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Roman Religious Studies in Romania. 
Historiography and New Perspectives

Csaba Szabó1

Abstract: The evolution of a discipline is marked with the apparition of some bibliographical lists and 
indexes, which represent a new period in the research. The current status of the Roman religious studies is 
marked with important methodological changes and the reevaluation of some key – concepts such as the 
“Oriental” cults, role of ancient magic and Early Christianity in the wider context of ancient spirituality. 
The Romanian research arrived only in the last two decades in the antechamber of these international 
tendencies, following now the actual currents of the Religionswissenschaft with diligence and sagacity, the 
studies being characterized by meaningful quantitative and qualitative pursuits. In this context appeared 
the Bibliography of Roman Religion in Dacia (BRRD) which aim was not only to collect and present 
together all the articles and monographs appeared in the last two and a half centuries about the religious 
life of the province, but also to analyze the 100 titles in a historiographical context. The main aim of this 
article is to present a detailed historiographical view on the studies of Roman religion Romania and to 
highlight the main perspectives and future research topics of the discipline.
Keywords: Roman religion, historiography, BRRD, Early Christianity, ancient magic, Roman Dacia

The Bibliography of Roman Religion in Dacia (abbreviated as BRRD)2 mean to be a 
divide between the old currents which still dominate the Romanian research and the new ones, 
which are present only sporadically. The new tendencies and research projects appeared in 
the last years in the international Religionswissenschaft changed radically our knowledge about 
Roman religion3. Some aspects, such as the reinterpretation of the so called “Oriental” cults4, 
the integration of the magical practices in the Roman religious studies5, the importance of 
the individuals and social networks6 or the revival of the psychological approaches7 created 
new ways for the research. The Romanian research of Roman religion tried to follow this path 
creating quantitatively and qualitatively significant contributions. The apparition of the BRRD 
highlights the importance of this period in the historiography, marking the end of an era and 
suggesting new perspectives for the Romanian research.

1 Ph.D. Candidate, University of Pécs, Rókus utca 2, 7624 Pécs, M. épület, 1. Emelet, HU; email: szabo.csaba.
pte@gmail.com.

2 BODA/SZABÓ 2014. I owe further thanks for the members of the BRRD project – Imola Boda, Sorin Nemeti, 
Felix Marcu and Rada Varga – for the publication of the book. The statistics, figures and results of the research and 
a future addenda for the book you can find online: http://brrd2014.wix.com/brrd.

3 About the recent stage of the international scholarship, see: BONNET/BRICAULT 2013, 11–14; SZABÓ 
2014, 41–58.

4 VERSLUYS 2013, 235–261; BELAYCHE 2013, XIII-LXVIII.
5 NAGY 2013.
6 RÜPKE 2013, 261–278; COLLAR 2013.
7 CHANIOTIS 2013, 169–189; BRADLEY 2014; 
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The historiography and beyond: the first attempts (15–18th centuries)

There are few articles dealing with the historiography of the Roman religion in Dacia8. 
Some of them are focusing only on some particular aspects, such as the so called Oriental 
cults, others are trying to present a holistic view on the historiography, neglecting however 
a detailed analysis or the focus on the sources, methodologies and the politico – ideological 
dynamics of the historiography. There are few historiographical studies however in Romania, 
which use an extremely detailed, critical approach as methodology – most of them dealing with 
some politically influenced national topics such as the theory of continuity, the problems of the 
Christianity in Dacia or the history of Transylvania in the migration period9. The main aim of 
this historiographical overview is only to highlight now some neglected aspects of the research 
presenting also the future perspectives.

