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COUNTERFEITING OFFICIAL ROMAN WEIGHTS.
THE INSCRIBED CUP-WEIGHT FROM POROLISSVM®
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The Romans possessed a well defined system of weights and measures' represented by a
large variety of devices.

Fig. 1. “Stadere, Bilance, Pesi, Misure” in the Archaeological Museum of Naples.
18" century painting by Carlo Ceci?

In the spring of 2007 following a field survey at the Roman site of Porolissum, on the
northern border of the former Roman province of Dacia (today Moigrad, central-NW
Romania) (see pl. III-1V), such an artefact of special interest came to light.

* We are grateful to the Gerda Henkel Foundation as the article strongly benefited by the opportunity of one of
the author to have access to a large bibliographical resource at the University of Frankfurt am Main, as well as at the
library of the Romisch-Germanische Kommission in Frankfurt am Main.

We express here our gratitude to Prof. Visy Zsolt (Pécs), Dr. Renate Lafer (Klagenfurt), Dr. Klaus Vondrovec
(Vienna) who kindly help us with observations and provide us with references on this topic.

' See Pondera. Pesi e misure nell Antichita, (eds. C. Corti, N. Giordani), Firenze 2001.
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The object is a cup-weight made of bronze. The object was cast and the two valves were
covered by two patches. Also, parts of the cup-weight that was damaged somehow in the
process of manufacture were fixed with rectangular patches, some of them are today lost. The
bottom of this piece was processed to string.’

Fig. 2. The cup-weight from Porolissum, photo and drawing*

Its sizes are: outer upper diameter: 5.45 cm; bottom diameter: 3.61 ¢cm; inner diameter:
4.83 cm; height: 2.20 cm.

On the side the artefacts is inscribed EX A :: CAS, meaning ex(actum) a(d) Cas(toris)
and the mark of value for this weight, 4 dots = 1 #riens.

An exhaustive analyse on the signification of this abbreviation has been already done by
Hans Lieb® and therefore I will not insist again on the entire discourse on this formula.

This formula — exactum ad Castoris was or, at least, intended to be a certificate of an
official guarantee for the standard weight of this piece. It was the Temple of Castor and Pollux
where the Romans kept their weight standards and, at the same time, seems to have been the
calibration place, as well.® In the case of the artifact from Porolissum this aspect — the “certificate
of guarantee” through the inscription on the weight — is one of a special interest as it will be
discuss below.

The analogies found for this object indicate that the object was part of a set of weights
ranking from 1 uncia to XX librae — the case from Feldkirch.

Such sets of cup-weights where found at: Feldkirchen (Noricum — Austria)’, Gorsium-
Téc (Pannonia Inferior — Hungary)®, Brimeux (Gaul-France)’, and a set is kept in the museum
from Mainz (unknown findspot)' (see PL. I-II).

The weights were used on scales with plates on one side of the scale or for an object
heavier than 10 /ibrae the weight with handle was used as counter weight on the one side of
scales and the smaller weights were then added.

The most peculiar aspect of the weight found at Porolissum is its... weight. All the
analogies and not only the equivalent of zriens but also the other ones from the set measure even
today a weight very close to the official standards.

? We are grateful to M.A. Silvia Mustatd who provided us with information on the technological process used to
produce this artefact.

* Drawing by Nora Drigan.
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Fig. 3. Comparative table between the weights in the set from Feldkirchen and the official standards
(after GLASER 1999, 60)

Here we can add also the same shape weights from Gorsium, which were also measured.
The “T” (libra) is weighing 325.52 gr.; the “S” (semis) 163.11 gr. and the “::” (¢riens) 111.88 gr."!

As one can easily notice the artifacts found present a weight very close to the official
standards.

According to the official standards for weight 1 #riens should measure 109.15 grams.'?
Without even undertaking a restoration work the cup-weight found at Porolissum measures...
76.96 grams!

H. Lieb has mentioned that these weights were not well calibrated, especially the
smaller ones, due to the stage of technology in the Roman times and therefore these weights are
not counterfeited”. Still, in the case of the cup-weight from Porolissum the big difference —
over 30 grams — between the standard weight and the one showed by the artifact together with
the comparison with other analogies indicate that we may deal here with a counterfeit weight or
a serious negligence to produce weights according to the official standards. At the actual weight
the piece under study is even less heavy then its subdivision weight, the guadrans (81.86 gr.).

Furthermore, if this artefact is not a counterfeit than some of the persons in charge
with the control of weights — in the case of a municipium, like Porolissum they were the aediles'
— did not show a high responsibility of duty (sic!).

The case of the piece from Porolissum may not be a singular one. Another piece which
has been considered a counterfeit comes from Vitudurum (Oberwinterthur) (Germania Superior
— Germany). But in this case the piece, a sexzans, is heavier than the official standard for this
unit.”

""FITZ 1980, 179, n. 1.

2 REIX A, 620.

'3 LIEB 2004, 134.

" VISY 1991, 231; GLASER 1999, 58.

> A. KAUFMANN-HEINIMANN 1996, 53-54.
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Another aspect that the discovery of this artefact
may suggest is the keeping place of this cup-weight.

As it has been mentioned above, the standards
for such type of weights were kept in Rome at the
temple of Castor and Pollux. In another case, Gorsium-
Téc (Pannonia Inferior — Hungary), where the
functionality of findspot for such an artefact is known
this place proved to be also a temple.'

The cup weight from Porolissum was found on
the area known as... the “temples’ area” (see PL. IV).
Therefore, it can be suggested that also this piece was
kept in one of the temples already excavated or another
Fig. 4. The cup-weight from Virudurum  one, as that area was not yet entirely researched.

(after A. KAUFMANN-HEINIMANN At the moment, this weight found at Porolissum

1996 54, Abb. 49). is the only one of its kind found in Dacia. There is a
high possibility that there are others more similar pieces but their shape, of a cup, may could
have misled the finders to consider them as vessels, especially if they were not inscribed (see Pl.
II) and if they were found isolated and not as sets.
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The set of cup-weights from Feldkirchen (after GLASER 1999, 60, Abb. 3)

The set of cup-weights from Gorsium — T4c (after FITZ 1980, 210, Taf. II)

PL 1



188

Cristian Gazdac, Bruce Wright

The set from Brimeux

(after DAREMBERG/SAGLIO 1877-1919, vol. 4, 556, fig. 5739)

The set of uniscribed cup-weights in the museum from Mainz

(after DIE ROMER 2000, 354, no. 77b)

PL II
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PL III. Map of Roman Dacia
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PL III. Map with part of the site of Porolissum pointing out the findpsot of the cup-weight.



