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TWO UNPUBLISHED GEMES
DISCOVERED AT POROLISSUM!

Sergiu-Traian Socaciu’

Abstract: In this article two unpublished gems with representations of deities discovered at Porolissum
are presented. These are represented by a gemstone with the representation of the goddess Minerva recently
discovered during the archaeological research carried out in the area of the praetorium in the large fort on
Pomet Hill and a gemstone with the representation of the god Mercurius, discovered in 1988 during the
amphitheatre research. The two artefacts come from known archaeological contexts which allowed for a
more precise dating to be established.

Keywords: Roman Dacia, Porolissum, glyptics, Roman religion.

The site of Porolissum is well-known in the archaeological literature, representing the
most important strategic point on the northwestern /imes of Roman Dacia.’* The importance
of the site was given primarily by the military element, composed of the defence system of the
region, which included the two auxiliary forts (the large fort on Pomet Hill and the small fort
on Citera Hill), turf walls and watchtowers. We can add the civil settlement of the vicus mili-
taris type which developed around the great fort on Pomet and which prospered during the
2" century AD, being raised to the rank of municipium during the reign of Septimius Severus
(193-211 AD).*

The purpose of this study is present to the scholarly milieu two gems with represen-
tations of deities discovered at Porolissum. The first engraved gemstone depicts the goddess
Minerva and was discovered in 2019 in the area of the praetorium of the fort on Pomet Hill. The
second item, an fragmentary bronze ring with a gemstone engraved with the representation of
the god Mercurius, discovered in 1988 during the excavations at the amphitheatre.

1. Gemstone with the representation of the goddess Minerva

Place of discovery: Building P1 in the praetorium area (§3/2019).°
The first archaeological research in the large fort from Porolissum carried out in the
area of the praetorium were conducted by N. Gudea and E. Chirild in 1984: trenches S84

! T would like to thank Dr. C. H. Opreanu (Institute of Archeology and Art History Cluj-Napoca) and Dr. L. Bajusz
T (Kolozsvdri Magyar Torténeti Intézet) for making the two artefacts available for publication, Dr. D.-A. Deac
(Zaliu County Museum of History and Art) and Dr. V.-A. Lizirescu (Institute of Archeology and Art History Cluj-
Napoca) for the suggestions and corrections brought to the text.

2 “Babes-Bolyai” University, M. Kogilniceanu Str. 1, 400089, Cluj-Napoca, Cluj County, RO; e-mail: socaciu.
sergiu@yahoo.com.

3 OPREANU/LAZARESCU 2016.

# For more information on the camp and the civilian settlement of Porolissum see GUDEA 1989; GUDEA
1997; TAMBA 2008; MARCU 2009, 87-101; BAJUSZ 2011; OPREANU/LAZARESCU 2016; OPREANU/
LAZARESCU 2016a, 107-120.

> CCA 2020, 212.

ErHEMERIS NAPOCENSIS, XXXI, 2021, p. 213-222, https://www.doi.org/10.33993/ephnap.2021.31.213
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Fig. 1. The old plan of the buildings on the latus sinistrum, with the
excavated sections (Opreanu/Lazirescu 2020, fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. The proposed plan of the praetorium following the geophysical surveys, having marked the place of
discovery of the gemstone with the representation of Minerva. — (after Opreanu/Lizirescu 2020, fig. 12).
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and $85. Both sections were oriented southeast — northwest, being parallel to via pricipalis,
starting from the wall of the headquarters building (principia) to the northwest side of the fort.®
In the following years the research continued, and in 1986 five new trenches are carried out,
perpendicular to the main road, meant to clarify the general plan and the arrangement of the
buildings in latus praetorii sinistrum of the fort: S87-91 (Fig. 1).” Research in this area has been
resumed since 2017 and continues to this day. In 2017, a first control trench S1/2017 is car-
ried out, followed by extensive research in the following years by excavating the areas $2/2018
and S3/2019.% The research from the years 2018-2019 were carried out in the north-western
corner of the residential complex within the praetorium comprising two of the three buildings
that make up the ensemble of the praetorium: P1 and P2. The research objectives of 2019 aimed
at establishing the relationships between buildings P1 and P2, highlighted by the geophysical
surveys.” On this occasion, in the area of the common wall that delimits the two buildings, an
gemstone engraved with the representation of the goddess Minerva was discovered. The exact
position of the gemstone recorded in the Stereo 70 system: E: 360396,952; N: 632760,457; Hi:
479,420. This point, superimposed over the georeferenced plan of the building complex that
makes up the praetorium shows that the gemstone comes from the southwestern wall of building
P1 and not from building P2 (Fig. 2), as stated in the archaeological research report.'
However, because the gemstone was retrieved from a context affected by agricultural
work the place of discovery most likely differs from the original place where the gemstone was
lost in antiquity, but the latter should have been also positioned in the area of the praetorium,
not far from the place of discovery.

