 
ornaments, such as sardonyx cameos from the first century AD 
which illustrated this same theme and one of which was signed 
by the famous Dioscorides, the artisan who also sculpted the 
portrait of Augustus.

Bibliography: Antonescu, 1923; Burda, 1979: fig. 87, 69 nº. 42; The 
Ancient Gold and Silver of Romania, 2019: 496-497; Hamat, 2020.
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Mirror frames
Sucidava (Celei, Corabia, Olt county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 16583, 16587

These two pieces are part of the most important collection of 
Roman lead mirror frames found in the entire Roman Empire. 
In 1956–1958, during archaeological excavations at the ancient 
town of Sucidava, more than 80 such objects were discovered, 
most of them intact. There were also several covers for 
concealing the glass, the reflective area of the mirror. The fact 
that they were found within a clearly delimited perimeter and 
associated with the operation of a structure from the second–
third century AD, as well as certain features of the pieces 
(incomplete finishes, maker’s marks), led the archaeologist to 
presume the existence of a workshop. The find, referred to in 

scholarly literature as “the Sucidava mirror hoard”, has made it 
possible to define a complex typology which, by extrapolation, 
can be applied to the entire Roman world. The Sucidava mirrors 
document the existence of the master plumbarii or lead artisans 
Lollianus and Brutus, as some bear inscriptions on the back that 
read “F[o]rmam Brutus [f]ec[it]” or “Forma[m] Lollianus fecit”. 
However, considering the details of the archaeological context, 
the recent discoveries of such objects in various parts of the 
Roman world, and the current state of research into the purpose 
of this particular type of piece, we cannot rule out the possibility 
that this cache had to do with a votive practice related to a place 
of worship of regional importance which may have existed at 
Sucidava. The two selected mirrors from the Sucidava hoard are 
representative of the collection: one is decorated with geometric 
motifs in different registers, while the other features plant and 
zoomorphic motifs and depictions of vessels. 

Bibliography: Tudor, 1959: 415-432.
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Mirror frame
Noviodunum - Roman city (Isaccea, Tulcea County)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 16661

This piece was discovered in the Roman town of Noviodunum 
by a collector in 1940 and later entered the collections of the 
National History Museum of Romania. The top and bottom of the 
lead mirror frame are decorated with images of temples, inside 
which we can make out a few figures. Two katharos-type vessels 
are depicted on the sides. The magical-religious symbolism is 
rounded out by representations of the sun and moon on both 
sides and the significance of the grapevine motif that practically 
fills the rest of the space. 

Bibliography: Ștefan, 1941-1944: 480 fig. 8; Römer in Rumänien, 
1972: 179 E 247.

MS

Pyxis
Noviodunum - tumular necropolis (Isaccea, Tulcea county)

1st century - first half of the 2nd century AD

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 25786 (pyx), 25740 (cover)

Piece discovered in a (secondary) cremation grave at a tumulus 
excavated in 1990. Made of bronze, the body of the pyxis is 
cylindrical and decorated with four evenly spaced transverse 
grooves. Concentric circles decorate the base. The lid is 
concave. The centre of the lid displays a cut-out where an 
anthropomorphic protome knob was inserted.

Bibliography: Simion, 1994-1995: 124, fig. 13/b.
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Funerary stela
Tomis – (Constanța, Constanța county)

First half of the 2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 18824

The circumstances of this funerary stela’s discovery are 
unknown. The name (Kallistos, son of Midas) and age of the dead 
man are carved on the architrave, together with the standard 
greeting used on such monuments (“Rejoice!”). A male figure, 
the deceased, is pictured in the central field, reclining on a 
couch (klinē). The hairstyle is typical of Emperor Trajan’s reign. 
Wearing a tunic (chiton) and mantle (himation), he holds a cup 
in his left hand. A female figure, the deceased’s wife, is shown 
to the man’s left, sitting on a chair (cathedra). Her hair is parted 
down the middle and braided into a crown circling her head. 
She wears pendant earrings and a tunic and cloak, the ends of 
which cover her head. She holds an unidentifiable object in her 
left hand. To the dead man’s right we see another female figure 
(the daughter), smaller in size than the parents. She is seated 
on the klinē, with her feet resting on a small chair. She wears 
a tunic and cloak, the ends of which cover her head. In front of 
the couch is a tripod table (mensa tripes) heaped with offerings. 
To the left of the table, a male figure (Camillus), much smaller 
than the rest, helps to serve the delicacies. On the right side 
of the scene, beside the dead man’s daughter, we see a small 
female figure, a slave holding a vessel in her hands. A laurel 
wreath is engraved near the deceased, at the height of his head. 
The names of the dead man’s wife (Marcia, daughter of Marcus) 
and daughter (Kalliste), who erected this monument, are carved 
in Greek beneath the scene. This is a classic funerary banquet 
scene of the type often found on Roman monuments.

Bibliography: Lapidarium, 217 nº. 169.
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Funerary stela
Tomis (Constanța, Constanța county)

Early 3rd century AD

MINAC Inv. 36

Marble funerary stela with the bust of the dead woman on an 
arched pediment. The style and hairdo are typical fashions of the 
early third century AD. Below the bust, an inscription in Greek 
provides the dead woman’s name, family connections, husband’s 
name and age. Translated, the inscription reads: “Chrysion, 
daughter of Demosthenes; became the wife of Aphphos, son of 
Alexandros; lived 25 years. Rejoice!”

Bibliography: ISM II: 282; Covacef, 2011: 200-201.

DRC

Hairpin
Noviodunum - necropolis (Isaccea, Tulcea county)

2nd century AD

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 4915

Large hairpin cast in bronze that was recovered from the grave 
goods of an interment. The piece consists of several components 
that were riveted together. It adopts the shape of a lyre and has 
a small bronze plaque on one side.

Bibliography: ???
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Game pieces
Alburnus Maior - Roman necropolis Pârâul Porcului-Tăul 
Secuilor, tomb M.6 (Roșia Montană, Alba county)

2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 382084-382114

Set of game pieces consisting of 32 tokens and a die. Twenty-
six of the tokens are made of enamelled bronze, decorated with 
multicoloured dots, while the other six are black glass. The die 
also has enamel and multicoloured decoration. The set was 
found among the grave goods of a cremation tomb. The pieces 
were laid in the grave after incineration, inside a wooden box, 
along with a terra sigillata jug, two other jugs, four thuribles, 
a bowl, six lamps, a glass unguentarium and a bronze object. 
The 32 tokens are actually two 16-piece sets, one with a white 
background and the other with black (the glass tokens were 
probably replacements for original pieces lost in antiquity). The 
number of tokens and their association with the die indicates 
that this set was quite versatile and could be used to play Terni 
Lapilli, Tria, Ludus Lattrunculorum, Duodecim Scripta or Tabula. 

All these games, and their many variants, were immensely 
popular in provincial society.

Bibliography: unpublished.
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Medallion
Apulum - Roman necropolis of Dealul Viilor 
(Alba Iulia, Alba county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNUAI Inv. R 2637

Ceramic medallion with erotic scenes, discovered by chance in 
the course of construction works in 1944. 

Bibliography: Sonoc, Rodean, 2000; A. Sonoc, N. Rodean, 2000: 
379-380.

RC

Furniture ornament
Potaissa? (Turda, Cluj county)

2nd century AD

MNIT Inv. V 1070

Piece from the old collections of the museum in Transylvania 
acquired in 1901 from a collector from Turda. The conditions in 
which it was found and the exact provenance are not known. 
The piece may have been discovered in or near the old castrum 
of Potaissa.

The ornament depicts two gladiators—a secutor and a 
retiarius—crouched in combat. The secutor, on his knees, 
wears armour, an ornamental apron fastened at the hips with 
a cingulum (belt), and caligae sandal boots. In his left hand he 
holds the handle of a pugio (dagger) and the helmet on his head 
has a visor. The retiarius wears an apron but is otherwise naked 
from the waist up. His left arm is protected by a manica and in 
his right hand he holds a weapon, probably a trident or spear. 
The combatants are mounted on a circular pedestal adorned 
with vegetal and geometric motifs.

Bibliography: Pop, Dănilă, 1971: 128-130 nº. 3, fig. 3; Antique 
Bronzes, 2003: 128 nº. 144; Treasures of Romania, 2016: 283, 484; 
Dacia Felix, 2019: 82-83 nº. 23.
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Brick
Apulum (Alba Iulia, Alba county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 66401

Brick with the image of a gladiator incised in the wet paste, 
discovered during archaeological excavations in the prætorium, 
the residence of the governor of the two Dacias, at Apulum. 
The gladiator holds a trident in his left hand and a fishing net 
in his right, both schematically rendered. The elevated bulk 
of a manica, an arm guard of overlapping segments (made 
of leather or metal), is visible on his left shoulder. The name 
“HERCULANUS” is inscribed in cursive above the figure. This 
man is a retiarius, a low-ranking fighter in the gladiatorial 
hierarchy, whose weapons were the trident and net. The tegula 
stamp of the Numerus Singulariorum, an auxiliary military unit of 
peregrini, is barely visible on the left side of the brick.

Bibliography: CIL III, 12644; Moga, 1983: 81-88.

AR

Funerary stela
Tomis – (Constanța, Constanța county)

Late 2nd century - early 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 18795

Although discovered in an unknown context, this funerary stela 
is quite significant because of what it represents, and especially 
because of its content. The two hollows carved at the bottom 
were probably for inserting appliqués or other metal ornaments. 
A barefoot male figure wearing a loincloth is depicted in the 
niche. He hold a dagger and three-pronged spear (fuscina) in 
his left hand, and a trident in his right. The figure is a gladiator 
(retiarius). At his feet, we see the carved image of a dog turning 
its head towards him. The way the figure is portrayed and 
especially the inscription tell us that the funerary monument 
was erected for Skyrtos, a gladiator of Dacian origin, a free 
man who won six victories before he died in the arena and was 
buried at Tomis. This information proves that Tomis had an 
amphitheatre (not yet located on the ground) where gladiator 
fights were organised.

Bibliography: Lapidarium, 217 nº. 175.

AB



619

DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTSARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA 

Scale counterweight
Tomis (Constanța, Constanța district)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 48861

Counterweight for an unequal-arm balance (steelyard) shaped 
like a male bust, currently weighing 2,743 g (approximately 8.5 
librae). The piece was discovered in 1959 while working on the 
foundations of a building in central Constanța, although there 
is no additional information on the context and exact location of 
the find. The figure, interpreted as Zeus/Jupiter, is realistically 
rendered, with careful attention to detail. Parallels to similar 
pieces suggest that it may have been filled with lead, now 
lost, giving it a total weight of 10 librae. Parallels also serve to 
discard the hypothesis that this is an iconographic variation on 
an earlier Hellenistic model of high artistic quality (a statue of 
Theos Megalos, the Great God); the Constanța counterweight is 
probably an import rather than a local product.

Bibliography: Barbu, 1965: 387-401; Irimia, 1966: 7-8; Antique 
Bronzes, 2003: 160 nº. 307.

MS

Balance
Potaissa (Turda, Cluj county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 36904

Balance found in ancient Potaissa, consisting of a bronze bar 
with a prismatic section ending in hemispherical knobs. The 
balance arm is perforated in three places to hold the plate 
hooks. Only two of the three hooks have survived, and one end 
of the piece still has a fragment of crushed wire-drawn chain. 
Lines, dots and other symbols mark the units of measurement on 
the body of the balance, ensuring compliance with the official 
weights approved by imperial authorities (pondera examinata). 

Bibliography: Antique bronzes, 2003: 167 nº. 301.

MS
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Weight
Potaissa – Castro of the V Macedonica legion 
(city of Turda, district of Cluj)

209-211 AD, perhaps 198-211 AD

MIT Inv. 6607

Barrel-shaped pondus (weight) coated with bronze and 
filled with lead, discovered during systematic archaeological 
excavations in “Room 4” of the command building. The following 
inscription in silver-inlaid letters can be read on the body of the 
piece: “LEG[ionis] V[quintae] MAC[edonicae] P[iae] F[idelis] 
P[ondus] I[unum] EXAMIN[atum] IVSSV DDD[dominorum trium] 
/ NOSTRORVM / AVGVSTORVM / VAL[erius] SABINVS / OPTIO 
LEG[ionis] S[upra] S[criptæ] D[ono] D[edit].” The pondus was 
one of the official weights used by the 5th Macedonian Legion 
while stationed in the province of Dacia. 

Bibliography: Bărbulescu, 1997: 137-139, fig. 2, 137-139; 
Bărbulescu, 2016: 162-164 fig. 241-242, 168-169 fig. 256-258, 
310-311, nº. 88.

DM

Sundial
Cumpăna (Constanța county)

2nd century AD 

MINAC Inv. 1657

Sundial discovered in 1960 in the territorium of the ancient 
town of Tomis (modern-day village of Cumpăna). The piece, 
carved from violet marble, is a sculpture group consisting of the 
dial itself and a bucranium holding the dial between its horns. 
Eleven convergent hour-lines are carved on the surface of the 
dial, dividing it into twelve sections. The lines are intersected 
by two parallel curves marking the equinox and the winter 
solstice. Sundials like this first appeared in the Greek world, 
as the product of observations made over the course of a year. 
In Roman times they became increasingly numerous, and as 
Roman life revolved around time, there were sundials in private 
residences as well as in the forum, the circus and the baths. 
To date, four fragments of sundials have been found in the 
region of Dobruja. The one discovered at Cumpăna is the most 
complete, illustrating the remarkable scientific, astronomical 
and mathematical interests of the inhabitants of the ancient 
town of Tomis.

Bibliography: Cîrligel-Ionescu, 1969: 199-208; Covacef, 2011: 
238-239 nº.112

DRC
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Sickle
Lazuri (Lazuri, Satu Mare county)

4th century AD

MJSM Inv. 30452

Henning's class H5 sickle, with the base of the setting bent at 
one end to hold the wooden handle. Widespread in the Danubian 
and Balkan provinces, the object is considered to reflect the 
Romanisation of farming methods in South-Eastern Europe. It is 
also an indication of its adoption in the area occupied by the free 
Dacians in the north-west of modern-day Romania.

Bibliography: Matei, Stanciu, 2000: 61, pl. 31/1.

RG

Deposit of iron tools at 
Mastacăn
Mastacăn - La Mijloace (Dragomirești, Neamț county)

3rd century AD

MIAPN Inv. 3412, 3413/a

A collection of iron tools from the third century AD was 
discovered in the 1960s. They are represented in this exhibition 
by a plough coulter and a scythe.

Bibliography: Scorpan, 1971: 101-102, Fig. 7, Fig. 8/2, 4; Scorpan, 
1976: 118-119, 372, Fig. 4. 
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Blacksmith's tongs
Apa - Moșia Brazilor (Apa, Satu Mare county)

4th century AD

MJSM Inv. 40909

Tongs discovered during preventive excavations on the route of a 
gas pipe located in the residential sector of a settlement dating 
from the fourth century AD.  They are quite small and were 
therefore probably used to make small objects

Bibliography: Gindele, 2010: 299 Pl. 23/6.

RG

Fibula
Culciu Mare – Bogilaz (Culciu, Satu Mare county)

3rd century AD

MJSM Inv. 40915

Piece discovered during excavations in 1970. It was found in 
the fill material of a partly underground dwelling, alongside 
numerous pottery pieces. The context of the discovery is very 
rare because luxury objects like these are usually found in grave 
goods. The fibula is made of silver and decorated with filigree 
(Straze-Sakrau type).

The piece has been dated to the same period as the Germanic 
princely discoveries, namely the third century AD in Europe, 
and its presence poses an interesting question: did the Vandal 
elite of the River Somes valley, who used luxury silver fibulae to 
fasten their clothes, live in humble cabins partially buried in the 
ground? 

Bibliography: Gindele, Lazin, 2010: 323-343.
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Shield boss
Medieșu Aurit - La Leșu, cremation necropolis, tomb M. 41 
(Medieșu Aurit, Satu Mare county)

2nd century - early 3rd century AD

MJSM Inv. 38931

Partially destroyed by vineyards, the necropolis was probably 
the burial site of the Șuculeu pottery settlement. From the 
typological point of view, the piece belongs to the shield boss 
with spike category (Jahn 7a). It was attached to the wooden 
shield with three iron rivets with hemispherical heads. The 
presence of the object in the grave indicates a funerary rite 
associated with the Vandals who spread the Przeworsk culture. 

Bibliography: Matei, 2000: 66 pl. 34.

RG

Spur
Medieșu Aurit - Șuculeu, potters' settlement (Medieșu Aurit, 
Satu Mare county)

2nd-3rd century AD

MJSM Inv. 9204

Piece discovered during systematic excavations in 1966. With a 
short spike and a wide span between the branches (Ginalski E 
type), this iron spur suggests links with the Przeworsk culture. 
Objects of the same type have been found in the area occupied 
by this culture and indicates that the Vandals migrated to the 
north-west of modern-day Romania. 

Bibliography: Dumitrașcu, Bader, 1967: pl. XVII.

RG
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Spearhead
Medieșu Aurit - Șuculeu, potters' settlement (Medieșu Aurit, 
Satu Mare county)

2nd-3rd century AD 

MJSM Inv. 9141

Discovered in an ancient pottery settlement during systematic 
excavations carried out in the 1960s. It was used as a weapon in 
hand-to-hand combat. 

Bibliography: Matei, Stanciu, 2000: 64 pl. 33/3.

RG

Appliqué
Berveni - Varsziget, settlement (Berveni, Satu Mare county)

3rd century AD 

MJSM Inv. 55831

The object was discovered in a furrow left by a plough. It is made 
of gold and has punched decoration in the band around the edge 
and on two central meanders. It is dated to the same period as 
the Germanic princely discoveries in Europe in the third century 
AD. 

Bibliography: Szőcs, Marta, 2009: 192.

RG
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Fibula
Lazuri – Lubi tag (Lazuri, Satu Mare county)

2nd century AD 

MJSM Inv. 40915

Discovered during systematic excavations in 1995 at the multi-
layered settlement, the fibula belongs to the Almgren IV.69 type 
and is multi-faceted. Zigzag lines decorate the edges of the 
lower part of the body, while the foot culminates in a sharply-
angled button. The piece is a Roman import and indicates the 
influence of Roman material culture on the clothing accessories 
worn by free Dacians and the Vandals. 

Bibliography: Matei, Stanciu, 2000: 59, 66 pl. 336: 3.

RG

Fibula
Medieșu Aurit - La Leșu, cremation necropolis (Medieșu Aurit, 
Satu Mare county)

3rd century AD 

MJSM Inv. 32463

Foot fibula with bilateral coil spring. The head and the ends of 
the arms with springs have profiled ornamental buttons. Two 
incised lines decorate the foot. The fibula is associated with the 
barbarian environment of the third century AD.

Bibliography: Szőcs, Marta, 2009: 192.

RG
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Belt buckle
Medieșu Aurit (Medieșu Aurit, Satu Mare county)

3rd century AD 

MJSM Inv. 40928

Iron buckle with a D-shaped loop that has volute finials curving 
inwards. The plate is rectangular with four rivets to attach it to 
the belt. It is a Roman import in Barbaricum. This type of Roman 
buckle is a rare find in the area occupied by the Germanic tribes 
of Central Europe, and the piece is therefore thought to have 
served an ornamental as well as functional purpose. 

Bibliography: Szőcs, Marta, 2009: 192.

RG

Bowl
Corund – La Izvoare (Medieșu Aurit, Satu Mare county)

2nd-3rd century AD 

MJSM Inv. 32196

Terra sigillata vessel discovered accidentally in 1962 during clay 
extraction works. Subsequent field investigations in the same 
area did not yield any new archaeological finds. The vessel is a 
bowl belonging to the Dragendorf 37 type, with a glossy, reddish 
glaze and geometric decoration. The discovery indicates close 
trade ties between the Roman Empire and the barbarian elite 
that lived on the other side of the limes border line. 

Bibliography: Bader, 1974-75: 269-276.