The first study which deals with a particular aspect of the Roman religion from Dacia was 
written only in the 18th century. However, the European scholarly tradition – mainly German, 
Hungarian or Italian authors – collected the first votive and religious artifacts from the province 
in the 15th century and thereafter. The dynamic scholarly activity in the court of Matthias 
Corvinus (1458–1490) marked the beginnings of the scholarship. The first four votive inscrip‑
tions ever collected from the ruins of Apulum and Dacia, were published by Antonio Bonfini 
(IDR III/5. 86, 198, 226, 303) who copied the today missing work of an anonymous author 
named after Mommsen as the Antiquissimus10. The first gemstones collected in the territory 
of the province of Dacia were published by Macarius, Montfaucon or Bartoli11. For instance, 
almost a quarter of the epigraphic corpus related to Apulum’s religious life was discovered by 
the scholars of the 15–16th centuries (Mezerzius, Verantius, Bongarsius12, Zamosius, Siglerius). 
Many of the altars were discovered in secondary position (especially in the territory of the 
Saint Michael Cathedral, the medieval walls and the chancellery13) but there are indirect literary 
evidences14 that Verantius (Verancsis Antal 1504–1573) saw temples and religious vestiges as 
well: “Deorum imortalibum, praesertim Mercurii, Apollinis et Jovi Optimi Maximi, quibus et 
domus mea spectabililor est, ut votive praetermittam simulacra...”. Some of the pieces, such as the 
IDR III/5,100 had an adventurous history: Zamosius described that in the 16th century he also 
saw the statue of Hercules on the bases15. Even if the scholars of the 15–17th centuries could have 
the possibility to observe in unique or even original position of some statues, temples or altars, 
their main aim was only to collect the inscriptions and statues – a general phenomenon for all 
Europe of the renaissance16.

In the 18th century however, a new approach appeared: scholars of the German and 
Hungarian Enlightenment created detailed descriptions and even systematic analysis about 
some particular aspects of the Roman religion of Dacia. 

8 MATEI-POPESCU 2007, 265–288 dealing especially with the religion of the Dacians, CARBÓ-GARCIA 
2010, 61–99; NEMETI 2011, 191–202; NEMETI 2012, 21–40; NEMETI/MARCU 2014, 9–21. Many of the 
historiographic studies neglects totally the Roman religious studies. See: NICULESCU 2008, 127–160; POPA/
RIAGÁIN 2012, 52–70; DRAGOMAN/MARGHITU 2013.

9 TIMOTIN 1998, 43–172; GÁLL 2012, 127–165.
10 SZABÓ 2013a, 28–29.
11 NEMETI/MARCU 2014, 9–21.
12 BĂRBULESCU 2010, 181.
13 KOVÁCS 1992, 25–36.
14 IDR I, 38.
15 About his work and observations of ancient ruins, see: Bărbulescu 1993, 169–182.
16 BODOR 1995, 57; SZABÓ 2013b, 51. In the same, collectionist cathegory enter also the monumental 

work of Gisbert Cuper (1644–1716) entitled Harpocrates seu Explicatio Imagunculae Argenteae Antiquissimae, sub 
Harpocratis figura ex Aegyptorum instituto Solem repraesentantis published in 1687, where the Dutch author mentions 
many inscriptions from Dacia.
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In 1737, Andrew Hamilton, baron of Temesvár and governor of the Banat region made 
important excavations in Herkulesfürdő (today Băile Herculane), discovering many important 
inscriptions and votive monuments. Some of them were published and shortly mentioned by 
Blaise Garofalo in his monumental work about the ancient Roman thermae17.

The first work entirely dedicated to a religious topic was published in 1754 by Johann 
Matthias Gesner about the cult of Bonus Puer (Azisos)18. He presents some inscriptions – 
mostly find in Apulum – about the cult of Bonus Puer in a separate chapter of his book, where 
he analyze not only the context of the discovery, but also the texts using a rich bibliography of 
ancient authors on Roman religion. Similarly, the work of Antonius Bartalis published in 178719 
is the first detailed testimony of the cult of Mithras in Dacia. The author not only presents the 
statue and the inscriptions found by Franciscus Kaftal, but gives a unique kaleidoscope about 
the European knowledge of the century about the cult. His contribution is ranked among the 
most important Mithraic studies in that period and is considered as the first reported Mithraic 
“excavation” in the province. A short, but very important contribution is the short passage of 
György Aranka (1737–1817) who mentioned the discovery of a Diana shrine, a fountain and 
some votive inscriptions in Karlsberg (Gyulafehérvár, Alba Iulia)20. 

In the end of the century appeared the first work dealing with the origins of the 
Christianity in Transylvania, written by Andreas Thorwächter in 179721 who’s conclusions were 
relevant even in the beginning of the 20th century.