Description and other technical data.

The gemstone has an oval shape, with beveled
edges, bitronconic in section, with a straight base and a
convex upper surface, measuring 15.24 x 11.17 x 4.88
mm, made of a reddish carnelian stone.!' The model on the
gemstone was made by deep engraving and sanding.

The image engraved on the upper surface shows
the goddess Minerva in a familiar iconography,'> shown
from the front, standing facing left, with her weight on
her left leg and her right leg slightly flexed (Fig. 3). The
goddess is dressed with a peplos, whose drape is rendered by
parallel lines, falling in folds up to the ankles over the left
leg, leaving the right part exposed. On her head she wears
a Corinthian-type helmet with rich feathers, under which
the hair of the goddess can be distinguished. In her right
hand, raised and bent at the elbow, she holds the spear, on

0 mm 10
which the richly ornamented shield rests, having rendered NN S .

in the central area the umbo. In her left hand, slightly bent
at the elbow and stretched forward, Minerva holds a patera

Fig. 3. Gemstone with the
representation of the goddess Minerva.

¢ GUDEA ET ALII 1986, 120.

7 GUDEA ET ALII 1988, 149.

 OPREANU/LAZARESCU 2020, 230-232; CCA 2020, 212.

? CCA 2020, 212.

10 CCA 2020, 212.

"' Until a gemological analysis is performed, the nature of the material from which it is made is difficult to be
established with certainty. Based on the physical characteristics, we considered it to be red carnelian.

2 TIMOFAN 2019, 31.
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with which she performs an offering or a religious ritual above an altar. The way of making it is
neat, the craftsman trying to reproduce some facial features (lips and nose).

In terms of dating, an exact chronological classification is difficult to achieve. However,
a relative dating can be assumed based on the context of discovery in which the last stage of
operation of the fort in the 3" century AD falls. This dating of the last stage of habitation has
been confirmed both by old and recent archaeological research conducted in this area."

The item is currently in the custody of the Institute of Archacology and History of Art
of the Romanian Academy in Cluj-Napoca, with the provisional inventory number: Por SF
85/2019.

Analogies: TUDOR 1967, 211, no. 5-6, Fig. 2/4-5; TEPOSU—MARINESCU/LAKO
1973, 4, no. 5, PL. I/5; GRAMATOPOL 2011, 116-117, no. 139, 141, Pl. VII, 6-color; FILIP
2019, 117-118, 121-122, no. 1 and 4, Fig. 1 and 4.

2. Bronze ring with engraved gemstone with the representation of Mercurius

Place of discovery: In the south-east corner of room R next to gate II of the amphitheatre.
The Porolissum amphitheatre is placed on the second terrace located southwest of the large fort
on the Pomet, near the western corner tower, at a distance of approx. 100 m from it. The first
information about the amphitheatre is known since 1858, when the inscription mentioning
the stone reconstruction of an older amphitheatre was discovered. Collapsed due to age (veru-
state dilapsum), during the reign of Emperor Antoninus Pius in 157 AD the amphitheatre was

i

12 [
1 10 9 8

Fig. 4. Plan of the amphitheater at Porolissum (after BAJUSZ 2003, 180, pl. II).
135 GUDEA ET ALII 1986, 125; GUDEA 1997, 41-42; OPREANU/LAZARESCU 2020, 235-236.
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Fig. 5. The plan of gate II and the excavations carried out, having marked the place of discovery
of the gemstone in the corner of room R (after GUDEA ET ALII 1992, 173, fig. 16).

reconstructed in stone.'* The first research took place in 1959" while systematic research has
been conducted in this area only since 1981.'° Room R is located at the southern edge of the
northwest gate (gate II) of the amphitheatre (Fig. 4).