RG
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Urn 
Medieșu Aurit - La Leșu, Dacian burial cemetery (Medieșu Aurit, 
Satu Mare department)

2nd-3rd century AD

MJSM Inv. 32523

Urn from grave 26. The vessel and lid are wheel-thrown pieces of 
fine grey paste, decorated with incised horizontal lines. In view 
of the funerary custom of placing the deceased's bones in an 
urn with a lid, and based on the type of vessel, the find has been 
associated with the material culture of free Dacians. There are 
numerous analogies in Moldavia and Wallachia. 

Bibliography: Szőcs, Marta, 2009: 182.

RG

Pithos (Large storage vessel)
Medieșu Aurit - Șuculeu, potters' settlement (Satu Mare 
department)

2nd-3rd century AD 

MJSM Inv. 41188

Vessel  made by placing coils of clay one on top of the other and 
then finished on a potter’s wheel. It is a characteristic product 
of the Medieșu Aurit pottery centre, where tens of thousands 
of fragments from this type of container have been found. 
During the course of the second and third centuries AD, a vast 
production centre with more than 300 kilns emerged at Medieșu 
Aurit, specialising in this pottery technique. 

Bibliography: unpublished.
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Cup
Medieșu Aurit (Medieșu Aurit, Satu Mare county)

2nd-3rd century AD 

MJSM Inv. 41193

Vessel found in the systematic excavations carried out in 1965. 
In the specialised literature, this type of vessel is known as a 
“Dacian cup”, typical of the Dacian material culture. In Roman 
times, this type of cup was used in the regions outside the limes, 
where free Dacians lived, as well as in Roman Dacia where it was 
considered to be a characteristic object of the material culture 
of the local authochtonous population. 

Bibliography: Matei, Stanciu, 2000: 64,pl. 32/3.

RG

Fibula
Poienești - Măgura, cremation carpal necropolis, tomb M.239 
(Poienești, Vaslui county)

2nd – 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 17004

This enamelled bronze fibula was among the grave goods in the 
cremation tomb of a woman between the ages of 30 and 40. 
The grave also contained a second fibula made of iron, a glass 
vessel and fragments of what could be a glass bead necklace. 
The lozenge-shaped plaque is decorated with millefiori enamel 
inlays, featuring a red circle outlined in green and surrounded 
by 12 star-shaped motifs on a white ground. The Roman-made 
piece has analogies in western and central Europe, in the 
Sarmatian context and in the north Pontic region. It illustrates 
the blend of influences received by Dacian communities east 
of the Carpathians, on the outer edge of the empire, in the late 
second and early third century AD.

Bibliography: Spânu, 2019: 49 fig. 11 2a, 121-122, 149, Pl. 16.

DV
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Pendant
Nemțișor - Gura Secului, tumular cremation necropolis, burial 
mound nº. 2 (Vânători-Neamț, Neamț county)

4th century AD

MIAPN Inv. 6855

Gold pendant shaped like a crescent moon, discovered in 1980 in 
a Carpathian Tumuli culture grave. It is a Roman import.

Bibliography: Mihăilescu-Bîrliba, 2017: 267-274, Fig. 1/1a-b. 

G-DH

Bracelet
Dersca (Dersca, Botoșani county)

2nd century AD

MJBT Inv. 1614

Dacian silver bracelet, with twisted ends placed one on top of the 
other, which formed part of a hoard of Roman Republican and 
Imperial denarii discovered in 1973.  The most recent coins are 
two denarii from the reign of Hadrian (117–138 AD). The bracelet 
is made out of a solid octagonal-shaped bar. The core is an 
alloy of silver and copper onto which a high quality silver plate 
was applied by hot forging. These silver jewels are common in 
Dacian finds from the classical period—second to first century 
BC—in Transylvania and Wallachia but they are extremely rare 
in Moldavia. The discovery of Dersca is one of the latest sites to 
yield traditional Dacian jewellery following the dismantling of 
the Dacian kingdom by the Romans. In fact, these objects may 
even have reached the area with groups of Dacian refugees who 
abandoned the territories annexed by the Romans.  

Bibliography: Sanie, Şadurschi, 1976: 83-90.

EOT y AK
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Fibula
Piatra-Neamț - Dărmănești, settlement (Piatra-Neamț, Neamț 
county)

2nd-3rd century AD

MIAPN Inv. 3409

Bronze fibula with a high catch-plate and foot ending in a knob.

Bibliography: Matasă et alii, 1961: 345, Fig. 6/3.

G-DH 

Bracelet
Săbăoani - La Izvoare, cremation necropolis of the free Dacians, 
tomb M. 105 (Săbăoani, Neamț county)

2nd-3rd century AD

MIR Inv. 10977

Discovered in the 1970s during systematic archaeological 
excavations, the bracelet is made of a thin bar of iron whose 
finials are layered and wrapped in spirals and volutes. The 
volutes end in a hook-and-eye clasp. It is attached to a ring, also 
made of iron.

Bibliography: Ursachi, 2010: 71 304, Pl. 72/9, 329, Pl. 97/6.

G-DH
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Pendant
Săbăoani - La Izvoare, cremation necropolis of the free Dacians, 
tomb M. 70 (Săbăoani, Neamț county)

2nd-3rd centuries AD

MIR Inv. 10715

Repoussé silver pendant shaped like a Boeotian shield (pelta). 
The front features a punched decorative motif. 

Bibliography: V. Ursachi, 2010: 68, 292 Pl. 60/3, 318 Pl. 86/3.

G-DH

Pyxis
Pădureni-Mărășești – Carpic cremation necropolis, tomb M.34 
(Mărășești, Vrancea County)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv.18299

Lidded bronze pyxis found among the grave goods of a female 
cremation tomb. The goods in this tomb are far more lavish than 
the simple burial offerings of the other 87 graves excavated in 
the 1950s and 60s. Apart from the pyxis, which had traces of 
“pink dust” inside when it was found, the inventory included 
remnants of fabric with gold thread, two bronze pendants, two 
“basket” pendants, a bell-pendant, fragments of three filigreed 
silver beads, two earrings, a Sarmatian mirror, a Roman key, 
elements of a belt buckle, a bronze ring and a chain link, 
remnants of a heavily charred fibula, and several beads. The 
walls of the pyxis are decorated with pearl-like repoussé dots. 
The presence of these grave goods, which combine Sarmatian, 
Roman and Carpi objects in a funerary context linked to the 
cultural environment of the free Dacians, clearly illustrates 
the civilisation dynamics of these communities on the Roman 
Empire’s eastern borders. 

Bibliography: Bobi, 1999: 100; Croitoru, 2000: 73 fig. II/19.

DV
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Patella (plate)
Socetu (Stejaru, Teleorman county)

First half of the 3rd century AD

MMRV Inv. 106

Wheel-thrown patella made of quality clay. The piece was found 
with two Dacian (?) vessels in 1968, near the limes Transalutanus 
border line, while levelling the banks of the River Vedea. It was 
probably part of the grave goods from an inhumation tomb. 
The agrammatical graffito in Latin cursive script, applied to the 
patella’s interior before firing, reads, “AVRELI(V)S SILVAN(V)S 
FECIT PATAELAM BONAM”, which translates as “Aurelius Silvanus 
made good plate”. The inscription documents the existence of 
a potter with a Roman name in the region inhabited by the free 
Dacians of southern Wallachia, as well as the custom of writing 
in Latin.

Bibliography: Voivozeanu, Voivozeanu, 1970: 530; Teodor, 2016: 
117-118.

IB

Cup (kantharos)
Cândești - Dealul Varnițelor (Cândești, Neamț county)

1st century BC - 1st century AD

MIAPN Inv. 1558

Wheel-thrown vessel found during excavations in the 1940s. It 
is decorated with groups of three red lines that form a zigzag, a 
pattern typical of the “classical” Dacian period.

Bibliography: unpublished.

G-DH 
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Hoard of Roman silverware 
from Muncelul de Sus
Muncelul de Sus - După sat / Țărăncuțe 
(Mogoșești-Siret, Iași county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MIAPN Inv. 4511-4515

Hoard of Roman silverware (part of a banqueting set) discovered 
in 1972, consisting of five cups and part of a ladle (apparently, a 
seventh piece was found but later lost). The cups are either plain 
or decorated with images of aquatic birds, fish and fantastic 
sea creatures, hunting scenes and geometric shapes, while a 
gilded thyrsus is depicted on the ladle fragment. The letter “B” is 
incised in the bottom of one cup (inv. 4.513). The style of these 
wares tells us that they came from an eastern production centre 
(Alexandria or Antioch).

The Muncelul de Sus hoard is not unique in this area, as two 
more hoards of Roman denarii from the first–second century 
AD and other ancient metal pieces have been found here. From 
imperial lands, the silverware crossed the limes and made its 
way to the territory of the free Dacians, who may have acquired 
it by trading, looting, serving as mercenaries or as a stipendium. 
From the first century AD, the Roman authorities had offered 
gifts (including precious metal wares) to leaders of “barbarian” 
tribes in order to defuse political tensions, so by the third 
century, the “custom of rewards” was practised inside and 
outside the empire. The significant wear on the vessels suggests 
that they were used for a long time and buried in the third 
century AD due to the unstable political situation. The Muncelul 
de Sus hoard is the only one of its kind found in this territory 
to date, but it is also proof of intercultural relations between 
representatives of the empire and of Barbaricum.

Bibliography: Mihăilescu-Bîrliba, Mitrea, 1978a: 201-212; 
Mihăilescu-Bîrliba, Mitrea, 1978b: 163-177.

G-DH 
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Urn
Obreja - «Cânepi» and «Tăul lui Filip» points - Dacian cremation 
necropolis, tomb M. 74 (Mihalț, Alba county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 64430

Vessel used as a funerary urn, with the bottom of a grey pot 
used as a lid. It was found in 1968 in a tomb with no grave 
goods. Between 1967 and 1970, a necropolis used by the rural 
Dacian population under Roman rule was excavated at Obreja. 
It was found to contain 196 graves of cremated remains, 102 of 
which were in urns (94 in small circular pits and five in oval lip-
shaped pits). All the graves show signs of cremation on ustrina. 
The necropolis was used from the late second century and 
throughout the third.

Bibliography: Protase, 2002: 119 333 pl. LXXXI/74, 348 pl. XCVI/74.

CMN

Urn
Măgurele (Ilfov County)

3rd century AD

C.MMB Inv. 64046

Funerary urn with lid that contained the ashes of a dead person. 
The vessel has two handles, one of which was rebuilt. The lid, 
made of grey paste, has a body and knob shaped like truncated 
cones. This urn is specific to the funerary rite and ritual 
attributed to the Chilia-Militari culture, a people with a strong 
Getae component who inhabited the lands north of the Danube 
(present-day Wallachia), outside the Roman Empire, in the 
second–third centuries AD. 

Bibliography: Georgescu, 1965: 50 fig. 11; Bichir, 1984: 35 pl. 
XX/7.

SC
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Urn
Valea Ciorîca - Dacian cremation necropolis, tomb M 64 (Chilia, 
Făgețelu, Olt county)

3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 73513

This vessel, whose form resembles a dolium, was used as a 
funerary urn. It was found in a grave attributed to a Dacian 
community located outside the province but heavily influenced 
by Roman culture. It is characteristic of the civilisation of the 
free Dacians who occupied eastern Oltenia and Wallachia in the 
second–third centuries AD.

Bibliography: Morintz, 1962: 515, fig.2/2.

CMN

Urn
Soporu de Câmpie - «Cuntenit» or «Hodaie» point - Dacian 
necropolis, tomb M 69 (Frata, Cluj county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 54094

Vessel found in a well covered by sandstone slabs. It was used 
as a funerary urn, with the bottom of a grey pot used as a lid. An 
iron fibula was found inside. Between 1956 and 1961, 189 graves 
were excavated in this area. Belonging to a rural community, 
the cemetery contains 168 cremated remains, 141 of which were 
placed in urns and 27 in simple pits. The necropolis of Soporu de 
Câmpie was attributed to ethnic Dacians living under Roman rule 
and dated to between the mid-second and late third century.

Bibliography: Protase, 1960: 423-424; Protase, 1976: 29 pl. 
XVIII/3, XLVII/8.

CMN
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Carpi vessels
Poienești - carpal necropolis of Dealul Teilor - tombs 90 and 221 
(Poienești, Vaslui county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 17046-17047, 17053-17054

The archaeological site of Poienești – Dealul Teilor is located 
on the northern slope of a hill called Măgură on the Central 
Moldavian Plateau, on the right bank of the Racova, a tributary 
of the River Bârlad, 17 km west of the city of Vaslui. The 
archaeological site was first investigated in 1931, and systematic 
excavations continued in 1936, 1949 and 1979–2000. In addition 
to the excavated necropolis, where graves from Iron Age II (the 
“Bastarnae” necropolis, second–first century BC) and the Roman 
period (the “Carpi” necropolis, second–third century AD) were 
found, archaeologists also studied Copper Age (Cucuteni culture) 
and third–fourth century AD (Chernyakhov culture) habitats, 
Bronze Age contexts (Monteoru and Noua cultures), a “Getae” 
necropolis from the fifth–fourth century BC, and medieval 
burials.

The pieces were found in cremation graves M. 90 and M. 221 in 
1949 at the necropolis of Poienești –Dealul Teilor, a cemetery 
of the Poienești–Lukașevka type, dated to the second–third 
century AD. 

1. Funerary urn (vessel with protome 
handles) and lid - grave M. 221 

MNIR Inv. 17046 (urn); Inv. 17047 (lid)

Large chunks of charred bone and parts of an iron pin, probably 
from a fibula, adhered to the bone fragments were found 
inside the urn. The urn is a large wheel-thrown vessel made of 
fine paste and hardened by oxidation firing. Two handles with 
zoomorphic decoration—quadrupeds, possibly bears, in passant 
attitude—were attached to the vessel’s shoulder. The conical lid 
with a knob is made of oxidation-fired fine paste.

2. Funerary urn (pot) with lid - grave M. 90 
MNIR Inv. 17054 (pot); Inv. 17053 (lid)

The urn only contains the bones of the deceased. It is a large 
wheel-thrown vessel made of fine paste and hardened by 
oxidation firing. The conical lid, of oxidation-fired fine paste, has 
a knob on top.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1953a: 345-346, 373, 453, 455-456, fig. 165-
166, 345-346 (fotografía y dibujo – urna y tapadera de M. 90), 
fig. 240/p. 373 (fotografía – urna y tapadera de M. 211) y fig. 241/ 
374 (dibujo – urna y tapadera de M. 211); asimismo, el plano de 
la tumba nº. 211-dibujo de la parcela XXIII – fig. 239 373; Spânu, 
2019: 37, 39, 42. 121, 41/fig. 7, II.5, 45/fig. 10, VI.1  66-67, 119, Pl. 1 
D9, Pl. 9 M. 90;  Pl. 14.

ED
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Urn
Poienești - Măgura Teilor carpal cremation necropolis 
(Poienești, Vaslui County)

First half of the 3rd century AD

MJScMVS Inv. 18761

Carpi bowl-urn with lid, discovered during archaeological 
investigations in 1989. The wheel-thrown piece was hardened 
by oxidation firing. The urn has two zoomorphic handles 
representing bears.

Bibliography: Spânu 2019 42 138 pl. 55.

CL

Strainer
Poiana (Poiana, Dulcești, Neam county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 18309

Carpi strainer modelled from quality clay, found on Level II of 
the settlement. This piece has some similarities to the Dacian 
strainers of the late La Tène period.

Bibliography: Bichir, 1973: 84 352 pl. CXXXVI/2.

IB

Jug
Piatra-Neamț – La Lutărie (Piatra Neamț, Neamț county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MIAPN Inv. 10533

Discovered in the 1950s while surveying the lower terrace of the 
River Cuejdi, the grey fine-paste vessel is wheel-thrown and 
decorated with a polished pattern of vertical lines.

Bibliography: Nițu et alii, 1959: 369, Fig. 8/3.  

G-DH
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Small amphora
Homiceni - La Bendeasca, settlement (Bârgăuani, Neamț county)

2nd-3rd century AD

MIAPN Inv. 16673

Fine-paste, wheel-thrown vessel discovered in the 1980s at a 
settlement from the second–third century AD. It is decorated 
with a fir tree motif incised in the unfired clay.

Bibliography: Petrișor, 1989: 404; Hânceanu, 2015: 62, 115 Fig. 
7/2.

G-DH

Pot
Țifești (Iana, Vaslui county)

3rd century AD

MVPB Inv. A/2991

Pot discovered by chance in 1972 during road works in the 
locality. It comes from a Carpi grave and was used as a funerary 
urn.

Bibliograohy: Palade, 1971: 94 fig. 1/2, 95 fig. 2/2.

MM
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Krater
Homiceni - La Bendeasca, settlement (Bârgăuani, Neamț county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MIAPN Inv. 16369

Fine-paste, wheel-thrown vessel discovered in 1980 at a 
settlement from the second–third century AD.

Bibliography: unpublished.

G-DH

Small amphora
Nemțișor - Braniște, burial mound necropolis (Vânători-Neamț, 
Neamț county)

4th century AD

MIAPN Inv. 6041

Vessel made from fine, yellowish paste, wheel-thrown and fired 
twice, found in a Carpathian Tumuli culture grave. 

Bibliography: Mihăilescu-Bîrliba, 1980: 188, Fig. 8/2, 195, Fig. 
14/3.

G-DH 
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Cooking pot
Peicani (Găgești, Vaslui county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MVPB Inv. A/1538

Hand-built pot of coarse paste, discovered by chance in 1967. 
It is typical of the early culture of the Sarmatian Roxolani who 
settled in what was once Geto-Dacian territory.

Bibliography: Palade, 1981a: 78 fig. 3/5, 79, fig. 4/3.

MM

Jug
Chiscani-Trei Movile (Chiscani, Brăila county)

End of the 2nd century - first half of the 3rd century AD

MBRCI Inv. 13331

Vessel recovered from a destroyed Sarmatian inhumation grave. 
Wheel-thrown and made of fine grey clay, it has a flattened 
globular body, cylindrical neck, wide mouth and a handle with 
two vertical grooves. In the upper field above the shoulder, 
on the opposite side to the handle, a relief appliqué depicts a 
stylised snake. 

Bibliography: Harțuche, Anastasiu, 1976: 265 nº. 553; Harțuche, 
1980: 241 fig. 16/4; Oța, Sîrbu, 2009: 98 fig. 2/4; 16/1; 17/1a-b

CC
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Jug
Lișcoteanca-Moș Filon (Bordei Verde, Brăila county)

First half of the 2nd century AD

MBRCI Inv. 13321

Container from the grave goods of a Sarmatian inhumation tomb 
that also yielded a fibula and a dagger. Wheel-thrown, it is made 
of fine grey clay with an engobe. The decoration consists of a 
burnished band of horizontal lines around the widest part of 
the body, as well as alternating vertical bands and zigzag lines, 
similarly burnished. 

Bibliography: Harțuche, Anastasiu, 1976: 232-233 nº. 480; 
Harțuche, 1980: 206-207,fig. 15/3; Oța, Sîrbu, 2009: 109-110, fig. 
22/14; 23/12.

CC

Mirror with “tamga” symbol
Holboca - Secondary tomb in oldest burial mound 
(Holboca, Iași county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 17024

Sarmatian “white metal” mirror with a hole for hanging and 
a “tamga” symbol in the centre. It came from a tomb, located 
inside an older tumulus, that was destroyed in 1950. In addition 
to the mirror, the grave goods included seven glass beads. 
Mirrors bearing the “tamga” symbol, common among Sarmatian 
archaeological finds, were probably used as amulets. 

Bibliography: SCIV 3, 1952: 107; Chirica, Tanasachi, 1984: vol. 1 
173 punto XXXV. 1. C.

SO
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Sword
Place of discovery unknown, Ilfov county

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 338850

Sarmatian sword with a ring pommel, found by looters of 
archaeological sites using metal detectors. A weapon typical 
of the Sarmatian cultural environment, the sword has a cross-
guard decorated with parallel silver plate insets on one side, 
some of which are still intact. The outer face of the ring is 
adorned with parallel insets of alternating copper and silver 
plate. 

Bibliography: Popescu, 2020: 353-363.