A romantic era of the archaeology and religious studies: the 19th century

The papers and studies from the 19th century must be divided in two periods: the 
first part of the century, which was characterized as the continuation of the Enlightenment 
curiosity and the establishment of rich, private collections and the second part of the 19th 
century, which was marked not only by important geopolitical changes, but also by the 
foundation of academic institutions in Hungary, Transylvania and the newly united Romanian 
provinces too. The first museums, faculties and local, historical and archaeological associations 
created an intellectually fertile milieu, accelerating the research. The international tendencies 
of the Religionswissenschaft – dominated by the German scholarship – were easily adopted 
by the local researchers. In the first half of the century, the study of the religious life of the 
province were dominated by foreign – French, German and Italian – scholars, many of them 
focusing on the local cult of Mithras22. From the period between 1801 and 1859 there are 
11 articles dealing with Roman religion in Dacia, most of them presenting the local aspects 
of a particular cult, such as Hercules, Mithras, Dolichenus or Iuppiter Tavianus. The first 
monograph entirely dedicated to the Roman religion was written by Jakab Ferdinand Miller 
(1749–1823)23 about the local cult of Hercules at Mehadia. Other minor works written by 
Hungarian authors are dealing with some small finds, such as the famous bronze forgeries 

17 CARYOPHYLUS 1737.
18 GESNER 1754, 373–395. He use various sources – mainly ancient and Renaissance Italian – for analogies.
19 BARTALIS 1787; SZABÓ 2013b, 51–54. Bartalis’ work is considered the first detailed analysis written about 

the cult of Mithras in Central-Eastern Europe. Among the various sources used by him we find Italian and German 
authors like Lorenzo Pignaria, Bernard de Montfaucon or Eberhard Boysen: SZABÓ 2013b, 52.

20 ARANKA 1796, 147–151.
21 THORWÄCHTER 1797, 145–159. The author presents the Christianity, as an infusion of the Hebrew 

culture, borought by the first Jewish communities in the territory of Transylvania, suggesting, that this process begin 
even before the Medieval times. However, the article is focusing mainly on the Medieval period, Thorwächter is 
trying to give ancient examples too for the process. 

22 CARBÓ-GARCIA 2010, 61–99; NEMETI/MARCU 2014.
23 MILLER 1806.
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of the Sphinx-representations from Turda24. Important to mention the “excavation” of the 
mithraeum from Slăveni in 183725.

The second half of the century has two main special aspects: the quantitative increasing 
of the studies due to the beginning of the systematic excavations and following the international 
tendencies in the theoretical analysis. The activity of Pál Király and Gábor Téglás26 is notable, both 
of them having many important contributions27. The excavations carried by the Archaeological 
and Historical Association of Hunyad County in the sacred area of Sarmizegetusa (mithraeum 
and the Syrian temple). Their works were written in the manner of positivism and historical 
religious studies, using a stunning bibliography from German, French and Italian influence. 
Such works as the introduction written by Géza Kuun for the monograph of Pál Király on the 
cult of Mithras in Dacia are remarkable for their accuracy, philological and historical richness. 
Their generation marked not only the written historiography of Roman religious studies in that 
age but also the evolution of the Romanian archaeology of the cult, represented by the excava‑
tions of the Syrian temple of Sarmizegetusa, the mithraeum from Sarmizegetusa and Decea 
Mureşului or the activity of Adalbert Cserni in Alba Iulia. The positivist period are marked 
also by the apparition of some notable works on the topic of Early Christianity28, most of them 
having a hypercritical attitude towards this topic-phenomenon, which will change after 1920. 

Between 1920 and 1945 the historiography is marked by significant increase of the 
articles dealing with the topic of the Early Christianity, a problem which was strictly related 
to the theory of continuity for a long time. The apparition of some remarkable works, like the 
monograph of Leslie Weber Jones29 or the works of Octavian Floca about the Oriental cults or 
Constantin Daicoviciu about the religious syncretism show the last renaissance of the positivist 
historiography in Romania. The generation of Vasile Pârvan and his students formed in foreign 
universities30 became worthy heirs of the Hungarian-German scholarly tradition, which will be 
missing almost totally from the historiography after 1920, reappeared only in the 1940’s and in 
the 1970’s. 