Archaeological investigations in this area took place between 1987-1988. In 1987, the
northwestern gate of the building was investigated: areas C9 (5 x 5 m) and C11 (5 x 5 m) to
the southwest, and to the northeast the areas C10 (5 x 5 m) and C12 (5 x 5 m). At the end, the
profiles were disbanded, forming a single 11 x 11 m surface, which included the entrance to the
building and partially a room on either side of the entrance.'” It should be noted here that in
the 1988 excavation report, I. Bajusz mentions the discovery in the gate area of some engraved
and unengraved gemstones without giving further details about them."® In 1988, rooms P and R
located northwest of Gate II were unveiled through surfaces C13-C21a. These research revealed
that at a certain moment, during the stone phase of the amphitheatre, in the central area of
room R, an apse was built, belonging to a sanctuary dedicated to the goddess Nemesis.' With
this occasion, behind the apse of the sanctuary, in the south-eastern corner of room R, as part of
the profile between C13 and the gate surface (Fig. 5), a bronze ring with an attached gemstone
bearing the representation of Mercurius was discovered.

4 CIL III 836.

15> MACREA ET ALII 1962, 496-497.

16 GUDEA ET ALII 1983, 136-138; for a full history of research see BAJUSZ 2011.
7 GUDEA ET ALII 1988, 154.

8 GUDEA ET ALII 1988, 155.

Y GUDEA ET ALII 1992, 148-149; BAJUSZ 2003, 165-166.
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Description and other technical data

The fragmentary ring is made of bronze with a bluish sardonyx gemstone with the repre-
sentation of the god Mercurius attached to it in the chaton™ (Fig. 6). The gemstone has an oval
shape, being trapezoidal in section, with dimensions at the base of 12.72 x 9.23 mm, and at the
top of 11.1 x 7.5 mm, with a thickness of 3.2 mm. The model on the gemstone was made by
deep engraving and sanding.

On the upper surface of the gemstone the god is depicted in an iconography often
found in the provincial glyptic, bearing his specific attributes.?’ Thus, the god is placed on the
rock, facing to the right, wearing a petasos on his head, and in his left hand brought forward and
bent at the elbow, he holds the bag (marsupium). In his right hand, rendered very schematically,
the god holds the chlamys and the caduceus. The representation is very schematic and dispropor-
tionate, the facial features cannot be distinguished and no traces of clothing can be identified,
the character being most likely rendered in nudity.

0 mm 10
I T .

Fig. 6. Gemstone with the representation of the god Mercurius, attached to an ancient bronze ring.

Regarding this item, its chronological framing can be done much more precisely. It was
found in an area delimited by the perimeter wall of the arena built in 157 AD and the apse of
room R, the context providing thus a terminus post guem for dating the artefact. After arranging
the sanctuary of the goddess Nemesis, the area behind the apse is filled with rubble, the space
thus becoming inaccessible. Therefore, the chronological interval in which we can place the item
is between the beginning of the stone phase (157 AD) and the construction of the sanctuary.
For the dating of the construction of the sanctuary, I. Bajusz offers a relative chronological clas-
sification at the end of the 2™ century AD or the beginning of the 3" century AD.*> However,
recent analyses of a fragmentary Latin inscription shows that the inauguration of the sanctuary

? Even in the case of this gemstone, a gemological analysis was not performed, the nature of the material being only
assumed based on the physical characteristics.

21 PAVEL 2019, 53.

22 BAJUSZ 2003, 166.
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of the goddess Nemesis took place shortly after the construction of the stone amphitheatre,
sometime during the reign of Antoninus Pius, under the authority of the praesidial procurator
of Dacia Porolissensis, from whose name only the last part of the cognomen has been preserved,
ending in —rus.