SO

Jug
Prăjeni - Alimândra, tumulus T. 3; M. 3 - Sarmatian secondary 
burial tomb (Prăjeni, Botoșani County)

Late 1st century - early 2nd century AD

MJBT Inv. 14428

High-neck jug with a small ribbon handle, made of fine paste 
hardened with oxidation firing. It was discovered during the 
archaeological excavations of 1986. Since there is no systematic 
publication of the results of the dig, we have no information 
about the other grave goods. Decorated with a red engobe, 
the vessel has two protuberances on the lip that probably had 
a specific function. It is a product imported from the Roman 
provincial environment.

Bibliography: Şadurschi, Ursulescu, 1989: 288-289; Ciucalău, 
2018: nº. 23. 

SO and AK
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Necklace
Manoleasa - Loma Hriţeni I, grave M. 2 Sarmatian secondary 
burial (Manoleasa, Botoșani County)

2nd-3rd century AD

MJBT Inv. 17335-17753

Woman’s necklace with 19 carnelian beads that was discovered 
during excavations carried out in 1973. The published data about 
the find are incomplete and we therefore do not know anything 
about the other grave goods.

Bibliography: Păunescu, Șaduschi, Chirica, 1976: 159-160 nº. 
XXXVI. 1.A; Mazilu, 1985-1986: 69 nº. 2; Ciucălău, 2018: 27 nº. 37.

SO and AK

Grave goods from an isolated 
Sarmatian burial
Brăila-Institute of Chemistry (Brăila department)

End of the 2nd century - first half of the 3rd century AD

MBRCI Inv. 12807 (pot) -12808 (bowl)

Bowl
The grave goods found in an isolated Sarmatian burial contained 
a bowl, a pot and several beads. The bowl was wheel-thrown and 
is made of brick-coloured fine paste with an engobe of the same 
hue.

Pot
The pot was wheel-thrown and is made of yellowish brick-
coloured fine paste with a reddish engobe. It has a handle with 
a semicircular section, while the decoration consists of incised 
vertical lines of varying types that descend from the base of the 
neck to the widest part of the body. There is also an oblique line 
under the handle. 

Bibliography: Harțuche, Anastasiu, 1976: 239-240 nº. 490-491; 
Harțuche, 1980: 205, fig. 18/1-2; Oța, Sîrbu, 2009: 16-17, 9, fig. 
2/1-2; 14/1-2; 15/1-2.

CC
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Necklace
Mitoc - Malu Galben, Sarmatian burial necropolis, tomb M. 3 
(Mitoc, Botoșani County)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MJBT Inv. 17856-18441

Necklace comprising 586 little glass beads in varying colours 
and sizes. It was discovered during the excavations of 1978 in 
a female grave. Since there is no systematic publication of the 
results of the dig, we do not know the details of the grave goods.

Bibliograhy: Chirica, 1979: 632, 634; Ciucălău, 2018: 25 nº. 31.

SO and AK

Unguentarium
Satul Nou - Sarmatian burial necropolis, tomb Nº. 1 (Pogana, 
Vaslui county)

3rd century AD

MVPB Inv. A/5135

Vessel discovered by chance in 1972 in a Sarmatian inhumation 
grave. The piece is a local imitation of the Roman containers 
user to store aromatic oils.

Bibliography: Palade, 1981: 78 fig. 3/8, 79 fig. 4/4.

MM
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Ornaments and clothing 
accessories from a 
Sarmatian grave
Căscioarele - Suharna, Sarmatian burial tomb 
(Căscioarele, Călărași County)

End of the 2nd century - first half of the 3rd century AD

DCO - MCG Inv. 241 (bracelet), 243 (bell), 244 (pendant)

The bracelet with broad, widely-spaced ends, the pyramidal bell 
and the openwork pendant were found in a female Sarmatian 
inhumation grave. Next to them were two silver earrings, a 
bronze fibula, a gilded bronze appliqué, a necklace with glass 
beads, and a little pottery cup. The bell was a clothing accessory 
for Sarmatian women. 

Bibliography: Morintz, 1960: 553-560; Morintz, Ionescu, 1970: 
37-54; Bichir, 1977: 167-197; Bichir, 1985: 1164-1177; Bichir, 1996: 
297-312; Sîrbu et alii, 1997: 31-37; 107-124; Sârbu et alii, 2014: 32 
nº. 7.3, 33 nº. 7.5, 34 nº. 7.8, 

SO, MD and OA 
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“Buzău hoard”
Unspecified town in Buzău county

Late 1st century - early 2nd century AD

MNIR Inv. 9006-9024

Some time prior to 1941, several gold pieces were found in an 
unknown part of Buzău county. At first, they were believed to 
be part of a hoard, but subsequent studies proved that they 
were most likely grave goods from a destroyed tomb. Among the 
pieces were two gold earrings with decorative granulation and 
filigree, semi-precious stones (garnets?) and turquoises, and 

chains with hemispherical pendants. There was also a gold ring 
with a round, green semi-precious stone on which the image of a 
horned animal (probably a goat) had been carved. Typologically, 
these three pieces originated in the area north of the Black Sea. 
Three gold tubes with parallel incisions, two elongated appliqués 
and seven pressed flower-shaped appliqués were found at the 
same site. These types of pieces were usually worn on a shirt or 
jacket. Another three pendants and the frame of a fourth were 
probably part of a necklace. Among other things, gold jewellery 
like this served to advertise the elite status of the wearer.

Bibliography: Oța, Oța, 2015: 537-576.

SO
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Appliqués
Mitoc - Malu Galben, Sarmatian burial necropolis, tomb M. 2 
(Mitoc, Botoșani County)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MJBT Inv. 10065-10071

Seven cruciform appliqués carved out of mother-of-pearl with 
transverse perforations at the centre to enable them to be sewn 
onto a textile support. They were discovered in a female grave 
in 1986. We do not know anything else about the grave goods 
because published data on the find is incomplete.

Bibliography: Ciucălău, 2018: 24 nº. 27.

SO and AK

Grave goods from a 
Sarmatian tomb
Vitănești - grave M. 2; Tumulus II (Vitănești, Teleorman county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MNIR Inv. 109422 (censer), 109426 (bead necklace), 109428-
109430, 109444-109445, 109449, 109455 (applique for clothing)

Found during archaeological excavations in the vicinity of the 
village of Vitănești, on the left bank of the River Teleorman, 
south of the DN 6 national road. Numerous tumuli were 
excavated in this area, including two in the summer of 1976. 
The funerary complex had been disturbed by treasure hunters 
in the 17th century, which explains the irregular shape of the 
pit. Inside were the partial bones of a 35-year-old woman, 
lying on a north-south axis. The grave goods consisted of gold 
appliqués worn as fashion accessories, two clay incense burners/
strainers, a necklace of vitreous paste beads, bronze plaques 
and buttons, iron nails and rings, a jug, fragments of an amphora 
and glass vessels, all scattered in the burial pit. Medieval pottery 
fragments left by the tomb raiders were also found.

1. Censer
Perforated quadrilateral vessel of reduction-fired semi-fine 
paste. The four walls are pierced by two parallel rows of three 
holes. The marks of a second firing are still visible inside. It was 
used as an incense burner during the funerary rites.

2. Bead necklace
Necklace of vitreous paste beads of various colours—white, 
black, yellow and dark yellow with a golden sheen—and 
shapes—spherical, elongated or roughly rectangular.

3. Fashion accessories
Thin gold plate appliqués decorated with rosettes and a boss 
surrounded by an almost rectangular ornamental border.

Bibliography: Leahu, Trohani, 1979: 134-138, fig. 5-7; Sârbu et 
alli, 2014: 85-89, fig. 36.

ED y AA
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Gold necklace from a 
Sarmatian burial at 
Sânnicolau Mare
Sânnicolau Mare - Săliște, grave M. 7 (Timiș County)

Late 1st century AD

MNBT Inv. 32125-32131

Necklace from a tomb discovered in 2005 during systematic 
archaeological excavations. In addition to the gold and enamel 
necklace, the grave goods included pottery vessels, a cup and 
small jug, a bronze bracelet, limestone and vitreous paste beads 
of different sizes and shapes, and a clay loom weight.

The grave pertains to an archaeological horizon characterised by 
tombs of women buried with an abundance of gold ornaments: 
earrings, pendants, beads, appliqués, etc., decorated with 

granulation and pseudo-granulation and blue glass enamel. This 
group of objects, indicative of high social status, also includes 
the necklace with six pendants—one shaped like a horseshoe 
and five like teardrops—and the seven gold tube beads 
featured in the exhibition. These tombs are associated with the 
Sarmatian Iazyges, who came from North Pontic steppes to the 
Carpathian basin sometime in the first century AD. In fact, the 
gold pieces on the necklace have analogies on the Pannonian 
plain, the nearest of which were found where the River Mureș 
flows into the Tisza, in the Crișana region, and on the plain that 
stretches between the Middle Tisza and the Danube. In the area 
of Banat, this is the earliest find connected to the Sarmatian 
Iazyges, probably dating from the late first century AD, although 
so far scholars have believed that this nomadic people did not 
venture south of the River Mureș until shortly after the latter half 
of the second century AD.

Bibliography: Bejan et alii, 2011: 161-180; Tănase, 2013: 515-517; 
Bârcă, 2016: 7–66.

DT
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Ladle
Ulmeni - Dam of the irrigation system, Sarmatian burial 
necropolis (Ulmeni, Călărași County)

Late 1st century - early 2nd century AD

DCO – MCG Inv. 1948 

Bronze ladle of the Eggers 144 type that was found accidentally. 
According to the initial publication, it is impossible to confirm 
whether it comes from a destroyed grave or not. The piece is a 
Roman import in the Sarmatian area near the imperial border 
and it belongs to the “luxury” category of merchandise. In the 
Roman provincial environment it was a ritual object, used in 
sacrificial ceremonies. 

Bibliography: Bichir, 1977: 167-197; Bârcă, 2006; Morintz, 
Ionescu, 1968: 95-128. 

SO, MD and OA 

Appliqués
Smârdan, Tumulus no. 197 (Smârdan, Galați county)

2nd - 3rd century AD

MIPPGL Inv. 21478
Ornaments discovered in a female Sarmatian grave in 1988 
during emergency excavations carried out on the east side 
of the Dealul Spânului plateau, near Lake Mălina.  Ten of the 
pieces are flower-shaped, 16 adopt the form of little rods, and 
two have no specific shape. Some of the floral appliqués have 
tiny perforations, enabling them to be sown onto a textile 
support. The tubular sequins were also sewn onto a support to 
serve as stems for the flowers. Appliqués like these were typical 
components of women's clothing in the Sarmatian elite groups 
that settled near the limes border line in the Danube region.

Bibliography: Brudiu, 2003: 349-35   8, fig. 3/1-16, fig. 3/20-21, 
26-27, fig. 3/17, 22-25, 28; Brudiu, 2003: 81-82, fig. 50/1-16, fig. 
17-28.

CI
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Bowl
Bucu - sarmatic burial necropolis, tomb M.10 
(Bucu, Ialomița county)

Late 2nd century AD

MJIL Inv. 4734

This object came from a north-south aligned tomb whose grave 
goods also included a dagger and a bead. It is an imported 
piece, made in a provincial Roman workshop. The decorative 
programme consists of a circular line incised on the body 
and other finely incised irregular radial lines that form two 
concentric circles inside the bowl.

Bibliography: Rența, 2000: 41; Sîrbu et alii, 2014: 22 219 fig. 5/4 
221 fig. 3a-c.

SO
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Fibula
Barboși-Tirighina, tomb M. 7 (Galați, Galați county)

Late 3rd century AD

MIPPGL Inv. 19293

Gold fibula with onion-shaped finals that was discovered during 
the 1978 excavation campaign at a cromlech tumulus in the 
Roman necropolis. An incised inscription in Latin on the edge of 
the arch reads: “INNOCENS”. It refers to the name of the owner, 
a high-ranking Roman official stationed at the north end of the 
imperial bridge over the Danube, who controlled the area located 
at the mouth of the rivers Siret and Prut on the Danube, as well 
as roads from Scythia to the interior of the old Dacia. Anyone 
who bore the name “Innocens” was thought to be a Christian. 

Bibliography: Dragomir, 1981: 73-115, fig. 1/4 y fig. 2; Monografia 
arheologică a Moldovei de sud (I), 1996: 535-566, fig. 6/2, fig. 7/2.

CI

Reused fibula
Micia (Mintia, Vețel, Hunedoara County)

Late 3rd century - early 4th century AD?

MNIT Inv. V 1209

The jewel entered the collections of the museum of Transylvania 
following its acquisition in the 19th century. It is a silver fibula, 
probably of the Keller 1B type, with button finials for the arms. 
Today it is a fragmented piece; the body was twisted and reused 
as a ring with open ends. A stylised vegetal motif and geometric 
patterns decorate the body's central rib. The Latin inscription 
“Quartine / vivas” (“Live, Quartine”) was engraved along both 
sides of this central rib. Both the letters and the rib originally 
had black enamel niello decoration. Inscribing jewels and 
vessels with a desire or wish was common practice in the Late 
Roman period. Since the fibula was transformed, we cannot 
be entirely certain about the date it was made, although Keller 
1B fibulae usually date from the period 290–320 AD. Specialist 
Romanian literature speculates that the transformation and 
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reuse of the piece may be related to the continuity of the Roman 
population in the former province of Dacia. Some authors even 
attribute a Christian significance to the object. Apart from this 
Micia specimen, we know of very few similar fibulae from ancient 
Dacia; specifically, they come from Porolissum (Moigrad), 
Potaissa (Turda) and Târnăvioara. In the case of the latter two 
provenances, the fibulae were discovered in inhumation graves 
(in Turda, in a brick sarcophagus, and in Târnăvioara, associated 
with Late Roman objects).

Bibliography: CIL III, 6288; IDR, III/3 206; Torma, 1866ª: 150; 
Macrea, 1958: 467-472; Protase, 1966: 132; Civiltà, 1970: 269 
H4; Isac, Bărbulescu, 1976: 181; Gudea, Ghiurco, 1988: 177; 
Diaconescu, Opreanu, 1989: 580-581; Protase, 2000: 204-205; 
Hica, 2004: 196.

IN
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Selected pieces found in 
the family tomb of a Roman 
cavalry officer at Carsium 
(Hârșova, Constanța county)
First decades of the 4th century AD (before 317-324)

MNIR Inv. 239066 (fibula), 244605 (sword guard), 244597 (silver 
buckle), 285836 (Gorgon), 285876 (chalice), 285898 (spinning 
wheel)

and therefore resorted to the old Roman burial traditions in 
secret, without the funeral party’s knowledge. The depictions 
on the rings and personal items of the three members of 
Valerius Valerianus’s family refer to classic Graeco-Roman 
or barbarian ethics and mythology (Jupiter, Venus, Leda and 
the swan, the inscription on the chalice and the dragons on 
the buckle). The grave goods of Valerius Valerianus are also 
remarkable because they include something rarely found in 
Christian or even Roman burials: weapons (spatha, pugio and 
spearhead). Like the appliqués of the Gorgon Medusa, they 
were also buried “discreetly” beside the dead man’s head or 
under his coffin. Depositing weapons in graves was typical of 
the cultures of certain barbarian peoples who lived outside 
the empire’s borders. This leads us to believe that, despite his 
Roman name, Valerius Valerianus was originally a barbarian 
who joined the army during the first Tetrarchy and, thanks to 
his military career, was able to fit into late Roman society and 
culture. The use of inscriptions in Greek and Latin and the 
classic mythological imagery, in addition to being reminiscent 
of barbarian funerary practices, reflects the multicultural world 
of the frontier province of Scythia at a time when the new 
Christian faith was beginning to spread, in the first decade 
after the Edict of Milan (AD 313) established religious toleration 
of Christianity. This exhibition features a selection of the lavish 
grave goods from these tombs, consisting of gold, silver, iron, 
bronze, glass, bone, wood, textile, leather and other objects. 

a. Gold fibula with onion-shaped knobs
These pieces, used to pin a cloak (paludamentum) at the 
shoulder, were not mere clothing accessories; they were symbols 
of rank presented to the empire’s civil and military officers by 
periodic imperial donativa to celebrate events in the personal 
life of the emperor and his family or noteworthy political/military 
achievements.

In the summer of 1987, emergency excavations at Hârșova 
(ancient Carsium) uncovered a brick crypt containing the very 
well-preserved tombs of three individuals, a man and two 
women (probably his first and second wives). Thanks to the 
inscription on the cross-guard of the spatha (sword) found 
beneath the man's coffin, the spurs discovered inside the 
coffin, and a burial inscription found in the same cemetery 
plot, we know the man was named Valerius Valerianus and 
that he had been a high-ranking cavalry officer (centenarius) 
at the Carsium garrison during the joint reign of Constantine 
I and Licinius I. The silver-plated bronze coins that Valerius 
Valerianus had in a purse at his waist tell us he died sometime 
between AD 317 and 324. The grave goods and certain details 
of how objects were arranged in the family tomb of Valerius 
Valerianus allow us to reconstruct the funerary customs of a 
wealthy Roman family who lived in a cosmopolitan urban centre 
on the frontier of the Lower Danube at a time of sweeping 
ethnic and religious changes, due to the spread of Christianity 
and the settlement of barbarian colonists inside the Roman 
provinces. The family tombs had a west-east orientation, 
with their heads pointing west and looking to the east, in 
accordance with the Christian rite. However, many details of 
the grave goods and the images depicted on the ornaments and 
personal items are typical of pagan Graeco-Roman tradition. 
This is eloquently illustrated by the two wooden appliqués (one 
severely deteriorated) carved to resemble the Gorgon Medusa 
that were hidden in the soil beneath Valerius Valerianus’s 
coffin, in keeping with the ancient custom in the Graeco-
Roman world of using such apotropaic images to ward off evil 
spirits. Another aspect related to ancient religious practices 
is the fact that the mouths of all the corpses in the crypt were 
covered with elliptical gold plates, intended to prevent evil 
spirits from entering the bodies. In all likelihood, the relatives 
who buried these recent converts to Christianity had some 
doubts about the efficacy of Christian funerary customs, 
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b. Silver-gilt sword cross-guard with niello 
inscription

The cross-guard bears the Latin inscription “VALE/RIANE/
VIVAS”, which translates as “Live long, Valerianus!”, probably 
received from his fellow officers on the occasion of a promotion 
or anniversary.

c. Silver buckle adorned with dragons’ 
heads

Over his fine leather tunic, Valerianus wore two leather belts, 
one to hold his sword (spatha) and another for his dagger 
(pugio), cosmetic kit and coin purse. Both belts were decorated 
with silver brooches, appliqués and end tips, also of silver, 
embellished with niello-inlaid geometric and floral motifs. 

In addition to weapons, Valerianus carried two other things 
on his belt: a cosmetic kit—a double wooden comb, a glass 
jar with scented oil, and a ball of pink rouge, all stored in a 
wooden box—and a purse of unused silver-plated bronze coins 
(centenionales).
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d. Glass chalice with Greek inscription
The large, mould-cast cup of yellowish-green glass with an 
inscription in Greek (“ΠΙЄ [ΚΑΙ] ΖΗСΑΙСЄΝ ΑΓΘΟΙС”, meaning 
“Drink and live righteously!”) was placed outside Valerius 
Valerianus’s coffin, near his feet.

e. Wooden appliqué depicting the Gorgon 
Medusa

Made of carved wood and initially covered with painted stucco, 
the appliqué was found hidden beneath Valerianus’s coffin. 

f. Distaff with a depiction of Venus Pudica
Made of bone, the distaff was discovered outside the coffin of 
Valerius Valerianus’s first wife, at the woman’s feet.

Bibliography: Goldhelm, 1994: 220-221 nº. 89.1 (fibula), 225: nº. 
94 (spatha guard with inscription); Guldskatter Rumänien, 2004: 
194 nº. 147 (fibula); Rome and the Barbarians, 2008: 682 (all the 
pieces presented, but without serial number and illustration), 
fig. nº. 144 (guard of spatha with inscription); Aurul și argintul, 
2013/2019: 456-458 nº. 105 (fibula); Treasures of Romania, 2016: 
243 (glass chalice with Greek inscription); spinning wheel - 
unpublished.