It is important to mention, that from 1458 till 1945 less than 100 titles appeared about 
the religious life of the province, most of them dealing with the anatomy of one single cult, 
using predominantly the comparative methodology in a positivist manner, which doesn’t allow 
a detailed and more adequate analysis. The appearance of the phenomenology, psychology of 
religion or the socio-anthropological approach in the international scholarship in the first part 
of the 20th century doesn’t influenced the Romanian scholarship, which stagnated in the same 
place as in the beginning of the century31.

24 ÉRDY 1847, 282; JERNEY 1848, 36–43.
25 Curierul românesc, 22, 26 november 1837, PETOLESCU 1976, 455–463.
26 About Téglás’ activity, see: BODA 2013, 377–392; Gáll 2014, forthcoming.
27 Their works are focusing mainly on their own archaeological results and the waste research carried on in 

different fieldworks int he Hateg or Apuseni area by their generation. 
28 About the historiography of the topic see: TIMOTIN 1998 43–172; NEMETI/MARCU 2014 forthcoming.
29 About his contribution see: NEMETI 2011, 191–202.
30 It is important to mention the role of the Accademia di Romania in Rome, which was a magnet for many 

scholars of Roman religion in this period. See: BĂRBULESCU/TURCUŞ/DAMIAN 2012. 
31 A good kaleidoscope of the methodological dynamics – or more correctly, stagnation – is the historiography of 

the Mithraic studies: while in the 18th and 19th century the local authors (as Bartalis or Király) were among the leading 
scholars in Europe, in the first half of the 20th century the Romanian historiography used the same theories, narratives 
and definitions as Cumont, creating a huge gap in comparison with the international scholarship. The fundamental 
work of Georg Wissowa or the tendencies of the German Religionswissenschaft are present only sporadically in the 
bibliography used by the Romanian scholars in the first half of the century. Such phenomenological works as the 
detailed analysis of Angelo Brelich about the religious life of Aquincum are totally missing from the Romanian 
historiography. However, the bibliography used by Vasile Pârvan, Octavian Floca, Dumitru Tudor or Constantin 
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Roman religion and Christianity during the Communist regime (1945–1989) 

During the communist regime, Religion generally became a neglected topic – especially 
in the medieval and modern historiography. Historians of the Roman civilization focused 
their work on socio-political topics, mainly focusing on the problem of the continuity, ancient 
slavery and the history of the Dacians. The historiography during the communist regime can be 
divided in two major periods: from 1945 till 1960 and from 1960 till 198932. This ideological 
tendency and dualism is observable also in the quantity and nature of the articles published in 
the 1940’s and 1950’s. There is only three article about Roman religion from the 1950’s which 
deals with a general topic, such as the religious life of Drobeta33 and few which deals with 
specific deities, such as Sabasios or IOM Heliopolitanus. Christianity appears only in the works 
of Ion Barnea in this period, published in anonymous journals34. In 1960, when the first volume 
of the monumental “Istoria României” appeared, the number of the religious articles increased 
significantly (more, than 80 articles). Some of the scholars, like Dumitru Tudor published 
without break from the 1930’s till the end of 1970’s35 while others, like Constantin Daicoviciu 
reduced his interests in the religious life of the province36. Reflecting the ideology of the 1960’s, 
it is important to mention the article of Nicolae Gostar37 dealing with the autonomous cults 
in the Roman province of Dacia. His article trying to prove the existence of various Dacian 
divinities in the provincial pantheon in the context of the nationalist historiography, where the 
presentation of the supremacy and omnipresence of the Dacians were highly recommended38. 
The most important contribution of the 1950’s and 60’s came from abroad: the new archaeo‑
logical and epigraphic corpus of the Mithraic finds made by Marteen Vermaseren, who visited 
personally Romania. The monumental and very popular work of Mihail Macrea39 deals also 
with the religious life of the province. Few of the articles were published in foreign journals, 
most of them dealing with newly discovered inscriptions or iconography40.