Thus, the construction of the sanctuary must have taken place before the death of
Emperor Antoninus Pius on March 7, 161 AD. Unfortunately, the note attached to the item
does not specify whether the ring was found under the rubble layer or inside the rubble behind
the apse, which indicates two possible scenarios. If the ring was discovered under the layer of
rubble, it means that it was lost here before the construction of the sanctuary, which could have
taken place only before 161 AD, but not before the stone reconstruction of the amphitheatre.
On the other hand, if the ring comes from the layer of rubble, then it was intentionally thrown
or lost into the rubble behind the apse at the time of the construction of the sanctuary dedicated
to Nemesis. In both scenarios, however, the moment when the ring reached the position in
which it was found can be included in the chronological interval 157-161 AD. Based on these
details we can consider that this ring was worn in the first half of the 2™ century AD and was
discarded at the beginning of the second half of the same century.

The artefact is kept in the County Museum of History and Art in Zalau, having the
inventory number C. C. 568/1988.

Analogies: TEPOSU-DAVID 1960, 529, no. 19, Fig. 1/20; TEPOSU-MARINESCU/
LAKO 1973, 6, no. 15 and 18, PI. I; GRAMATOPOL 2011, 126, no. 221, P1. XI.

Conclusion and discussions

The two items presented above are part of a category of artefacts often found in Roman
sites, but whose place of discovery is often uncertain. Most of these artefacts are either strayfinds
or come from private collections, while very few come from known archaeological contexts. In
the case of the Porolissum center, only a few cases are known in which such gemstones come
from clear contexts. The latest item of this type, discovered at Porolissum by a team led by AL V.
Matei in 1998 and recently published by A. Hamat and D. Bicuet-Crisan, namely a bronze ring
with a carnelian gemstone, decorated with the dextrarum iunctio motif.*

As for the deities that decorate the surface of the two gemstones analysed here, they
are very common in Roman glyptics. The most common deities on Roman gems are those in
the classical, Greco-Roman pantheon, especially Dii Consentes. Within this group, Minerva is
the most common depiction on gems and cameos in Roman Dacia, followed by Fortuna, Eros,
Mars, Jupiter, Mercurius and Victoria.”> However, the frequent appearance of these deities on
the engraved stones cannot be directly related to the religious preferences of the individuals
who held them. It has been observed that for almost all deities, the number of representations
in the glyptic is not proportional to the total number of epigraphic or figurative representations
of the respective deity. The choice of the model must have followed the subjects that circulated
throughout the Roman world, being inspired by the model notebooks of the craftsmen or on
the reverse of coins.?® In Porolissum, Minerva and Mercurius are found almost exclusively in
representations on glyptic artefacts, Mercurius being represented on 5 gems, while the image of
the goddess Minerva appears on 4 gems”” and on a cameo discovered inside the temple of Bel.*®

% PISO ET ALII 2015, 215-217, no. 1, a-c.

* HAMAT/BACUET-CRISAN 2019, 155-162.
5 BARBULESCU 2003, 157.

26 BARBULESCU 2003, 158-159.

7 TEPOSU-MARINESCU/LAKO 1973, 4-6.
8 MATEI 1982, 75-79.



220 Sergiu-Traian Socaciu

The two deities are also represented in the form of bronze statuettes, but with an uncertain place
of discovery. Minerva is depicted by two statuettes representing her standing and carrying the
characteristic attributes,” and Mercurius is represented in a statuette, now lost, with his right
arm outstretched forward and in his left hand holding the bag (marsupium).*

The origin of the two artefacts, cannot be specified precisely. Over time, based on the
large number of gems discovered, some of which were considered scrap and others representing
polished and unencumbered stones, the existence of a gemstones workshop in Porolissum has
been advanced in the archaeological literature.”® However, the alleged workshop have not yet
been identified in the field. Therefore, it remains difficult to identify a local production that
could have included the items analysed with this occasion.
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319

= Litua
= RMD
= MAIET

= Materiale de Istorie si Muzeografie
= MCA (S.N.)
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Vestigia. Beitrdge zur Alten Geschichte (Miinchen)

Arkheologicheskij muzej-zapovednik “Tanais”
(Rostov na Donu)

Pafstwowe Muzeum Archeologiczne w Warszawie (Warszawa)
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