EOT
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Belt buckle
Beroe - burial necropolis (Piatra Frecăței, Ostrov, Tulcea County)

6th-7th century AD 

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 1020

Small rigid plate buckle made of bone or deer antler that was 
recovered from the grave goods at an inhumation tomb. The 
fastening system consists of three bone or antler rivets.

Bibliography: Petre, 1987: 68 pl. 123/192c; Nuțu, Stanc, Stan, 
2014: 78 nº. 10 pl. 14/10.

GN and AA

Scale
History (Istria, Constanța county)

First half of the 6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 17474

Scale plate with four rings for hanging it from the balance lever. 
The bronze was cast using the lost-wax method and turned on a 
lathe.

Bibliography: Barnea, 1968: 262-265 nº. 247; Antique bronzes, 
2003: 169 nº. 305.

EOT 

Amphora
Histria (Istria, Constanța county)

6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 17467

Spatheion-type amphora found during archaeological 
investigations in the temple sector of Histria in 1949–1950. It 
bears an inscription in Greek, painted in an ochre tone, on either 
side of the Chi-Rho:  Θ(εο)υ Χ(ριστου), meaning “Of Christ the God”.

Bibliography: Barnea, 1968: 537 fig. 48/2; Popescu, 1976: 171 no. 
153; Creștinismul pe teritoriul României, 1999: 38 nº. 43 (entry by 
Luminița Dumitriu); Paleocreștinism și Creștinism, 2000: nº. 53.

CMN
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Scale
Dinogetia (Garvăn, Jijila, Tulcea county)

Circa 559-561 AD

MNIR Inv. 17473

This officially calibrated, unequal-arm balance bears an 
inscription in Greek that says it was made when Gerontius 
was prefect (eparchos) of Constantinople (about AD 559–561). 
Weights in the Roman duodecimal system, ounces (ougkia) 
and pounds (litrai), are marked on the long arm, with numbers 
represented by letters of the Greek alphabet. Fractions of a 
pound—ounces, quadrans and semis—are represented by 
shorter or longer notches and dots. The scale can record a wide 
range of weights, from one ounce (approximately 27 g) to 60 
pounds (about 19.44 kg).

The fortress of Diongetia beside the Danube, where this balance 
was found, was an advanced military and political post on the 
northern border of the late Roman Empire, but it was also an 

important hub of trade with barbarians from across the river. 
A customs station here charged tariffs on goods imported 
from Barbaricum to the empire or exported north of the river, 
ensuring compliance with laws that controlled the trade of 
strategic commodities (weapons, raw or refined ferrous and 
non-ferrous metals, certain textiles, grain) and collecting tax 
revenue for the imperial coffers. The discovery of this balance 
and several glass weights (exagia or denerali) used to verify the 
legal weight of gold coins, during Gerontius’s term as prefect 
of Constantinople, in Roman-Byzantine forts at points where 
the Danube could be crossed to reach the north bank indicates 
that the customs and tax system was reorganised in the Danube 
provinces during this period in order to increase state revenue. 

Translation: “+[This balance was made] in the days of the 
distinguished prefect [eparch] of the City [of Constantinople], 
Gerontius.”

Bibliography: Popescu, 1976: 262-265 nº. 247; Barnea, 1979: 110-
111 nº. 37; Oberländer-Târnoveanu Antique bronzes, 2003: 168 
nº. 304.

EOT 
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Situla
Periam (Periam, Timiș County)

6th century AD

MNBT Inv. 8742

Discovered by chance in a meadow by the River Mureș in the 
mid-20th century. Initially part of a private collection, it was 
donated to the Muzeul Național al Banatului in 1979. The situla is 
made of hammered copper plate. The bottom is decorated with 
an equal-armed cross with triangular arms, a common motif 
in the eastern Christian world of the sixth–seventh centuries 
AD. These containers served a religious purpose, as they were 
used to store and carry holy water during Christian worship 
services. The Periam situla was probably made by a workshop 
in the eastern part of the late Roman Empire. The presence of 
this bucket near the convergence of the Mureș and Tisza rivers 
proves the existence of local Christian communities. The Periam 
situla, along with other palaeo-Christian artefacts discovered in 
modern-day Banat, attests to the practice of the Christian faith 
in this region of western Romania in late antiquity and the dawn 
of the early Middle Ages.

Bibliography: Interferențe spirituale, 2018: 100-101; Tănase, 
2016: 235; Teicu, 1990: 153–156.

DT

Jug
Carsium (Hârşova, Constanța county)

Last quarter of the 4th century AD

MNIR Inv. 285861

Jug with a trefoil mouth discovered in the necropolis in 1987 
among the goods in Grave M 4. 

Bibliography: The Supply of Ceramic, 2018: 270 nº. 753 (entry by 
Cătălina - Mihaela Neagu).

CMN
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Church lamp
Tomis (Constanța, Constanța county)

5th-6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 102259

Bronze lamp shaped like a fish (sea bass?) swallowing another 
smaller fish, part of a church chandelier. It has two separate 
parts, cast by the lost-wax method in different moulds and later 
soldered together. The body of the fish has a Greek cross on one 
side and a Chi-Rho or monogram of Jesus Christ on the other. 
The chain and hook for attaching it to the chandelier have also 
been preserved. Possibly made in a Constantinople workshop. 
The work is a genuine masterpiece of early Christian artistic 
metalwork in the area of the Black Sea and the Balkans.

Bibliography: Tudor, 1935: 10-11 nº. 21; Popescu, 1976: 92 nº. 56; 
Barnea, 1979: 230 nº. 97; Paleocreștinism și creștinism, 2000: 54 
nº. 42; Antique bronzes, 2003: 184 nº. 366; Treasures of Romania, 
2016: 288.

EOT 

Thurible (censer)
Dinogetia (Garvăn, Jijila, Tulcea county)

First half of the 6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 17472

Bronze container for burning aromatic substances. Adopted 
by early Christians from Jewish and Graeco-Roman pagan 
purification rituals, it was used both in secular settings and in 
church services. This specimen comes from a secular building. 

Bibliography: Barnea, 1979: 232-233 pl. nº 98; Paleocreștinism și 
creștinism, 2000: 55 nº 48; Antique bronzes, 2003: 183 nº 363.

EOT
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Lamp
Luciu (Luciu, Ialomița county)

6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 17466

Bronze lamp with a handle in the form of a Latin cross with 
slightly flared arms and a lid shaped like a scallop shell (symbol 
of James the Apostle). It was cast using the lost-wax method, 
possibly in an Egyptian workshop. The town of Luciu, where the 
piece was found, stands where the River Ialomița flows into the 
Danube, near the Gura Ialomiței-Hârșova ford (Carsium), not far 
from the western border of the province of Scythia. In antiquity 
this location was of great strategic importance, as it controlled 
the flow of traffic from the Danube and the Black Sea coast to 
inland Wallachia along the River Ialomița. Periodically, during 
imperial offensives against the Slavs and Avars, this area may 
have been a bridgehead controlled by the late Roman Empire 

as well as a frontier trade post. The Luciu lamp is the most 
important Christian artefact discovered to date in present-day 
Wallachia, a region that has yielded several patently Christian 
archaeological finds from the sixth century, proving that the new 
faith had spread among the local Latin-speaking population and 
possibly also among migratory groups present in the area.

Bibliography: Barnea, 1979: 260-261 nº. 112; Goldhelm, 1994: 256 
nº. 103; Paleocreștinism și creștinism, 2000: 55 nº. 47; Dumitriu 
Antique bronzes, 2003: 184 nº. 367; Treasures of Romania, 2016: 
290.

EOT 
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Pilgrim’s ampulla/flask
Iron Gates Region - Dierna? (Orşova, Mehedinţi County)

Circa 610-650 AD 

MNBT Inv. 6572

This pilgrim’s ampulla supposedly came from the ancient town 
of Dierna. However, as there is no explicit information about 
where it was found, this provenance must be treated as tentative 
at best. The piece was modelled from white clay and decorated 
on both sides with a medallion of Saint Menas in an attitude of 
prayer, flanked by two equal-armed crosses. The saint, wearing 
a military tunic and cloak, has two camels kneeling at his feet.

Clay flasks or ampullae with the image of Saint Menas, used to 
store holy water or oil, were made at the monastery of Abu Mena 
in Egypt, the most prolific production centre of such items in 
the Romano-Byzantine Empire. Saint Menas was considered the 
protector of travellers and sailors, as well as a holy healer, and 
his ampullae were very popular souvenirs, believed to provide 
divine succour and aid and distributed far and wide by pilgrims, 
soldiers and traders. The piece probably came to the Danubian 

Lamp
Dej (Cluj county)

5th – 6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 69904

Late version of the Loeschcke XXI-type lamp in bronze, whose 
handle is a cross framed by a rhombus. Above the cross is a 
stylised dove. The workmanship of the piece and its singular 
form suggest that it is an import.

Bibliography: Novák, 1944: 89-91; Macrea, 1948: 295-296 nº. 
3, fig. 4; Römer in Rumänien, 1969: 288 nº. H 54, Pl. 12; Civiltà, 
1970: 269 nº. H 5, Pl. LXVIII/H 5; Băluță, 1979: 170 pl. V/1; 
Paleocreștinism și Creștinism, 2000: 24, 54 nº. cat. 44, fig. 44 
(entry by Luminița Dumitriu); Antique bronzes, 2003: 183 nº. cat. 
365 (entry by Luminița Dumitriu); Simion, 2003: 114 nº. cat. 88, 
fig. 33/88 a–c.

IB

region of the Iron Gates from the Adriatic Sea (western Balkan 
Peninsula), where similar flasks associated with pilgrimages to 
that northern Egyptian monastery have been found. 

Bibliography: Benea, 1986: 42-48; Interferențe spirituale, 2018: 
94-95; Tănase, 2018: 65–79.

DT
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Hoard of liturgical silver
Sucidava - Curgani (Lipnița, Izvoarele, Constanța county)

4th-6th century AD

MINAC Inv. 33714 (jug), 33715 (patera), 33713 (reliquary)

In 1984, near the village of Izvoarele in Constanța county, 
a landslide on a bank of the Danube at the Curgani site, 
approximately 1 km from the Romano-Byzantine fortress of 
Sucidava, revealed a hoard of liturgical pieces, including a 
reliquary, an oenochoe, paterae and spoons for communion.

An ewer, a patera and the reliquary are included in this 
exhibition. The silver ewer, weighing 158.98 g in total, is 
decorated with three plaited horizontal bands in relief. The 
rectangular punch engraving on the bottom of the vessel has a 
cross in the centre flanked by two eight-pointed stars and the 
name in genitive case “KΩΣTAN/TINOY” (“Constantine’s”). The 

silver patera, with a total weight of 149.81 g, is adorned with 
radial grooves and has a medallion in the centre depicting a 
kantharos and two doves drinking water. The handle features a 
stylised vine garland framed by circles. The text punched on the 
back of the handle reads “KΩΣTAN/TINOY” (Constantine’s). The 
letter Σ (?) is scrawled above the text. The silver reliquary, which 
weighs a total of 160.31 g, has a roughly parallelepiped shape. 
The walls of the coffer and the corresponding sides of the lid are 
incised with geometric and plant motifs typical of early Christian 
art, as well as a Chi-Rho with an open Greek letter Ρ (rho). It has 
a Greek cross on one side.

Bibliography: Rădulescu, Cliante, 1986: 139-141, 143 pl. VII/1, a-b, 
VIII a-f; Paleocreștinism și creștinism, 2000: 51-52 no. 12, 19-20; 
Aurul și argintul antic, 2013: 648-649 fig. 176.1-2, 6.

MB



666

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

Selected Byzantine silver 
ornaments and coins from 
the Priseaca hoard 
Priseaca - Courtyard of the family home of Dumitru R. Ursu 
(Olt district)

Last two decades of the 7th century AD - circa AD 681 or right 
after

MNIR Inv. 72044 (vessel), 72042-72043 (silver hoops), 71903, 
71905-71906, 71908-71909, 71913, 71928-71929, 71947, 71949 
(coins)

Hoard discovered by chance in 1965 during construction works. 
Two silver hoops and 141 Byzantine silver coins were found 
inside a pottery vessel. The following pieces are featured in the 
exhibition:

1. The Korčeak-type pottery vessel, hand-built from coarse 
reduction-fired clay.

2. 10 silver coins, hexagrams issued in Constantinople, five 
by Constans II in association with his sons Constantine IV, 
Heraclius and Tiberius between AD 659 and 668, and the 
other five by Constantine IV in AD 668–681.

3. A pair of silver hoops from a headdress or diadem of the 
Keszthely type, partially preserved (the star-shaped 
ornaments on the pendants were damaged and partly lost 
after their discovery).

The Priseaca hoard is important evidence of the fact that the 
lands north of the Danube continued to have politico-military 
relations with the Byzantine Empire in the second half of 
the seventh century AD. The hoard was accumulated by two 
generations of a local aristocratic family, who saved up the sums 
they received as subsidies from imperial authorities in exchange 
for military service and their loyalty. The Priseaca hoard was 
most likely buried during the tumultuous time when the Bulgars 
invaded in the year 681 and settled in the former Byzantine 
territories of the northern Balkans. 

Bibliography: Oberländer-Târnoveanu, 2017: 73-104. 

EOT 
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Lamp
Capidava - Sector III, square T 73 (Topalu, Constanța county)

6th century AD 

MNIR Inv. 297573

Hayes 11-type lamp discovered in 1994, in the northeast corner 
of the fortress. It was formed in a two-piece mould from quality 
clay. The piece has a handle shaped like a double-contour 
Byzantine cross and belongs to the category of Danubian oil 
lamps.

Bibliography: Opriș, 2003: 170 nº. cat. 416, pl. LXI/416; The Supply 
of Ceramic Goods, 2018: 274 nº. cat. 762 (entry by Cătălina-
Mihaela Neagu).

CMN

Inscription on a church 
chandelier dedicated by 
Zenovius
Biertan (Biertan, Sibiu county)

4th-6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 39301-39302

Latin dedication that once adorned a church chandelier 
and consisted of two parts, now separated. The first is a 
bronze tabella ansata (tablet with handles) with an openwork 
inscription mentioning the name of Zenovius, which emphasises 
that he honoured his promise to donate the chandelier to a 
Christian house of worship. The second part is a bronze disc with 
the Christogram, originally attached to the tablet by rings and 
chains which have since been lost. Both parts were made by 
lost-wax casting.

The “Biertan Donarium” (Biertan votive plaque) is one of the 
most important testimonies of the spread and practice of Latin 
Christianity among the Daco-Romans and among the Ostrogoths 
and Gepids, Germanic peoples who controlled the former 
province of Dacia in the fifth–sixth century AD. The language of 
the inscription uses archaic phrases like votum posui, typical 
of pagan Roman dedications, confirming that Latin speakers in 

Dacia were cut off from the rest of the empire. Zenovius, who 
made this impressive donation, was apparently an important 
church leader, possibly a missionary from the eastern reaches of 
the Roman Empire, as the spelling of his originally eastern name 
reveals certain Greek influences in its Latin transcription.

Translation: “Jesus Christ! I, Zenovius, fulfilled my promise 
(vow)!”

Bibliography: Horedt, 1941-1942: 1-8; Popescu, 1976: 388-389 
nº. 434; Barnea, 1979: 126-127 nº. 45; Goldhelm, 1994: 223 nº. 92; 
Paleocreștinism și creștinism, 2000: 55 nº. 49; Antique bronzes, 
2003: 183 nº. 362.

EOT 
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Funerary inscription
Tomis (Constanța, Constanța county)

Mid-6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 18709

Funerary inscription in Greek, adorned with a Latin cross with 
ivy leaf finials. The inscription gives the name “Atala, son of 
Tzeiouk”. As the mention of the anonymous person who buried 
him indicates, Atala, son of Tzeiouk, was a young solider with a 
mounted archers’ unit who died in unspecified circumstances 
at the tender age of 25 in the vicinity of Tomis. Despite being a 
Christian who lived in the Hellenised cultural setting of a large 
late Roman metropolis, neither his nor, especially, his father’s 
name are of Greek, Latin or biblical origin. Some scholars believe 
he may have been a Christianised Goth who lived in the province 
of Scythia (in the Gothic tongue, he actually would have been 
Athala and his father Thiuwik or Gundiuk/Gundiuchus). Another 
hypothesis is that he was the descendant of a Christianised, 
Hellenised Turanian nomad, a Hun or Kutrigur Bulgar whose real 
name would have been Attila (Attēlas in Greek), while his father’s 
was probably Tzykos, Tzokos or Tzoukos. As Atala served in a 
mounted archery unit, the latter theory seems more plausible, 
considering the steppe nomads’ reputation as formidable 
archers. The stela illustrates the rapid spread of Christianity and 
the Greek language among barbarians who came into contact 
with the late Roman Empire in the Lower Danube and the rapid 
cultural assimilation of new recruits who entered the empire’s 
service. Translation: “Here lies Atala, son of Tzeiouk, who lived 25 
years. Did someone [from the unit] of archers [sagittarion] [bury 
him] at your fortress?”

Bibliography: Popescu, 1976: 77-78 nº. 41; Barnea, 1979: 80-81 nº. 
22; Paleocreștinism și creștinism, 2000: 58 nº. 78; Lapidarium, 
193 nº. 193.

EOT 
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Inscription with the names 
of the Christian martyrs 
Kyrillos, Kyndaias and Tasios
Axiopolis (Cernavoda, Constanța county)

Early 4th century AD (circa 313-337)

MNIR Inv. 18.881

Funerary inscription in Greek from an early Christian church 
at Axiopolis (modern-day Cernavoda, Constanța county) which 
mentions the names of the martyrs Kyrillos (Cyril), Kyndaias 
(Quindaeus/Chindeas) and Tasios (Tasius/Dasius) as well as that 
of the deceased, Euphrasios, probably a prominent local figure. 
The names of these saints from Axiopolis are later mentioned 
in several acts of the martyrs, which also give the dates of their 
martyrdom. Most experts on the early history of Christianity in 
the province of Scythia believe that the three saints died during 
the Great Persecution under Diocletian (285–305) and that, 
after the Edict of Milan, their relics were placed in a basilica 
coemeterialis in the northern enclosure of the fortress of 
Axiopolis, which was probably restored by Euphrasios, the man 
mentioned in the inscription. Later, the relics and sarcophagus 
of Saint Tasios or Dasius were moved to a church in Durostorum 
(modern-day Silistra, northeast Bulgaria). From there they were 
taken—though we do not know when or why—to Ancona, Italy, 
where they remain today.

Dedicatory inscription 
Tropæum Traiani (Adamclisi, Constanța county)

Early 6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 18875

Bilingual inscription in Latin and Greek from a dedication placed 
in an early Christian church at Tropaeum Traiani, invoking the 
redeeming power of the cross. The inscription is a relevant 
example of the dual use of Greek and Latin by early Christians 
in the province of Scythia between the fourth and seventh 
centuries AD.

Translation: “+ Cross of death and resurrection”.

Bibliography: Popescu, 1976: 187-188 nº. 173; Barnea, 1979: 
114-114 nº. 39; Paleocreștinism și creștinism, 2000: 58 nº. 76; 
Lapidarium. 147 nº. 144.

EOT

Translation: “To the martyrs Cyril, Chindeas and Tasius I 
commend Euphrasios.”

Bibliography: Popescu, 1976: 205-206 no. 194; Barnea, 1979: 
44-45 nº. 4; Paleocreștinism și creștinism, 2000: 58 nº. 74; 
Lapidarium 199 nº. 202.

EOT 
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Holy water vessel
Ibida - Paleo-Christian monastic complex (Slava Rusă, Slava 
Cercheză, Tulcea county)

Last quarter of the 6th century - early 7th century AD

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 41982

Vessel discovered during emergency excavations carried out 
in 1988 approximately 3 km west of the grounds of the Roman-
Byzantine fortress of Ibida/Libida. The monument underwent 
three phases of construction [second half of the fourth century–
first half of the fifth century; mid-fifth century, reign of Justinian 
II (565-578); and a last phase during the reign of Maurice 
Tiberius (582-602)].