In the 1970’s the historiography produced more than 200 articles and monographs 
about the religious life of the province. Important catalogues, such as the monumental opus of 
Tudor and Hampartumian41 and internationally cited articles appeared in this period42. Some 
archaeological finds, such as the Pojejena finds launched an international dialogue and debate43.

The next decade was less rich in sense of quantity (less than 80 articles), but produced 
very important contributions, which changed the local evolution of the discipline and made 
an important step for its international representation. The highly quoted synthesis of Mihai 
Bărbulescu44 opened a new way in the Romanian research, following the international tendencies 

Daicoviciu are highly influenced by the French and Italian scholarship, due to their rich correspondence with 
foreign scholars and their formation as scholars in Rome.

32 MATEI-POPESCU 2007, 267.
33 TUDOR 1950, 159–163.
34 BARNEA 1958, 297–298.
35 About his life and carrier see: MATEI-POPESCU 2007, 274, footnote 58.
36 About his attitude towards the Communist regime and the detailed analysis of his scholarly work, see: Idem, 

274; GOMAN 2010. 
37 GOSTAR 1963, 237–254. About his life and work, see: PANAITESCU 1979, 277–279.
38 About the religious life of the Dacians and the religious continuity – or discontinuity, see: NEMETI 2005, 

185–200; NEMETI 2013a, 137–156.
39 MACREA 1969, 358–403.
40 TUDOR 1960; BERCIU/POPA 1964, 473–482.
41 TUDOR 1969; HAMPARŢUMIAN 1979. 
42 BĂLUŢĂ 1978, 1–7.
43 GUDEA/BOZU 1977–8, 69–73; GORDON 1978, 73–78.
44 BĂRBULESCU 1984 and his Ph.D. (still unpublished) was a landmark in the Romanian historiography: not 

only by his holistic view on the spiritual life of the province but also by the new methodologies and rich international 
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and a rigorous methodology45. Similarly, some important international contributions appeared in 
this period, such as the two Romanian contributions in the monumental volume of the Aufstieg 
und Niedergang der Römischen Welt in 198946. Silviu Sanie’s contribution was important not 
only because his synthesis on the Syrian cults became a real bestseller in the academic field, but 
also creating a school of religious studies in Iaşi47. András Bodor’s activity is reamarkable, being 
the only Hungarian in this period who wrote about religious topics-using a highly appreciated 
methodology and international bibliography. The important, but controversial corpus of Gudea 
– Ghiurco marked the historiography of the Early Christian studies for the next decade48.

Between provincialism and the international scene (1990–2000)

After the fall of the communism, the historiography changed very slowly. The quanti‑
tative statistics didn’t change significantly, however, two important aspects must be mentioned: 
the apparition of the articles on the archaeology of the cult and the explosion of the works 
dealing with the Early Christianity. The excavation of the Liber Pater sanctuary from Apulum 
and the Dolichenum from Porolissum, the increasing number of the rescue excavations inspired 
new tendencies, creating a new approach for the archaeology of the Roman religion in Dacia. 
The articles of Rusu, Timotin and Zugravu changed our view on the problematic question of 
Early Christianity in Dacia49. This period was also marked by the increasing number of foreign 
authors, who contributed to the study of the religion of Dacia. The political changes helped 
and urged the transformation of the local, Romanian academic society into a globalized, more 
international one, creating important relationships with foreign associations and institutions. A 
very popular work from this period – but again, published only in Romanian language – is the 
synthesis of Pescaru and Alicu about the temples of Dacia50.

Publish or perish: the last decade of the research (2001–2014) 

More than half of the publications regarding the religious life of Dacia (cca. 500 titles) 
were published in the last decade. This enormous quantity of works presents the publish or perish 
phenomenon, which dominates the humanities all over the world51. The last decade produced 
not only many, but also important works. The increase of the role of foreign researchers – such 
as Alfred Schäfer, Juan-Ramón Carbó García, Ádám Szabó or the researchers dealing with the 
archaeological material of the Liber Pater sanctuary from Apulum52 represents the interests of 
foreign countries in the rich archaeological material of Dacia and the global aspects of the 
discipline53. The works of Sorin Nemeti – published mostly in foreign languages – introduced 

bibliography used by the author (even the title of his work-„spritual interferences”-suggests a new methodology). 
About his work and formation as a scholar, see ŢEPOSU-MARINESCU 2007.