The holy water vessel was found in pieces in the narthex of one 
of the two basilicas dating from the final phase of the complex, 
on the uppermost level of use. The stem and base and the bowl 
are decorated with stylised vegetal motifs. The closest analogy 
for this vessel is a piece that appeared next to the entrance steps 
to the nave of a basilica in Galata, near Odessos (modern-day 
Varna, Bulgaria).  A stem and base for a holy water vessel were 
also discovered in the basilica adjacent to the Beroe cemetery 
(municipality of Ostrov, Tulcea County), and another example was 
found in Slava Rusă, in a construction that dates from the last 
quarter of the fourth century AD, located near the monastery.

Bibliography: Opaiț et al., 1990: 23, pl. VI/1; Opaiț et al., 1992 : 
117-118, fig. 10; Opriș, 2004 : 264, fig. 4-5.

DP

Baptismal font (fragment)
Tomis (Constanța, Constanța county)

5th-6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 18882

Marble baptismal font (holy water basin) in fragmented 
condition, decorated with a stylised ivy leaf motif on the outside. 
Psalm 27:1 is inscribed in Greek on the lip: Κ(ύριο) φωτισμός μ[ου] 
κ(αί) Σωτήρ, τίνα φοβηθή]σομε.

Translation: “The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I 
fear?”

Bibliography: Popescu, 1976: 94-95 nº. 60; Barnea, 1979: 66-67 
nº. 15; Lapidarium,  145 nº. 142.
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Comb
Dinogetia (Garvăn, Jijila, Tulcea county)

First half of the 6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 16570

Double-sided bone comb, decorated with a crouching griffin 
facing right on one side, and a crouching lion facing left on the 
other, in addition to rows of geometric motifs. The quality of 
the artistic workmanship indicates that it is an import, made 
at some large urban centre in the east (Antioch, Alexandria?) 
where the traditions of Graeco-Roman art still endured. Although 
there is earlier evidence of the use of wood or bone combs in the 
Lower Danube region, between the fourth and seventh centuries 
the production and use of these accessories experienced a 
genuine boom in both the late Roman Empire and in barbarian 
cultures (especially among the Goths and Gepids). These combs 
served as tools of personal hygiene but also as hair ornaments, 
worn by both women and men (especially in barbarian societies).  

Bibliography: Barnea, 1968: 500 pl. nº. 64/2.

EOT 

Necklace
Beroe - burial necropolis (Piatra Frecăței, Ostrov, Tulcea county)

4th-6th century AD

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 36212-36338

The necklace forms part of the grave goods recovered from an 
inhumation tomb. In the 1960s, the necropolis of Beroe was the 
subject of systematic excavations that yielded more than 1,200 
graves from the Early Roman, Late Roman and medieval periods.  

The necklace comprises 126 vitreous paste and amber (one) 
beads of varying shapes—globular, tubular, discoidal—and 
different colours ranging from translucent, gold, green-blue and 
light grey to black, beige and purple-mauve.

Bibliography:???
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Necklace
Beroe - burial necropolis (Piatra Frecăței, Ostrov, Tulcea county)

6th century AD

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 2945, 9788-9802

The necklace forms part of the grave goods recovered from an 
inhumation tomb. It comprises a mixture of glass and amber 
beads. Eight beads, smaller than the others, are made of blue 
glass and another one is made of green glass, all of them 
faceted. The remaining beads are made of amber and are 
“pouch” shaped.

Bibliography: Petre, 1987: 42, fig. 116b

MM 

Pendant
Mihai Bravu - "Quadriburgium" type fortification 
(Mihai Bravu, Tulcea County)

4th century AD

ICEM Tulcea Inv. 41451

Pendant discovered during the course of excavations carried 
out at Mihai Bravu in the 1980s. The archaeological site situated 
west of this town comprises a fortification, a civilian settlement 
and a necropolis. The gold pendant is concave and the hollow 
has a cowrie shell inlay. 

Bibliography: ???

DP y MM
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Selected grave goods 
from a Byzantine tomb 
Histria - Basilica outside the walls, tomb M.58 
(Istria, Constanța County)

Early 7th century AD

MNIR Inv. 9527, 9528 (buckles), 9531, 9532 (appliques), 9529-
9530 (footwear strap)

Several graves from the fourth–seventh centuries AD were 
discovered in the vicinity of the basilica outside the walls in 
1961–1964. Tomb M.58, found in 1964 due east of the outer wall 
of the basilica’s central apse, along the same axis, at a depth of 
1.20 m, stands out from the rest because of its location and the 
details of its interior design and grave goods. The dead woman 
was probably laid in a west-east aligned wooden coffin inside 
the pit, which was lined and covered with tiles and had walls 
finished with stone blocks. The retrieved grave goods include 
gold clothing and footwear ornaments as well as numerous gold 
threads clustered round the neck and sleeves, the remnants of 
cloth embroidered with metal thread. Two buckles, two appliqués 
and two footwear strap tabs are displayed in this exhibition.

The shape of the plates and the engravings on the buckles 
suggest a stylised zoomorphic head, with clearly distinguishable 

eyes, ears and snout. A cross moline is engraved on each of the 
square appliqués. The tabs for strap ends are simple pieces, 
made from two overlapping gold plates soldered together along 
two-thirds of their length; the strap would have passed through 
the middle and been secured by two rivets. The ornaments were 
attached to leather or fabric belts by gold rings, three on the 
buckle plates and four on the appliqués. The motifs engraved on 
the buckles and appliqués seem to contain traces of red vitreous 
paste or enamel, all that remains of colourful inlays which would 
have made these accessories quite stunning.

Similar items have been found in women’s graves in Merovingian 
territory, where they were apparently used to adorn stockings 
and footwear; the location of these accessories in the tombs 
indicates that they were worn between the knee and the mid-
calf. Certain formal, structural and decorative details of these 
pieces confirm that they were made in a Byzantine workshop. 
Although the grave goods did not include bracelets or necklaces, 
the bands embroidered with gold thread along the neck and 
sleeves of the dead woman’s costume would have achieved the 
same striking visual effect. 

Bibliography: Nubar, 1971; Nubar, 1971a; Burda, 1979: 35 fig. 27 71 
no. 52; Fiedler, 1992: 59-60; Oanță-Marghitu, 2019: 169-170; The 
Ancient Gold and Silver of Romania, 2019: 646-648.

ROM
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Hoard of Byzantine 
ornaments
Histria – Roman bath area (Istria, Constanța County)

End of the 6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 11336, 11337 (crosses-pendant), 11340, 11341 
(earrings), 11338, 11339 (rings)

Hoard discovered in 1953 during archaeological excavations, 
approximately 15 cm beneath the tile floor of a room in a 
dwelling, near a brick and stone oven. The small hoard of gold 
pieces comprises two cross pendants, a pair of earrings and 
two rings. The pieces were all together and had probably been 
buried in a pouch. The crosses, fitted with a tubular ring, with 
slightly flaring, decorated arms, are made of thin gold plate. 
The decoration consists of slanting and intersecting lines and a 
schematic Chi-Rho. A garnet is set in the centre of each piece. 
Inside there appear to be traces of a whitish filler material, 
inserted to keep the object from warping. Cross pendants, made 
of different materials and in a wide variety of forms, are found 
fairly frequently among antiquities from the late fifth and sixth 
centuries AD. Crosses with slightly flaring arms are also quite 
common, as numerous pendants with this form have been found. 
The same shape appears on silver pieces (for instance, in the 
hoard of liturgical objects from Sucidava-Izvoarele), on imperial 
diptychs carved from ivory, on marble sculptures and even on 
pottery.

The bezels on the two rings are similar in shape, with an oval 
mount inserted in a cup-shaped hollow embellished with a 
granulated band. One of the rings is set with a truncated-cone 
garnet on which the image of a bird is carved. The other ring 
is set with a chunk of glass. A similar set—a cross with flaring 
arms and two rings with cup-shaped bezels and a central gem 
surrounded by granules—was also found in the hoard of Reggio 
Emilia, Italy, buried in the mid-sixth century AD.

The earrings consist of several assembled parts. The pendant 
hanging from the open hoop features a quatrefoil setting filled 
with green vitreous paste and a gold-plated sphere.

Bibliography: Barnea, 1979: 228 pl. 96; Theodorescu, 1976: 17 
fig. 17; Burda, 1979, fig. 93 70 nº. 51; Popescu, 1994: 374-376; 
Oanță-Marghitu, 2019: 169-170; The Ancient Gold and Silver of 
Romania., 2019. 649-651.

ROM
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Hoard of late Roman 
ornaments
Durostorum (Ostrov, Constanța County)

3rd - 4th century AD

MNIR Inv. 9438-9440

The Ostrov hoard is part of the grave goods from an interment 
in a sarcophagus discovered by chance in 1949. Unfortunately, 
there is not sufficient information on the exact context of the 
find and the rest of the grave goods. A collection of late Roman 
gold ornaments was recovered, consisting of a fibula, a pair 
of earrings, 18 appliqués set with almond-shaped garnets, 
15 thin pieces of gold leaf, five tube beads and a small gold 
button. These objects were among the grave goods of a high-
ranking military or government official from one of the noble 
families (ilustres) who held prominent social positions in the 

area of Durostorum (modern-day Silistra, Bulgaria, and Ostrov, 
Romania), where the Legio XI Claudia had been stationed 
since AD 106. We know this thanks to the presence of the gold 
cruciform fibula among the ornaments, an attribute of civil 
leaders or high officials in the Roman world. The discovery of 
earrings and beads, specifically feminine ornaments, makes 
it plausible that at least two skeletons were placed in the 
sarcophagus. The Ostrov hoard is a heterogeneous set of 
ornaments made in several different workshops, some probably 
local, that date from different periods between the mid-third 
and early fourth century AD. The fibula and earrings deserve 
special attention. The fibula, made of a gold-plated copper bar, 
is decorated with incisions and niello inlays. The earrings, with 
six-petal rosettes at the ends, were originally set with a stone 
which has since been lost. 

Bibliography: Arbunescu, 2017: 191-208.

AA
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Vase
Barcea - biritual necropolis, tomb M.123 (Barcea, Galați County)

4th century AD

MITCTc Inv. 3296/8270

Yellowish glass vase found in 1981 alongside a fibula, a comb, a 
bone disc, several fragments of an iron pipe, nine clay vessels 
and pottery sherds corresponding to an amphora, a jug and a 
handle with signs of charring.

The Greek inscription on the vase, “ΠΙЄ ΖΗСΗС ΚΑΛΛωС АЄІ”, 
translates as “Drink that you may always live beautifully!” The 
lower half of the vessel is decorated with ovals and knobs.

Bibliography: Ţau, Nicu, 1985: 165-168 fig. 3/2; Ţau, Nicu, 1986: 
172-179 fig. 4/1; Popușoi, 1995: 96 pl. XV/304; Țau et alii, 2009: 
105 118 pos. 592; Ţau, Nicu, 2013: 62-72 pl. 1, 3. 

PC

Vase
Barcea – necrópolis biritual, tumba M. 114 
(Barcea, distrito de Galați) 

6th century AD

MITCTc Inv. 3236/8244

Greenish glass vase found in 1980, together with a pendant 
shaped like a small cauldron, beads, a pin, iron fragments, a 
small piece of another glass vase, eight pottery vessels (one 
hand-built and the rest wheel-thrown), a flint fragment, sheep 
and goat bones and bird eggs deposited as an offering. The vase 
is decorated with bands of glass in two tones: green (the same 
colour as the vase) and blue.

Bibliografía: Ţau, Nicu, 1983: 415-428 fig. 8/6; Ţau, Nicu, 1985: 
165-168; Ţau, Nicu, 2013: 62-72 pl. 1, 4; Țau et alii, 2009: 105 116, 
pos. 584. 

PC
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Vessel
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M 501 
(Bârlad, Vaslui county)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/6108

Yellowish-green glass vessel discovered in 1978 in an inhumation 
grave pertaining to the Sântana de Mureș culture.

Bibliography: Palade, 1980: 248, fig. 19 nº 7; Palade, 1981c: 208, 
fig. 1 nº 3; Palade, 2004: 633, fig. 265 nº 9.

MM

Vessel
Clondiru de Sus - Necropola point 4 (Pietroasele, Buzău county)

4th century AD

MJBZ Inv. 6996

Glass vessel from an inhumation grave of the Sântana de 
Mureș-Chernyakhov culture, discovered by chance in 1976 in the 
eastern part of the village.

Bibliography: Diaconu  1977: 210 fig. 25/5.

GS
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Selection of grave goods 
from a burial
Mihălășeni - Șesul Bașeului, burial necropolis of the Sântana 
culture of Mureș-Cherniajov, tomb M. 369 (Mihălășeni, Botoșani 
county)

4th century AD

MJBT Inv. 14331 (jug), 16103 (glass vase)

The necropolis of Mihălășeni is one of the most important sites in 
Romania belonging to the Sântana de Mureș-Cherniajov culture. 
Between 1983 and 1988, archaeologists studied 520 graves 
during the course of six excavation campaigns. One of their 
finds was grave M. 369, where a woman had been buried. The 
grave goods comprised clothing accessories (two silver fibulas), 
a necklace of 12 glass beads, a horn comb, a glass vessel, eight 
small pottery vessels and remains of food offerings.

The jug with a trefoil mouth is made of oxidation-fired fine paste 
and was burnished to give it a glossy, metallic finish. The grave 
also yielded a thick-walled vessel made of greenish glass and 
decorated with four vertical fields of ova. Both the jug and the 
vessel come from Roman provincial workshops and illustrate the 
intense economic and cultural relations that the peoples of the 
confederation ruled by the Goths maintained with the empire. Bibliography: Șovan, 2006: 113 pl. 205, fig. 17, 114 pl. 206, fig. 25, 

pl. 23, fig. 1.

ROM y AK
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Cups
Izvoare - mixed necropolis, tomb M. VI (Neamț county)

4th century AD

MNIR Inv. 17837 and 17838

Wheel-thrown cups of quality clay, probably an imitation of 
Roman glass or metal beakers. The first has an incised fir-tree 
motif, repeated three times, while the second is decorated with 
stamped rosettes and rods.

Bibliography: Vulpe, 1957: 45, 285, fig. 303/1, 3, 297, fig.316/1-2.

EST

Bowl
Mihălășeni - Șesul Bașeului, burial necropolis of the Sântana 
culture of Mureș-Cherniajov, tomb M. 300 (Mihălășeni, Botoșani 
county)

4th century AD

MJBT Inv. 14153

Wheel-thrown bowl of fine paste hardened by reduction firing, 
with cogwheel decoration and vertical grooves. It was discovered 
in the grave of a young woman along with a bronze belt buckle, 
two silver fibulae, a bone comb, a necklace with 13 greenish 
glass and coral beads, a boar’s tusk pendant, a knife, a loom 
weight, eight pottery vessels, and remains of food offerings. The 
surface of the bowl was burnished to give it a glossy, metallic 
finish like the Roman metal (silver or bronze) and glass drinking 
cups.

Bibliography: Șovan, 2006: 95 pl. 168, fig. 23. 

ROM y AK
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Amphora
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M. 541 
(Bârlad, Vaslui department)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/7154

Globular amphora discovered in 1980 in an inhumation grave 
belonging to the Sântana de Mureș culture.

Bibliography: Palade, 2004: 669, fig. 292/8.

MM

Jug
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M. 501 
(Bârlad, Vaslui county)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/6239

Jug discovered in 1978 in an inhumation grave belonging to the 
Sântana de Mureș-Cherniajov culture.

Bibliography: Palade, 2004: 634, fig. 265/12.

MM
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Bowl
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M. 501 
(Bârlad, Vaslui county)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/6501

Grainy-paste bowl discovered in 1978 in an inhumation grave 
belonging to the Sântana de Mureș-Cherniajov culture.

Bibliography: Palade, 2004: 634, fig. 265/20.

MM

Bowl
Spanțov - burial necropolis, tomb M. 44 (Călărași county)

4th century AD

MNIR Inv. 96476

Wheel-thrown piece made from quality clay with “wolf’s fangs” 
zigzag pattern, discovered in 1961.

Bibliography: Mitrea, Preda, 1966: 32-33 nº. 5, fig. 71/1.

EST

Jug
Mihălășeni - Șesul Bașeului, burial necropolis of the Sântana 
culture of Mureș-Cherniajov, tomb M. 261 (Mihălășeni, Botoșani 
county)

4th century AD

MJBT Inv. 13809

Wheel-thrown, reduction-fired jug made of fine paste. It is 
decorated with bands and burnished grid patterns and has a 
spout at the side. It was found in a male grave next to a belt 
buckle, an unidentified bronze object and eight pottery vessels 
(jugs, bowls, pots and a small amphora).

Bibliography: Șovan, 2006: 83 pl. 144, fig. 3.

ROM y AK
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Jug
Spanțov (Călărași county)

Third quarter of the 4th century AD

MNIR Inv. 17106

Roman-style wheel-thrown piece discovered by locals. The 
burnished, probably vertical finish illustrates pottery production 
north of the Danube.

Bibliography: Preda, 1966: 40 nº. cat. 2, fig. 96/3.

EST y IB

Pot
Mihălășeni - Șesul Bașeului, burial necropolis of the Sântana 
culture of Mureș-Cherniajov, tomb M. 384 (Mihălășeni, Botoșani 
county)

4th century AD

MJBT Inv. 14872

Hand-built pot made of coarse paste and decorated with three 
knobs, found in the grave of a mature woman. The grave goods 
included two bronze fibulas, a collar of 18 polyhedral blue glass 
beads, and two coarse-paste pots, one wheel-thrown and the 
other hand-built. The pot is a typical object of the Dacian (Carpi) 
legacy found in the Sântana de Mureș-Cherniajov culture, which 
created a unique synthesis out of elements inherited from the 
culture of the eastern Germanic, Dacian and Sarmatian tribes 
and objects from the Roman provincial culture.

Bibliography: Șovan, 2006: 118, pl. 215, fig. 21.

ROM y AK
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Fibula
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M. 343 (Bârlad, Vaslui 
county)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/5760

Bronze fibula with onion-shaped knobs discovered in 1976 
in a cremation grave belonging to the Sântana de Mureș-
Chernyakhov culture.

Bibliography: Păpușoi, 1996: 137/601; Palade, 2004: 473 ,fig. 
140/2.

MM

Loom weight
Lețcani, necropolis, tomb M. 36 (Lețcani, Iași County)

4th century AD.

CMMIS Inv. 5602

Biconical loom weight discovered in a woman’s inhumation 
grave, along with toiletry items, ornaments, fashion accessories 
and pottery vessels. The surface of the loom weight has 
a runic inscription in the Gothic tongue, incised in the 
wet clay and divided into two registers. There are several 
possible translations. Most experts lean towards the following 
interpretation: “Idons [or Adons] uft he[r]/Rango», which 
translates as “By Ido (Ado) is woven here/Rango”. Ido or Ado is 
a proper name and Rango is a short form of the female proper 
name Rangahilda, both specific to western Gothic onomastics. 

Bibliography: Krause, 1969: 153-161; Bloşiu, 1969: 167-180; 
Bloşiu, 1975: 231-232, 237 fig. 5 30/2.

II
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Necklace
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M 381 
(Bârlad, Vaslui county)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/5678-5758

Necklace discovered in 1977 in a female inhumation grave 
pertaining to the Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture. It has 
a total of 81 beads: 9 faceted agate beads; 17 cylindrical coral 
beads; 33 spherical blue glass beads; 18 round and spherical 
black glass beads; one circular black and red vitreous paste bead 
with zigzag decoration; one circular vitreous paste bead with red 
zigzags on a pearlescent background; one pearlescent blue glass 
circular bead; and one fragmented blue glass bead.

Bibliography: Palade, 2004: 593, fig. 234 nº 13.

MM

Medallion
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M. 507 (Bârlad, Vaslui 
County)

345 AD

MVPB Inv. A/7040

Piece discovered in 1978 in an inhumation grave belonging to 
the Sântana de Mureș culture. The medallion was made out 
of a solidus issued by Constans (337–350 AD) to which a ring 
was soldered. The obverse bears the inscription “CONSTANS 
AVGVSTVS” and, right, the laureate draped bust of the emperor. 
The reverse has the inscription “VICTORIAE DD NN AVGG” and 
affronted victories; between them, a shield inscribed with the 
legend “VOT X MVLT XX”; in exergue, the mark of Treveriacum 
mint, “TR". 

Bibliography: RIC VIII 13 Treveri a. 345; Palade, 2004: 640 fig. 
269/1.

EOT and MM
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Belt buckle
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M 507 
(Bârlad, Vaslui county)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/6120

Gold-plated silver buckle discovered in 1978 in an inhumation 
grave pertaining to the Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture. 
The prong is decorated with the head of a reptile, possibly a 
snake.

Bibliography: Palade, 2004: 640, fig. 269 nº 2; Mamalaucă, 2005: 
105 nº 4.

MM

Pendant
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M. 446 (Bârlad, Vaslui 
county)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/6109

“Small cubes” type pendant made of iron, found in 1978 in a 
cremation grave belonging to the Sântana de Mureș culture.

Bibliography: Palade, 1986: R 86/4; Palade, 2004: 484, fig. 150/2.

MM

Ring
Pietroasele - Roman camp (Pietroasele, Buzău County)

2nd century AD

MJBZ Inv. 36565

Discovered by chance in 1978 during the building works for 
the town hall of the municipality of Pietroasele, near the old 
castrum. The round bezel bears a relief of a female bust, in 
profile, facing right.

Bibliography: unpublished

GS
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Fibulæ
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M 104 (Bârlad, Vaslui 
county)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/3751, 3754

Silver trapezoidal-foot fibulae discovered in 1973 in an 
inhumation grave pertaining to the Sântana de Mureș-
Chernyakhov culture.

Bibliography: Palade, 2004: 512 fig. 174 nº 1-2; Mamalaucă, 2005: 
107 nº 20 cat. V. 20.

MM

Fibulæ
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M 541 
(Bârlad, Vaslui county)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/7237-7238

Silver fibulae with a semi-circular plate discovered in 1980 in 
a female inhumation grave pertaining to the Sântana de Mureș 
culture.

Bibliography: Palade, 2004: 670, fig. 292 nºs 9 y 12.

MM
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Set for games of chance, 
discovered in the necropolis 
of Barcea
Barcea - Biritual necropolis, tomb M. 139 (Barcea, Galați County)

4th century AD

MITCTc Inv. 3735/8266-3737/8268

Set of pieces for playing games of chance, comprising two dice 
and 27 stones (calculi), discovered in 1982 in a child’s grave. The 
pieces were arranged in a straight line from the head to the feet. 
In addition to these game pieces, the grave goods also included 
a pendant, a bead, a knife, a lock plate for a box, 18 clay vessels, 
a flint fragment and sheep, goat and bird bones. The cubic die is 
made of bone and marked as follows: 5:2, 4:3, 6:1. The calculi are 

made of glass. The six spherical stones were made from white 
glass with black flecks, and the remaining 21 are hemispherical 
pieces of black glass.

Bibliography: Țau et alii, 2009: 105 122 nº. 618; Popușoi, 1995: 
160 nº. 716 pl. XXXI/715. 

PC
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Comb
Mihălășeni - Șesul Bașeului, burial necropolis of the Sântana 
culture of Mureș-Cherniajov, tomb M. 36 (Mihălășeni, Botoșani 
County)

4th century AD

MJBT Inv. 8402

Comb with a semicircular handle discovered in grave M.36 
belonging to a mature man. The grave goods also included seven 
pottery vessels and remains of food offerings. The comb was 
made by assembling three rows of deer antler teeth and securing 
them in position with bronze rivets.  

Bibliography: Șovan, 2006: 25 pl. 23, fig. 1.

ROM with AK

Pendant
Bârlad - Valea Seacă, necropolis, tomb M 381 
(Bârlad, Vaslui county)

4th century AD

MVPB Inv. A/5673

Pendant in the form of a swan’s head, carved from deer antler 
and discovered in 1977 in an inhumation grave pertaining to the 
Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture.

Bibliography: Palade, 1981b: 179-215; Palade, 2004: 592, fig. 234 
nº 1.

MM
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Needle case
Gherăseni - Grindul Cremenea, tomb M 85/1994 
(Gherăseni, Buzău county)

Second half of the 4th century AD

MJBZ Inv. 48708

Tubular needle case made from a bird bone, found among the 
grave goods in an inhumation tomb of the Sântana de Mureș-
Chernyakhov culture.

Bibliography: Constantinescu, 1995: 34-35.

GS

Tweezers
Pietroasele - Necropola point 2, tomb M 27 
(Pietroasele, Buzău county)

Second half of the 4th century AD

MJBZ Inv. 49334

Bronze tweezers found among the grave goods of an inhumation 
tomb pertaining to the Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture, 
discovered in the courtyard of what is now the Pietrosale 
Viticulture Research Centre.

Bibliography: Constantinescu et alii, 2004: 102.

GS

Spearhead
Pietroasele - Necropola point 2, tomb M 6 
(Pietroasele, Buzău county)

Second half of the 4th century AD

MJBZ Inv. 36622

Spearhead from an inhumation grave of the Sântana de Mureș-
Chernyakhov culture, discovered in the courtyard of what is now 
the Pietrosale Viticulture Research Centre.

Bibliography: Diaconu et alii, 1977: 207-208 fig. 24/3; 
Constantinescu, 2001: 57, fig. 2/4.

GS
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Ritual cauldron
Desa (Desa, Dolj county)

First half of the 5th century AD

MNIR Inv. 139636

Cauldron discovered by chance on the Danube floodplain, 
brought up by fishing nets during a flood. It has the 
characteristic shape of the vessels known as “Hunnic cauldrons”, 
associated with the Huns’ presence in and passage through 
eastern and central Europe. The ribs that mark the rim and 
divide the body into four vertical segments, as well as the 
tassel-like decorative details along the perimeter, are formal 
details also typical of other specimens found on the western 
border of the Hunnic Empire, clustered along the Danube line. 
The rectangular handles with semi-circular ornaments are also 
characteristic. Cauldrons have been found at important strategic 
locations, Roman towns or fortifications, as well as in wetlands, 
near watercourses or formerly swampy areas. Their presence is 
probably indicative of some significant ritual activity, perhaps 
associated with funerary ceremonies. 

Bibliography: Nestor, Nicolăescu-Plopșor, 1937: 33-41.

ROM

Spearhead
Band - burial necropolis, tomb M.142 (Band, Mureș County)

6th-7th century AD

MNIR Inv. 54202

The necropolis of Band dates from the late sixth century AD 
(after 567, when the Avars seized control of a large part of the 
middle basin of the Danube) and the first half of the seventh 
century. Of the 186 graves investigated, 179 had been looted 
during antiquity. The spearhead comes from the grave goods of 
one of these looted interments, which also yielded fragments 
of an iron knife and four spearheads. The use of “reed”-shaped 
spearheads first emerged in the middle Danube region following 
the Avar conquest. Possibly associated with a type of horseback 
combat, they were one of the most common spearhead shapes 
at the time.

Bibliography: Kovács, 1913: 347, fig. 67/7, 418

EST and ROM
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Sword
Pietroasele - Necropola point 2, tomb M 19 
(Pietroasele, Buzău county)

Second half of the 4th century AD 

MJBZ Inv. 51848

Long sword found among the grave goods of an inhumation tomb 
of the Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture, discovered in 
the courtyard of what is now the Pietrosale Viticulture Research 
Centre.

Bibliography: Constantinescu, 2001: 56 fig. 2/1.

GS 

Sword
Pietroasele - Necropolis 2, tomb M 9 (Buzău county)

Second half of the 4th century AD

MJBZ Inv. 36623

Micia-type sword that formed part of the grave goods recovered 
from an interment belonging to the Sântana de Mureș–
Chernyakov culture, found in the courtyard of what is now the 
Pietroasele Viticulture Research Centre.

Bibliography: Diaconu et alii, 1977: 207-208 fig. 24/2; 
Constantinescu, 2001: 57 fig. 2/3.

GS

Lamp
Brateiu - Settlement no. 2 (Brateiu, Sibiu county)

Late 6th century - early 7th century AD

MNIR Inv. 18592

Hand-built clay lamp. This piece, discovered in 1963, illustrates 
the enduring legacy of Roman tradition.

Bibliography: Zaharia, 1995: fig. 13/12.

IB
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Grave goods from the tomb 
of a Gepid warrior
Valea lui Mihai - Garden of Sándor Stanc (Valea lui Mihai city, 
Bihor district)

Second half of the 5th century AD

MNIT Inv. V 1322 (I. 6514) (buckle), V 1321 (I. 6513a) (scabbard 
chape), V 1322 (I. 6514) (ornamental scabbard plate), V 1320 (I. 
6512a) (magical amber pendant for a sword)

Workers at a clay quarry discovered the grave by chance in 1926. 
Hoping to find a treasure, they destroyed most of the human 
skeleton and removed the grave goods. A local doctor rescued 
the pieces, finding only the deceased’s skull in its original 
position with a gold coin placed on the mouth. Alerted by the 
doctor, the Transylvania Section of the Historical Monuments 
Committee appointed a delegation to carry out a brief survey 
that identified another three graves at the site, all completely 
destroyed during clay extraction works (and probably looted 
during antiquity). According to the doctor’s findings, the initial 
grave contained a skeleton lying on its back with the face turned 
to the west. The grave goods include several objects: a belt 
buckle, a scabbard chape and an ornamental plate from the 
scabbard mouth, a magical amber pendant for a sword, an iron 
helmet broken by the finders, a double-edged sword (spatha) 
inside a wooden sheath, a fighting knife (langsax) with a wooden 
sheath, a small shoe buckle made of silver, and a gold coin (a 
solidus from the time of Theodosius II, issued in 442–443 AD or a 
barbarian imitation of this coin). Some of the grave goods may 
have been stolen by the initial finders, which would explain the 
absence of the plate from a silver belt buckle and parts of the 
sword hilt. Although all the grave goods subsequently entered 
the Cluj museum, the coin was never identified in its collection 
of gold pieces and it may well have ended up in the Hungarian 
National Museum, in Budapest, during the Second World War.

Bibliography: Roska, 1930: 229-232 pl. 148; Roska, 1932: 69-72; 
Sășianu, 1980: 180 nº. 143/1; Harhoiu, 1998: 193 nº. 93; Stanciu, 
Iercoșan, 2003: 139-160; Stanciu, 2011: 365-367.

NSZ
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Sword
Morești - Hulă, gepid inhumation necropolis, tomb M. 70 
(Ungheni, Mureș County)

6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 17152 (sword); 9518, 9519, 9521 (rivets)

Between 1951 and 1956 systematic excavations were carried out 
at Morești, on the banks of the River Mureș. They focused among 
other areas on a settlement and a necropolis dating from the 
sixth century AD, both of which have been associated with the 
Gepids who controlled Transylvania at the time.

The sword comes from the oldest male interment at the 
necropolis and is attributed to the founder of the community, 
who was buried with a large and diverse set of grave goods. It 
was found beside two buckles—a large silver one for use with a 
belt, and a small bronze one that may have been used to attach 
a pouch to the belt. Of the 79 graves at the necropolis, this is 
the only one that yielded a shield and a sword (spatha). The 
shield had a silver boss and ornamental silver rivets. Four knife 
blades were also found among these grave goods. Placed on the 
right-hand side of the deceased, the simple sword has been 
associated with seven gold rivets found near the hilt, which may 
have adorned the weapon itself or the straps from which it hung. 

A large pottery bead has been interpreted as a “magical” sword 
pendant, which is  extremely rare because these accessories 
were usually made of more noble materials, such as amber (like 
the ones found at the Valea lui Mihai site) or chalcedony. The 
context brings to mind the small group of warriors who used 
the gold-hilted swords (the so-called Goldgriffspatha) that 
have been discovered in Central and Western Europe and that 
date from the fifth and early sixth centuries AD. The picture 
that emerges is therefore of a sober warrior whose clothes and 
weapons gleamed with odd touches of silver or gold, a figure 
belonging to a complex system of distant ties and relations who 
settled with a few companions on one of the upper terraces of 
the River Mureș around the late fifth century or beginning of the 
sixth century AD.

Bibliography: Horedt, 1979: 156-205

ROM
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Weapons, clothing 
accessories and pottery 
discovered in the Gepid 
settlements and necropolis 
at Bratei
Bratei (Bratei, Sibiu County)

6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 18686 (spearhead), 18645 (belt buckle), 18679 (jug)

Systematic excavations at Bratei began in 1959 and continued 
for the next 32 years. Archaeologists studied several points 
along the left bank of the River Târnava, including settlements 
and a necropolis from the fourth-13th century AD. The sites 
conventionally known as Necropolis 3, from the sixth-seventh 
century, and Settlement 2, from the sixth-eighth century, are 
particularly interesting. At the necropolis, 293 graves associated 
with the Gepid presence were excavated along with 22 cabins 
with stone heating systems in the settlement. The grave goods 
that were recovered mainly contain pottery made on a slow 
wheel or hand-built. In view of the diversity of the archaeological 
material and cultural aspects, the Bratei sites offer a valuable 
source for the archaeological investigation of the sixth-eighth 
century AD in the Middle and Lower Danube region. 

Bibliography: Nestor, Zaharia, 1973; Bârzu, 1986; Bârzu, 1994-
1995; Zaharia, 1994-1995; Bârzu, 2010.

ROM

Spearhead
The grave goods at Tomb 21, altered in antiquity, yielded two 
spearheads and a glass bead. The blade adopts the form of a 
willow leaf with a central rib. Similar spears, buried in pairs 
or even in threes, have also been discovered in the early Avar 
necropolises at Pannonia. They were probably used in hand-to-
hand combat as well as being thrown from a distance.

Bibliography: Bârzu, 2010: 121, 178, 284 pl. 6 G.21 2; Doboș, 2015: 
213.

EST

Belt buckle
The grave goods at Tomb 81, altered in antiquity, yielded a vessel 
and, in the hip area, a belt buckle with a cross pattée plate. 
Cast as a single piece, the buckle is decorated with a motif that 

was widespread at the time: dots surrounded by one or more 
concentric circles. Buckles with cross pattée plates, made 
of bronze, silver or gold and either simple or elaborate, are a 
well-known category of Byzantine antiquities. The Bratei piece 
belongs to a type that has only been discovered on the eastern 
shores of the Mediterranean and in Egypt. Variants with a 
similar profile but smaller than this object have also appeared in 
Crimea, on the east coast of the Black Sea and, in isolation, even 
in Italy. There are numerous variants of Byzantine belt buckles 
with openwork plates, a decorative solution that accentuated 
the contrast between the firm metal contours and the textures 
of the different colours to which they were attached. The 
presence of such accessories with Christian insignias beyond the 
imperial borders suggests a knowledge and recognition of these 
symbols, as well as an environment that had already assimilated 
Christianity. 

Bibliography: Nestor, Zaharia, 1973: 198, fig. 3/5; Bârzu, 2010: 
108-109, 193 pl. 16/G.81/2; Schulze-Dörrlamm, 2002: (D22-23) 
193-200; Schulze-Dörrlamm, 2009: (E1-2), 9-13.

ROM
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Jug
The grave goods at Tomb 181, altered in antiquity, yielded 
a vessel, an iron buckle and four glass beads. Made on a 
fast wheel, the jug has a handle and a tubular spout on the 
opposite side. A second light firing probably occurred when the 
contents were heated. The vessel is quite rare in terms of its 
shape, distinguished by the tubular spout for which there are 
analogies in Morești and Sighișoara—“Dealul Viilor”. Comparable 
specimens have been found both in the south Danube area and 
Crimea, as well as in the early Avar environment. 

Bibliografía: Bârzu, 2010: 62, 226, 308 pl. 30 G.181 4. 

EST
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Cooking pot
Bandul de Câmpie - Gepid burial cemetery, grave M. 180 (Mureș 
county)

End of the 6th century - first half of the 7th century AD

MNIR Inv. 54198

Piece made of quality clay, rather carelessly thrown on a slow 
wheel, with impressed decoration. It is an example of luxury 
ware, with morphological features typical of Gepid pottery.

Bibliography: Kovacs, 1913: fig. 74.

EST

Food storage jar
Faraoani - Brick Factory (Faraoani, Bacău county)

6th-7th century AD

MIAPN Inv. 5965

Wheel-thrown jar, discovered by chance, made of paste with 
yellowish-grey micro-pebbles and decorated with two bands of 
incised lines below the lip.

Bibliography: unpublished.

G-DH
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Oenochoe
Tăuteu ("Tăuteni") (Tăuteu, Bihor County)

First half of the 5th century AD

MȚC – Oradea Inv. 6763

Two fragmented Roman-Byzantine silver vessels were discovered 
in 1970 on the outskirts of the town. One of them is featured in 
the exhibition. 

It is a jug with an elongated neck and a tall body, supported by 
a base with the same diameter as the mouth. The decoration 
comprises rural, mythological (festivities associated with the god 
Bacchus) and marine (female figures and aquatic “monsters”) 
scenes, as well as bands of geometric shapes and stylised 
acanthus leaves. The lower part of the vessel bears Greek 
letters formed by impressed dots, which seem to represent 
an inscription, while what appear to be runic characters were 
scribbled inside the base.  After its discovery, the vessel was 
restored. The fragments preserved indicate that it had been 
repaired with a silver rivet in the foot area. The vessel formed 
part of a set of items for banquets. It once had a handle, now 
lost, and was therefore probably used to serve wine. 

Bibliography: Dumitrașcu, 1973; Harhoiu, 1990: 167-208; 
Harhoiu, 1998: 124-127; Harhoiu, 1999: 273-301.

CT

Diadem
Gherăseni - meadow of the Călmățui stream, burial tomb 
(Gherăseni, Buzău county)

First half of the 5th century AD

MJBZ Inv. 42263

Discovered by chance in 1965 some 3 km north-west of the 
town, the diadem formed part of the grave goods of an interment 
belonging to a woman which an artificially deformed skull. It 
consists of a broad band of gold decorated with 143 flat garnets 
(five of them now missing) mounted on cabochons. A larger 
stone is set into the centre of the diadem and rows of repoussé 
dots decorate the edges. There are perforations at the four 
corners and at the centre of the upper edge of the diadem to 
secure it to a textile support. 

Bibliography: Harhoiu, 1998: 57-59, 176, pl. LXXVII/B1-4; 
Teodorescu, 2014: 25-34.

GS



702

ARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTS

Selected pieces from the 
Pietroasele hoard
Istrița Hill (Pietroasele, Buzău district)

5th century AD

MNIR Inv. 11432-11433 (fibulae), 11437 (torc), 11427 (patera)

The Pietroasa hoard was discovered in 1837 by two peasants 
working in a quarry. Although it originally consisted of 22 pieces, 
authorities were only able to recover 12, weighing a total of 
nearly 19 kg. The hoard comprises vessels and ornaments. 
Five pieces are made entirely of gold—a large tray (lanx), a 
jug (oenochoe), a patera with a statuette in the middle, an 
inscribed necklace and a plain necklace—and the remaining 
seven—a necklace, four fibulae and two polygonal vessels 
(one octagonal and the other dodecagonal)—are studded with 
gems. The hoard’s popular name, “The Hen with the Golden 
Chicks”, is inspired by the stylised forms of the fibulae, with the 
largest being the “hen” and the rest her “chicks”. The current 
condition of the pieces is the result of various destructions 
and restorations, as the hoard had a very eventful life after its 
discovery. The two peasants sold the treasure to a construction 
entrepreneur, who broke the pieces with an axe to make them 

easier to transport. The items recovered by the authorities 
remained broken until 1867, when they were repaired by a 
Parisian jeweller at the Exposition Universelle. In 1875 the hoard 
was stolen and sustained further damage, and the necklace 
with an inscription was partially destroyed. In 1884, the hoard 
was tossed out of a window at the University of Bucharest 
during a fire and subsequently restored by Paul Telge, a German 
goldsmith who also worked for the Romanian royal family. 
His was the last significant intervention on this treasure. In 
1917, during World War I, the military victories of the Central 
Powers caused the Romanian government to take refuge in 
Iași, Moldavia, and they decided to send the Romanian treasury 
and gold reserves of the National Bank to Moscow, along with 
various archaeological and monastic treasures. These assets 
were confiscated as a result of political changes in Russia. The 
Pietroasa hoard returned to Romania in 1956, when the Soviet 
Union gave back part of the cultural treasures that had been 
entrusted to it in 1917. Since 1972, the Pietroasa hoard has been 
displayed in the permanent exhibition of the Muzeul Național de 
Istorie a României.

Consisting entirely of gold objects, this treasure is undoubtedly 
one of the most remarkable finds from late antiquity. Only a 
small portion of the gold of the Roman Empire and the world that 
revolved around it has survived in its original form. However, 
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most of these gold pieces are small ornaments, and voluminous 
finds are extremely rare. Thus, considered as a whole, the 
Pietroasa hoard is an unrivalled testament to this chapter of 
history.

Based on their structure, the fibulae can be likened to the most 
opulent brooches found in the Roman Empire, accessories of 
great value that were used to pin the cloak on the right shoulder 
and are associated with imperial figures. The hinged necklace 
has parallels in the same royal context, among the ornaments 
worn by empresses’ ladies-in-waiting. The gold torcs are also 
insignia-ornaments whose symbolic value would have been 
recognised anywhere in the empire as well as in the hierarchic 
societies of the “barbarian” peoples who lived beyond the border 
of the limes.

In a setting where most artistic metalwork was made of silver, 
this treasure is the most important collection of gold pieces from 
late antiquity, giving us an idea of the opulence we mostly know 
from “stories”. The polygonal vessels belong to an even more 
exclusive category, in which the value of gold was enhanced by 
gemstones.

Attempts to date these pieces were based on both stylistic 
and technical details and on historical sources. The inscribed 
necklace has often been used as a benchmark, and although the 
presence of runes suggested a connection to Germanic peoples, 
comparing them with written sources revealed the personality of 
Athanaric, iudex potentissimus, great chieftain of the Visigoths, 
who played a leading role in the events triggered by the invasion 
of the Huns. Based primarily on several excerpts from Ammianus 
Marcellinus’s Roman History (AM 27 5. 6, 9–10; 31 3. 4–8; 31 
4. 13), Alexandru Odobescu, the first to publish the hoard, 
conjectured that it had been concealed when the Visigoths 
took refuge on imperial soil. According to this author, the hoard 
was buried no later than AD 381, when Athanaric arrived in 
Constantinople. However, after reconsidering archaeological 
evidence and assessing the distinctive gem-setting techniques, 
the date of the hoard’s burial was moved to the mid-fifth century 
AD, a theory propounded and accepted in the archaeological 
literature of the last 50 years. At that time, the Ostrogoths were 
key players in the struggle to control this sector of the limes; 
this hoard is assumed to have been associated with the ruling 
elite of that society and was probably buried amid the turmoil 
that followed the fall of the Hunnic Empire. Representing an 
accumulation of material and symbolic wealth over a long 
period of time and incorporating pieces of high technical 
sophistication, the structure of this hoard recalls that of the 
royal treasures of various “barbarian” peoples who were part of 
the political landscape of the fifth century AD and later.

The exhibition features the following pieces from the Pietroasele 
hoard:

1. Paired fibulae shaped like stylised birds, made of gold and 
adorned with garnets (most of which have been lost over time). 
Each catch-plate has a ring for attaching the chain which 
connected the two fibulae. Three chains that later branch out 
into five, each ending in a pendant, hang from three rings 
attached to the bottom. 

Medium-sized fibulae are associated with female attire. The 
custom of wearing two fibulae on the shoulders, sometimes 
linked by necklace-like chains, is not specific to the migration 
period, as it has been documented in earlier times as well. 
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The small, simple fibulae found among the grave goods of the 
Sântana de Mureș-Chernyakhov culture were worn the same 
way, as were their later, more elaborate versions, some gold-
plated and studded with garnets, like the fibulae in the second 
hoard of Șimleul Silvaniei. Bird-shaped fibulae worn in pairs 
and occasionally connected by small chains have appeared in 
women’s graves or hoards in France, Italy and Spain between 
the late fifth and seventh centuries AD. Like the other pieces 
in the Pietroasa hoard, the paired fibulae are unique and can 
only be understood and situated in the context of that period by 
means of several partial analogies. Thus, the appearance and 
workmanship of the two fibulae solidly confirm their proximity to 
the courtly world of the late Roman Empire.

2. Torc made from a solid gold bar, tapered at the ends. These 
ends, shaped like a hook and a clasp, respectively, were 
reinforced with rolled gold thread. On the part directly opposite 
the fastening, there is an asymmetrical inscription in runic 
characters. The torc was destroyed after the 1875 robbery, and 
only two fragments of the inscribed area have survived. The 
inscription, one of the earliest written in runes, has been given 
different interpretations over the years: “GUTANI O WI HAILAG”, 
meaning “To the Protector of the Goths”, or “GUTAN[E] IOWI 
HAILAG”, “To the Jupiter of the Goths, consecrated”. So far, 
experts have not been able to reach a consensus on the reading 
or translation of this script. However, nearly all scholars have 
identified two terms, gutani (Goth) and hailag (holy). The use of 
the word “holy” gives the piece a sacred, cultic significance that 
extends to the rest of the hoard. 

The torc is the second heaviest gold necklace of all those that 
have survived from late antiquity; approximately 148 solidi or 2 
librae and 2/3 unciae of gold were used to make it (the values 
published in scholarly literature are 617.60 and 672.41 g). With 
an inner circumference of about 40 cm, the diameter of the 
piece was rather small for wearing around the neck, and the 
rigidity of the bar, which in some places is more than 1.5 cm 
thick, would have made it even harder to put on and take off. 
Presumably, such torcs were bestowed on the occasion of some 
kind of investiture, and wearing them was an important sign of 
distinction. On the other hand, given the characteristics of this 
piece, we cannot rule out its possible votive value. 

3. Patera made from two thick sheets of gold, welded together 
at the top; the exterior is plain, while the interior is decorated 
with three concentric registers. Along the edge, a vine shoot 
winds along a wide frieze with 16 figures depicted in different 
poses, and towards the middle, another narrow band features 
six animals and a man. In the centre of the vessel is a statuette 
of a female figure with a cup shaped like a truncated cone in her 
hands, seated on a circular throne adorned with another vine 
shoot. 

In the Graeco-Roman world, the term patera, which Odobescu 
used to designate this vessel, referred to a wide variety of round 
containers shaped like deep dishes or bowls with a prominent 
or lightly outlined central area, pieces often used for libations 
during religious ceremonies. The interiors of such vessels were 
often beautifully decorated.

The scenes depicted on this patera have been interpreted 
in several different ways. Odobescu saw them as a serene 
composition denoting the ideas of abundance and joy, a 
procession of Germanic deities given the garments and 
attributes of the Olympian gods by the artisan who painstakingly 
portrayed them. Other interpretations associate the patera 
with the cults of the “Mother Goddess” Cybele and see certain 
Sasanian influences in the workmanship of the human figures, 
suggesting it was made at an Antioch workshop around 360, 
during Julian the Apostate’s attempt to revive the pagan cults. 
Yet others suggest that these images illustrate Orphic or 
Dionysian mysteries, and that the vessel was manufactured in 
Egyptian Alexandria. Although the meanings concealed in the 
sequence of figures depicted on the patera remain unclear, 
four of them do offer us a clue as to its possible use: four ladies, 
in different poses, all holding vessels of similar shape and 
size.  Based on its decorative scenes, this piece may have been 
originally intended for use in ritual contexts.

Bibliography: Bock, 1868; Odobescu, 1889-1900; Belaev, 1929; 
Tzigara-Samurcaș, 1934; Dunăreanu-Vulpe, 1958; Dunăreanu-
Vulpe, 1967; Cristache-Panait, Panait, 1966; Horedt, 1969; 
Heland, 1973; Harhoiu, 1977; Harhoiu, 1998; Ștefan, 1979; 
Arrhenius, 1985; Schwarz, 1992; Schmauder, 1999; Schmauder, 
2002; Ciucă, 2010; Oanță-Marghitu, 2019; The Ancient Gold and 
Silver of Romania, 2019: 606–614.
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Gold ingot 
Feldioara (Brașov department)

Last quarter of the 4th century - early 5th century AD 

MNIR Inv. P. 23169

Gold ingot from a hoard discovered in 1880 at Feldioara, in an 
area where several such objects have been found over time.

Thanks to the marks stamped on the Feldioara ingot’s flat 
surface in antiquity, we know it was cast in workshop (officina) 
9 of the Thessalonica mint, under the supervision of a high-
ranking official named Flavius Callipus, who certified the 
authenticity and quality of the ingot. The imperial portraits 
stamped on the ingot indicated that it was for official rather 
than private use. The letters D – D – D and N – N – N, translated 

as “[The ingot belongs to all three of] our Lords”, reveals that, 
considering the imperial ideology of that time, the ingot was 
also a sacred object, as was anything related to the emperor’s 
person. By affixing his stamp, Flavius Calliopus confirmed that 
he had verified that the ingot was highly refined gold, with a 
purity of up to 980–990%, a metal called aurum obryziacum in 
contemporary Latin texts.

The identity of the three augusti represented on the ingot 
remains a mystery, as the Roman Empire was ruled by multiple 
triumvirates between the second half of the fourth and early fifth 
century, including one child emperor. In recent decades, experts 
have posited two hypotheses regarding the identity of the three 
emperors who ruled when the Feldioara gold ingot was made. 
The first attributes it to the joint rule of Gratian, Valentinian II 
and Theodosius I (379–383), and the second to the co-reign of 
Arcadius, Honorius and Theodosius II (402–408).
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The Feldioara ingot weighs 393.20 g, which in the late Roman 
system of measurement would have been expressed as 1 1/4 
pounds, 14 1/2 ounces or 86 2/5 solidi, a substantial monetary 
value. The Roman authorities used such ingots to make large 
official payments: donativa to high-ranking military and civilian 
officers, war reparations, stipends to “allied” barbarians or 
taxes collected from large landowners or towns, as well as the 
aurum coronarium. The gold required to make these ingots was 
obtained directly from mines or recycled by melting down old 
coins, wares or jewellery. Kept in the imperial treasury and local 
public treasuries, or by the comitatus that carried the imperial 
baggage and travelled from one place to the next, accompanying 
the emperor on his trips, gold ingots were used to make direct 
payments or turned into coins.

Scholars have linked the presence of gold ingots in the Feldioara 
and Crasna hoards to payments made by the Roman Empire to 

the Goths, as foederati or in exchange for military and political 
services. The decision to conceal these treasures inside the 
Carpathian arc, in the area that connected the lands south and 
east of the Carpathians to the former province of Dacia, was 
probably motivated by the dramatic events that took place in the 
Visigothic and Ostrogothic world after their defeat at the hands 
of the Huns, around AD 375, and their disorderly flight in search 
of safety from the terrible nomad invasion.

Bibliography: Iliescu, 1965: 269-281; Popescu, 1976: 381-384 nº. 
432; Goldhelm, 1994: 221 nº. 90; Curta, 1994: 133-148; Ori antichi, 
2010: 216-217 nº. 38.
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Selected pieces from the 
three “princely tombs” of 
Apahida
Apahida (Cluj County)

Second half of the 5th century AD

MNIR Inv. grave nº. 1 - 54256 (cross-bow fibula), 54580 
(inscribed ring); grave nº. 2 - 54394 (belt appliqué), harness 
appliqué: 54385 (eagle), 54390, 54393 (circular, with three bird 
heads), 54440, 54443 (rectangular, with two bird heads), 69962 
(circular, large, with central umbo); grave nº. 3 - 301362 (belt 
clip)

In the Someșul Mic river valley, east of the city of Cluj (ancient 
Roman Napoca), in a village called Apahida which is now 
practically a suburb of Cluj, three lavish burial sites were 
discovered. The probable location of the first tomb is about 
500 m away from the spot where the second was found, while 
the likely position of the third is at a distance of approximately 
200–250 m from the first two. Despite the concentration of 
at least three sumptuous complexes in such a small area, 
archaeologists have not been able to excavate a larger zone, 

apart from an exploratory survey to open the second tomb, 
as the area of interest lies beneath an inhabited part of the 
village. In addition to the Cluj-Someșeni hoard, which yielded 
gold accessories set with garnets that were apparently worn by 
women, there are also reports of isolated finds of precious metal 
objects (earrings, coins) from the same period in this area. The 
objects from the three Apahida tombs feature cloisonné work 
and a technique of surprisingly exquisite workmanship. The 
constructive design of these genuine miniature mosaics made 
it possible to join and combine gemstones, primarily garnets, 
cut into various standardised shapes, in all sorts of motifs with 
different appearances and symbolic messages. 

Certain peculiarities or details, some of which are common to 
all three tombs, suggest connections to different surrounding 
cultural contexts. The majority point the Roman Empire, like 
the cross-bow type fibula, the signet ring or the silver pitchers 
with Bacchic scenes, in addition to the ornaments with garnet 
cloisonné found in all three graves. The presence of glass vessels 
repaired with gold in the first two Apahida tombs confirms 
contact with the Scandinavian world. The most spectacular 
analogy to the Apahida discovery is the tomb of the Frankish 
King Childeric I, father of Clovis and successor of Merovech, 
semi-legendary founder of the Merovingian dynasty. The first 
funerary complex at Apahida and the tomb of Childeric I at 



709

DACIAN AND ROMAN ROOTSARCHAEOLOGICAL TREASURES OF ROMANIA 

Tournai use the same formula of status representation, with 
insignias borrowed from the empire (fibula, signet ring) and 
another symbol (the bracelet) that reflects a separate system 
of values, typical of the “barbarian” cultures which developed 
beyond the frontier of the limes. 

The “barbarians” from north of the Danube probably developed 
closer ties to imperial centres of authority in the period after 
the Battle of Nedao (AD 454–455) when, according to Jordanes 
(Getica 264), the empire signed a treaty with the Gepids, giving 
the latter control over what was once Roman Dacia. Thus, in light 
of historical sources and the lavishness of the archaeological 
artefacts found near the city of Cluj, the Apahida complexes 
could be attributed to the Gepid royal family.

A) First princely tomb of Apahida
This tomb was discovered in 1889, on the street that cut across 
the eastern edge of the Apahida cemetery. It was orientated 
west-east, with the deceased lying on his back inside a wooden 
coffin with iron fittings. Most of the grave goods were sent to 
the National History Museum of Transylvania, but two pieces (a 
monogrammed signet ring and a bell pendant) were acquired 
by the Magyar Nemzeti Múzeum in 1897. Several gold objects 
were among the retrieved goods, including an onion knob fibula, 
a bracelet with thickened ends, three rings (one signet ring, 
another engraved with the three-line inscription “+/OMAHAR/VS” 
and a third with three crosses), a belt buckle with garnet inlays, 
another smaller buckle, six bell pendants, two silver pitchers, 
several appliqués and a folded gold ribbon festooned with narrow 
grooved bands secured by rivets along the edges. By analogy 
with the confirmed situation in the second tomb, the band 
and appliqués were probably used to embellish or repair glass 
vessels. The pieces selected for this exhibition are the cross-bow 
type fibula and the inscribed ring. 

The fibula represents one of the more elaborate versions of 
this type of accessory, decorated with openwork motifs (opus 
interrasile) and reserving the central space for a Latin cross 
with slightly flaring arms. Designed with a sophisticated 
fastening system, the fibula was pinned to a garment by means 
of a moveable knob with a fillet. Such elements were worn by 
the highest-ranking members of society in the late Roman 
Empire. On the Missorium of Theodosius I, now in Madrid, the 
three emperors are accompanied by a figure whose chlamys 
is pinned at his shoulder with an onion knob fibula. Stilicho, 
patricius and magister utriusque militiae, commander of all 
the western armies, is depicted on the Monza diptych with a 
similar fibula on his right shoulder. And in the mural mosaics of 
the Basilica of San Vitale in Ravenna, Emperor Justinian and his 
wife Theodora are represented alongside figures wearing cloaks 
secured with fibulae on their right shoulders. It is important to 

note, in this context, that the symbol’s relevance endured for 
over a century and a half. Such fibulae would have been part of 
a complete ensemble, and the garments and accessories may 
have been received on the occasion of an appointment to office. 
The complicated fastening system meant that the wearer would 
have required assistants in order to don the official costume. The 
frescoes on the walls of the crypt in a tomb at Silistra (ancient 
Durostorum) explicitly illustrate some of the steps in this 
dressing ceremony. The presence of the fibula at Apahida tells 
us that both its wearer and the community he represented were 
part of the hierarchic and diplomatic system of the late Roman 
Empire.

The ring with an inscription is one of the most studied pieces 
from this tomb. All the edges are quite worn, possibly due to 
use over a long period of time. The inscription, read from left to 
right and occupying three lines, is inlaid with a black material, 
probably niello. The script denotes a certain carelessness: the 
lines of the letters are not always straight, and the serifs are not 
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perfectly positioned and even inverted in some cases, as on the 
letter “V”. The composition of the alloy used is another important 
detail that could affect the interpretation of the piece: unlike 
the ring with crosses, made of refined gold (960–970‰), the 
inscribed ring was fashioned from an alloy of gold (630–640‰) 
and silver (340–350‰). Proposed readings of the inscription 
include “OMHARUS”, “OMAHARUS” and “ONAHARUS”, among 
others, interpreted as referring to the owner’s name or perhaps 
incorporating his title. A significant clue to the owner’s 
personality is the Christian nature of the inscription, the first line 
of which features a cross, a symbol common to all three rings in 
this grave. 

B) Second princely tomb of Apahida
This tomb was discovered in 1968 by workers who were digging 
a hole for a street lamppost. In 1969, a 30-sq-m area around 
the base of the concrete post was excavated. The deceased, a 
1.9-m-tall man, lay on his back in a wooden coffin with west-
east orientation. The hole dug for the concrete post completely 
destroyed the upper part of the skeleton above the hips. 
The items recovered from this zone were a piece originally 
interpreted as an element for hanging a sword scabbard; an 
ornamental appliqué for a sword hilt or scabbard; hardware 
from a small bag (outer plate, kidney-shaped buckle plate, two 
buckle prongs); hardware from another small bag (two appliqués 
shaped like horses’ heads and a buckle); 15 game tokens; the 
hilt of a small knife (?); three spherical beads; three rosettes; 
four small gold-leaf tubes; three appliqués that probably 
adorned the rim of a vessel; and other fragments of unknown 
use. The goods retrieved from the lower half of the skeleton were 
a glass vessel broken in antiquity and repaired with gold leaf, 
near the hip; a belt buckle; a bronze ring set with garnets; three 
spherical beads; a small rectangular plate; and a small round 
appliqué. A sword was laid along the man's right side, with its tip 
extending to the knees, but only the lower half of the blade has 
been preserved. Horse bits and harness and saddle appliqués, 
perhaps originally stored in a wooden box with iron fittings, were 
found beside the right foot. An iron grip (possibly from a spear) 
wrapped in gold leaf was discovered underneath them. Of these 
pieces, the following are displayed in this exhibition: 

1. Gold belt buckle decorated with garnets. The only close parallels 
are found among the grave goods of the three Apahida tombs 
and the accessories in the tomb of Childeric at Tournai. The use 
of garnets and wavy-edged inlays, surfaces delimited by small 
hemispherical cabochons and gems mounted even on the sides 
of the pieces are all characteristic traits of this small group of 
objects, which probably shared the same origin and were made at 
the same central, official imperial workshop. The survival of these 
elements suggests that there were originally garments associated 
with these insignias/ornaments, reinforcing the idea of strong 

ties between the imperial administration and the community that 
revolved around the ancient Roman town of Napoca.

2. Gold harness appliqués decorated with garnets and green 
inlays. Although it does not necessarily indicate a nomadic 
influence, the custom of burying such objects and occasionally 
even horses with their harnesses in tombs is documented from 
the Altai Mountains to western Europe and was indicative of the 
social status of the deceased. Comparable contexts relatively 
contemporary with the Apahida complex are found in Grave 1782 
of the Krefeld-Gellep necropolis, where harness pieces were 
placed inside a helmet beside the dead man’s head, at Blučina, 
where they were laid at the skeleton’s feet, and in the female 
burial at Untersiebenbrunn.

Based on the fact that the tomb probably contained four 
horse bits, the harness appliqués presumably came from four 
different harnesses, although it is possible that not all of them 
were deposited or preserved intact. Numerous appliqués, 
all characterised by the use of red garnet cloisonné, were 
recovered. The silhouettes of eagles or birds of prey, depicted 
in full and painstaking detail on two appliqués that supposedly 
adorned a saddle, are sometimes incompletely represented, 
recognisable only by the explicit contour of the heads with 
sharply curved beaks. The image of the eagle appears to be 
a recurring motif which, in other cases, is only suggested by 
the distinctive shape and combination of gemstones. Some 
ornaments are circular and often have a central boss; the outer 
register features bands of omega-shaped garnets, and the 
contours of the cells and gems are not entirely symmetrical, 
perhaps suggesting the profile of a bird of prey. Their structure 
is highly complex, and the surfaces can be decorated with many 
cells—82 for the eagle and 81 for the large round appliqués—
which, in most cases, are set with garnets. Flat-cut gems were 
skilfully combined with rounded or faceted stones, and these 
objects are also embellished with garnets that are quite large in 
comparison with other contemporary pieces.
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Based on their appearance, structure and workmanship, the 
harness appliqués can be attributed to the material culture of 
the Roman Empire. In terms of the symbolism of the eagle and 
the formal repertoire of inlaid garnets, the appliqués from the 
Apahida tomb have numerous parallels in imperial territory. 
As for the design of the circular appliqués, it is tempting to 
compare them with the harness of the imperial steed on the 
Barberini diptych. The image of the eagle depicted on imperial 
harness pieces can be likened to specimens from the Esquiline 
Treasure.

C) Third princely tomb of Apahida
This grave was destroyed by construction work on the village 
post office in the autumn of 1978. The only surviving piece is 
a gold belt buckle, discovered by chance in 1979 in the soil 
removed while digging the foundations. The piece is very 
similar to those found in the other two tombs. It consists of a 
kidney-shaped plate, frame and prong and was decorated with 
garnet cloisonné. The piece was found completely dismantled, 
depriving us of the chance to admire its original beauty; 
however, it did give us insight into the creative methods of some 
of the most talented goldsmiths of antiquity, providing a better 
understanding of the structure and execution of these incredibly 
elaborate objects. 

Bibliography: Finály, 1889; Finály, 1889a; Hampel, 1905; Hampel, 
1905: II, 39-43; Hampel, 1905: III, pl. 32-36; Horedt, Protase, 
1972; Protase, 1972; Matei, 1982; Horedt, 1986: 20 fig. 8; Harhoiu, 
1998: 158-160 pl. LVIII-LXIX/6-7; L’or des princes barbares, 2000: 
172-191; Schmauder, 2002: II 7-18 no. I pl. 1-32; Deppert-Lippitz, 
2007; Gudea, 2010; Opreanu, 2014; Oanță-Marghitu et al., 2009; 
Oanță-Marghitu, 2016; Oanță-Marghitu, 2019; Aurul și argintul 
antic al României, 2019: 615-630; Szabó, 2020.
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Grave goods from the tomb 
of a princess
Florești - Site «Șapca Verde» (Florești, Cluj County)

Second half of the 5th century AD

MNIT Inv. V 58448-58456 (necklace with pendants), V 58460–
58461 (earrings), V 58458–58459 (ornamental pins), V 58457 
(buckle)

In 2007, the building works for the Polus-Center mall (now 
named VIVO! Cluj-Napoca) in the town of Florești, on the 
outskirts of the city of Cluj-Napoca, on the left-hand side of the 
DN 1n road to Oradea,  yielded major finds from prehistory and 
antiquity, as well as prompting the excavation of a necropolis 
from the Migration Period. One of the 121 tombs attributed 
to the Gepid period stands out for two reasons: its lavish 
grave goods and its isolated location. The anthropological 
analysis has revealed that the tomb belonged to a relatively 
tall (approximately 1.64–1.66 m) young woman who died at 
the age of 18–20 of unknown causes. The bones did not have 
any pathological signs associated with child birth or disease. 
The deceased's skull had been artificially deformed, while her 
teeth were healthy and very well preserved. The grave goods 
are extremely opulent; this is the only tomb at the site where 
all the ornaments and clothing accessories were made of gold. 
The deceased was wearing a pair of earrings with openwork 
polyhedral heads. The precious stones (probably almandine 
garnets) in the settings for the polyhedral heads were lost in 
antiquity. Around her neck she wore a magnificent necklace 
with nine gold pendants, all almost identical in shape, size 
and decoration. The pendants consist of two pieces and are 
decorated with five almandines mounted on cabochons (three 
tear-shaped and two half-moon shapes). The deceased was 
probably wearing a long dress with a cord made of organic 
material, none of which have survived. The only remaining 
element from this attire is a simple, lightly faceted solid gold 
oval-shaped buckle of medium size, which was discovered open. 
The young woman wore a peplos (or a tunic) over her dress 
fastened at the shoulders with pins instead of fibulae. The pins 
are made of thick wire; one end is pointed while the other is 
flattened and rolled. We do not know for sure whether the only 
bead—an amber discoid—found on her neck was worn together 
with the gold pendants or separately. The fragments from the 
bone comb with two rows of teeth, discovered in various points 
around the feet, indicate that the piece was broken ritually and 
thrown into the trench, possibly on top of the coffin. Both the 
ornaments and the accessories show signs of relative wear and 
tear, evidence of long use. However, they must have been worn 
with care because none of the pieces had been broken and then 
repaired. 

The Florești grave belonged to an East Germanic aristocrat and 
is one of several opulent princely tombs discovered not only in 
Transylvania but throughout Europe. In view of the richness and 
diversity of the grave goods, the tomb sheds new light on the 
female aristocrat fashions that were popular in the second half 
of the fifth century AD across an area stretching from Caucasus 
to Hispania. Together with other notable discoveries in the 
area (the royal tombs at Apahida, the Someșeni hoard and the 
princely tomb at Turda, as well as the recent finds at Pădureni 
and Mihăileni), the necropolis at Florești offer robust evidence 
about the existence of the Gepid kingdom in Transylvania in the 
second half of the fifth century, with its centre of power located 
in the ancient city of Napoca.

Bibliography: Nagy, Rotea, 2010: 230-233; Fritsch et alii, 2010: 
316-318; Ionescu et alii, 2010: 165-166; Nagy, Rotea, 2013: 
629-633; Gáll et alii, 2017: 93-94, 134-135, 165; Lăzărescu, 2019: 
81-110.
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Byzantine coin hoard from 
Udești
Udești (Udești, Suceava county)

Early 7th century AD [602-616]

MNBSV Inv. Au/13 1-3

Hoard of Byzantine gold coins of Phocas (602–610) and Heraclius 
(610–641), discovered during archaeological excavations at 
Udești (1976). It is the only one of its kind in northern Moldavia 
and one of the few from this period found north of the Danube. 
The three solidi turned up in a large two-room dwelling where 
pottery fragments, a crucible and a smelting ladle were also 
found. The presence of these three coins in a house dated to 
the seventh century and attributed to a local ruler has been 
associated with the payments that the Byzantines made in the 
early years of Emperor Heraclius’s reign (610–641) to Slavic 
tribal leaders, in an attempt to dissuade them from invading 
the empire. However, we cannot rule out the possibility that 
they were plundered during the Slavs’ raids on the empire, and 
that the gold coins may have later been melted down to make 
ornaments.

Other discoveries made near Udești, including Byzantine 
gold and bronze coins, as at Botoșana, Soloneț, Todirești and 
Humoreni (Suceava county), dating from the sixth–seventh 
centuries AD, prove the existence of local communities 
controlled by the Slavic tribes who had settled in the area.

Fibula
Pietroasele - point Necropola 1, burial tomb (Pietroasele, Buzău 
county)

First quarter of the 5th century AD

MJBZ Inv. 36684

This silver fibula with a semi-circular plate was found among 
the goods in an inhumation grave of the Sântana de Mureș-
Chernyakhov culture that was excavated systematically during 
the 1981 dig campaign, in a courtyard located approximately 
80–100 m south of the town’s ancient castrum.

Bibliografía: Diaconu, 1986: 170-182; Diaconu, 1994: 125-131.

GS

Bibliography: Rădulescu, 1977: 49; Butnariu, 1983-1985: 231; 
Chiriac, 1991: 374; Teodor, 1997: 161; Gogu, 1999-2001: 296-297; 
Oberländer-Târnoveanu, 1999-2001: 320; Iacob, 2000: 490; 
Oberländer-Târnoveanu, 2002: 178; Butnariu, 2002-2003: 702; 
Somogyi, 2008: 106-107; Musteaţă, 2009: 136; Dejan, 2015: 
77-79; Curta, 2021: 150. 
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Grave goods from the tomb 
at Dindești
Dindești - Grădina lui Negreanu, burial tomb 
(Andrid, Satu Mare district)

Mid 5th century AD

MNIR Inv. 75691 (fibula), MMC no. inv. 187 (mirror)

The tomb was discovered by chance in 1966. The deceased 
woman was placed on her back, facing north-northwest–south-
southeast. The grave goods found inside the tomb consisted of 
two silver fibulae with a semicircular spring plate, one at the 
feet, the other in the breast area; a metal mirror also found at 
her feet; a silver belt buckle on the hip; eight beads in the neck 
area (one made of amber, the others of glass); and a clay vessel 
set beside the right-hand side of the head. The reverse side of 
the semicircular fibula plate has two springs that were attached      

at the ends with knobs, of which there were originally seven. 
The bronze mirror with the “tamga” symbol is decorated with 
two concentric circles, intersected by eight radial lines. Mirrors 
of the Čmi-Brigetio type appear relatively frequently in the 
contemporary barbarous world and have been found in the area 
occupied by the Tisza plain and the Middle Danube region, with 
precedents in the North Caucasus. The set belongs to a series of 
finds in a large area stretching from the Caucasus to the Atlantic 
with female grave goods characterised by the presence of 
fibulae with silhouettes comparable to the Dindești ones.

Bibliography: Németi, 1967: 499-508; Gindele, Oanță-Marghitu, 
2019: 601-602.
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Germanic aristocratic tomb 
of Turda
Potaissa – Ancient fort of the V Macedonica legion 
(Turda, Cluj County)

First half of the 6th century AD

MIT Inv. 14478 (belt clip), 14483-14484 (fibulae), 14485- 14486 
(earrings)

Tomb of a woman discovered in the ancient baths, in what 
archaeologists have conventionally called “Latrinae I”, which 
had no built structures in antiquity. Apparently, the woman was 
buried without a coffin, simply laying a wooden board over her 
body. This explains why some of the grave goods were scattered 
in different locations instead of resting on the parts of the body 
where they would have been worn. The grave was aligned on 
a west-east axis. It can be dated to the first half of the sixth 
century AD thanks to certain elements among the lavish grave 
goods, which included a bone comb, two gold hoop earrings, 

two silver fibulae, vestiges of garments and of the shroud, 176 
beads of various sizes, shapes, materials and uses, a silver belt 
buckle, a mirror and two shoe buckles. The following pieces are 
featured in the exhibition:

1. Silver belt buckle, partly gilded and decorated with 18 gems 
and niello appliqués.

2. Two large silver fibulae of the semi-circular knob type. Both 
show signs of having been repaired in antiquity, and both retain 
traces of the fabric of the linen tunic, woollen peplos and woven 
linen shroud.

3. Two polyhedral gold hoop earrings set with garnets, some of 
which have been preserved.

Bibliography: Bărbulescu, 2007: 238-241; Bărbulescu, 2008; 
Pâslaru, 2010: 226–229.
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Mould
Botoşana - dwelling nº. 22 (Botoșana, Suceava County)

6th century AD

CMNMIS Inv. 23771

One half of a two-part mould made of marl, used for casting 
cross-shaped pendants. The material of which it is made is a 
clay-rich clastic rock from the Eastern Carpathians that may 
have been obtained from a sedimentary basin (silt deposit). 

Bibliography: Teodor, 1984: 41-57 fig. 20/1, 21/1.

II

Teaspoon
Davideni - La Izvoare-Spiești, house L. 52 
(Țibucani, Neamț county)

5th-6th century AD

MIAPN Inv. 17332

Cast bronze teaspoon with a concave bowl perforated around the 
edges. It was probably used to administer the sacrament of holy 
communion. 

Bibliography: Mitrea, 1995-1996: 229, Fig. 1/5; Mitrea, 2000: 31, 
35, Fig. 1/5; Mitrea, 2001: 94, 327, Fig. 67/4; Mitrea, 2002: 27, 42, 
Fig. 12/4.

G-DH 

Cross
Davideni - La Izvoare-Spiești, house L. 16 
(Țibucani, Neamț county)

5th-6th century AD

MIAPN Inv. 1755

Small bronze Greek cross with arms of equal length, outlined by 
a dotted border. 

Bibliography: Mitrea, 1995-1996: 229, Fig. 1/1; Mitrea, 2000: 31, 
35, Fig. 1/1; Mitrea, 2001: 54, 327, Fig. 67/2, 341, Fig. 80/2; Mitrea, 
2002: 27, 41, Fig. 11/1.

G-DH
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Belt buckle
Fundătura (Iclod, Cluj county)

6th century AD

MNIR Inv. 54197/a-b

We do not know the context in which this buckle was found. It 
originally consisted of a loop, plate and tongue but the tongue 
has been lost. The plate had a rectangular frame which, when 
folded, held the three components together, but it was broken 
and then repaired during antiquity. The buckle loop and plate 
were shaped by casting.  The reverse has an irregular surface, 
probably because it was never finished after being cast. Today, 
the piece is greatly deteriorated. The decoration is an elaborate 
composition characterised by a preference for spiral motifs, 
gold and silver bichrome obtained by partly gilding the surface, 
niello inlay, and the use of round garnets to embellish structural 
elements of the decoration.

Similar buckles to this one from Fundătura, characterised by the 
presence of an eagle head on the opposite side from the loop, 
have been found in a large area stretching from the North-
pontic zone to the south of France, with more specimens in 
Crimea and the middle basin of the Danube as well as occasional 
finds in Bulgaria and Italy. These buckles were female clothing 
accessories, often associated with different types of fibulae. 

Bibliography: Rusu, 1959: 485-523; The Ancient Gold and Silver of 
Romania, 2019: 658.

ROM
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Fibula
Iași, Crucea lui Ferentz (Iași, Iași County)

Second half of the 6th century AD

CMNMIS Inv. 1338

Finger-impressed fibula discovered by chance. Systematic 
archaeological excavations in the same area subsequently 
yielded a second finger-impressed fibula, found in a dwelling. 
The fibula was cast in bronze and is richly decorated with 
S-shaped spirals. This type of fibula was a very popular clothing 
ornament for women in the sixth-seventh centuries AD across a 
vast part of Central, South-Eastern and Eastern Europe. 

Bibliography: Nestor, 1961: 438-440 fig. 2; Teodor, 1971: 122, 127 
fig. 3/1.  

II
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Hoard of Coșoveni de Jos
Coșoveni (Dolj County)

7th century AD

MNIR Inv. 8707-8712

The objects in this group were acquired before 1932. Today, 
the hoard includes a gilded silver fibula, two different earrings 
with a star-shaped pendant, two hoops probably from another 
two earrings, a fragment of a granulation ornament, and a 
fragmented necklace with two punched ornaments. From the 
perspective of the seventh-century archaeological landscape, 
the hoard of Coșoveni de Jos is the most lavish collection from 
the north of the Lower Danube, comprising silver and gilded 
silver objects. There are no known variants of these pieces that 
might indicate their proximity to the Byzantine court.

Despite the empire's political difficulties during the seventh 
century, luxury handicrafts continued to flourish and their 
echoes resonated in the Middle Danube area and along the 
northern shores of the Black Sea. However, they did not reach 
the north of the Lower Danube, and while this discontinuity may 
be explained by the state of the investigations, it is more likely 
owing to the exclusion of this region from the official diplomatic 
relations of the day.

In 1938, when details of the hoard were first published, there 
was no mention about a possible link between this complex 
and the Slavs, and the article tentatively dated the collection 
to the first half of the seventh century. At the time, the pieces 
and the structure of the treasure were thought to have been 
influenced both by Central and Eastern European forms as well 
as by “Bzyantine-Barbarian” forms disseminated from northern 
Serbia and Hungary. Subsequent debate about how to interpret 
the treasure of Coșoveni was more often than not linked to 
the broader debate on the so-called “Slavic finger-impressed 
fibulae”. In relation to the sizeable group of these ornaments, 
the fibula in the treasure of Coșoveni is both larger and, with 
its complex shape and ornamental choices (granulation and 
vitreous paste inlays), more elaborate. The earrings in the 
treasure are massive and relatively heavy, made to be admired 
from both sides, and it is easy to imagine them as components of 
sets of garments or elaborate ornaments worn around the head. 
In these contexts, the earrings were probably mobile elements, 
displayed on the more visible parts of the body.

Bibliography: Nestor, Nicolaescu-Plopșor, 1938; Oanță-Marghitu, 
2019: 167-169; The Ancient Gold and Silver of Romania, 2019: 
665-667

ROM
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Punches from a jewellery 
workshop
Felnac (Felnac, Arad County)

First half of the 7th century AD

MNIR Inv. 72638, 72640, 72642-72643

In 1899 several bronze dies were discovered by chance alongside 
human and horse bones. The group of finds was interpreted 
as a grave, with a horse and a set of jewellery-making tools 
deposited next to the deceased. Altogether, 44 punches and one 
bronze appliqué were recovered. Today, 26 punches are held in 
the collections of the Hungarian National Museum in Budapest, 
nine in the National History Museum of Romania in Bucharest, 
and one in the Arad Museum Complex. The other eight have 
been lost. An important reference for dating the dies was also 
provided by the funerary context of Sânpetru German, 10 km 
downstream on the River Mureș, which yielded the appliqués of 
a composite belt that displayed the same trefoil motifs as the 
punches at Felnac, as well as a solidus from 616–625 AD. Finds 

of belt appliqués with trefoil motifs are concentrated in the 
middle basin of the Danube, in the same area where other tombs 
with sets of punches have been discovered (Kunszentmárton 
and Gátér in Hungary and Aradać in Serbia). Often associated 
with existence of travelling artisans, the contexts underline the 
special status of jewellers and reveal certain details about how 
Byzantine models were received. The punches were used to 
make appliqués that formed part of the structure of composite 
belts and harnesses. A punch in the shape of a five knobs 
“Slavonic” bow fibula has also been preserved. There is some 
debate about the exact way in which these pieces were used.  
However, we can surmise that the metal plates for processing 
were covered with relatively soft layers of leather, pitch or wax 
and placed on top of or underneath the dies. They would then 
have been mechanically deformed using a press and a hammer.
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Punch
Solid positive punch with a trefoil motif in the centre. It is 
concave and there are three semicircular hollows along the 
edge of one side. The piece was used to make shield-shaped 
appliqués that were then fixed to the belt to strengthen and 
adorn the areas attached to the secondary straps. The same set 
includes five matching dies with different shapes but the same 
trefoil motifs, which were used to make all the metal accessories 
of a composite belt.

Punch 
Solid positive punch used to make belt ends. The front has 
two plaited bands positioned symmetrically with respect to 
the central axis. The structure of the decoration comprises 
groups of three–four short parallel notches, the so-called 
“dentilation” (Zahnschnitt) associated with the decorative motifs 
of “Germanic Zoomorphic Style II”. These details are also present 
on the large fibula in the treasure of Coșovenii de Jos. Felnac has 
not yielded any other sets of “matching” elements. 

Punch 
Solid positive punch used to make double-shield appliqués. 
The front has stylised vegetal decoration, in the structure of 
which it is possible to discern the “dot-comma” motif that is also 

found on numerous precious metal objects made at Byzantine 
workshops. Five matching dies have been preserved from the 
“Felnac artisan” set, which were probably used to make the 
metal accessories for a composite belt.

Bibliography: Hampel, 1900: 117-125; Dömötör, 1901; Tănase, 
2004-2005; Tănase, 2020: 306-315.
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