45 The only deficiency of the work is its language: few of the most important Romanian articles or monographs 
are translated in an international language.

46 BODOR 1989, 1077–1164; SANIE 1989,1165–1271.
47 About his work and contribution, see: BOUNEGRU 2006, 17–30.
48 GUDEA/GHIURCO 1988.
49 Most remarcable is the article of Andrei Timotin, who analize not only the archaeological, but also the 

philological sources in a highly critique way. The article appeared unfortunately only in Romanian language: 
TIMOTIN 1998, 43–172.

50 The book actually is only a list of temples attested by epigraphic or archaeological sources. The book was 
completed by other works of Dorin Alicu. See: BRRD II. 1–9.

51 BAUERLEIN 2008, 34–36; BĂRBULESCU 2012, 7–9, DARLEY 2014.
52 See BRRD II. 244–269.
53 Less, than 20% of the authors dealing with the Roman religion of Dacia are foreigners. In the last decade 
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new methodologies and theoretical approaches in the Romanian research54. International 
projects, such as the Apulum Project, Apulum Erasmus IP or the Mithraeum III Project55 will 
deepens the common work and collaboration of the local and foreign institutions, opening a 
fertile perspective for the research. The recent studies are dominated by youn researchers from 
Romania and from abroad, introducing slowly the Romanian scholarship in the international 
circulation56.

While the Roman religion and ancient magical studies are facing with a change of 
paradigms in Romania57, the study of Early Christianity stuck in the tendencies of the 1990’s, 
struggling with a methodological and ideological problem. There are four main tendencies and 
different currents in the research of this very vulnerable topic: the official, academic and inter‑
disciplinary theory, which try to analyze the Romanian archaeological material in a modern, 
objective and hypercritical way, the old-currents or republished articles58, the theological 
current59 and some dilettante theories, which due to the informational boom and web2 society 
have an important echo in the society60.

Conclusions

The future of the discipline has a fertile perspective. As Sorin Nemeti and Mihai 
Bărbulescu highlighted61, there is a long list “to do” introducing the new tendencies such as 
the lived or embodied religion62, individual and private religious manifestations, social aspects, 
gender or network studies. In the recent state of the urban archaeology, sacred topography of 
the Roman cities such as Sarmizegetusa, Apulum or Napoca needs to be reanalyzed. Important 
supplements for the CIMRM, CSIR and other archaeological corpuses are need to be done63. 
Religion and museology is also a new, but fertile topic in the Romanian research64.

The apparition of the Bibliography of Roman religion in Dacia (BRRD) represents a 
divide in the research, marking the end of an era when the Romanian research tried to find his 
own way and suggesting a new, interdisciplinary paradigm, in concordance with the interna‑
tional tendencies and methodologies.

appeared important Ph.D. thesises from foreign researchers (BRRD I. 84, I. 151, II. 341) or conferences organized 
in foreign countries: TAUFER 2013.

54 NEMETI 2012. About his works, see: CARBÓ-GARCIA 2006, 336–340, ZUGRAVU 2007, 256–258, 
SZABÓ 2013c, 231–234.

55 About the new projects and excavations, see: SZABÓ 2014, 56.
56 Important to mention the increasing number of Romanian participants on international conferences and 

workshops.
57 About the important changes regarding the ancient magic in Dacia, see: NEMETI 2013b, 143–157.
58 GUDEA 2011.
59 PĂCURARIU 2007.
60 NICULESCU 2001, 51–69. 
61 BĂRBULESCU 2012; NEMETI/MARCU 2014 forthcoming.
62 RÜPKE 2012, 191–204.
63 An example for this is the project entitled „Digital Corpus for the Exploration of the Antiquity” by the 

University of Babeş – Bolyai, Cluj. There were also important workshops organized in the last 2 years about the 
necesity of a CSIR volume for Romania. 

64 MOGA 2008; NEMETI/BEU-DACHIN 2012, ALEXANDRESCU 2013.
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Figures

I. Most researched divinities (nr. of articles published in the topic)

II. Number of articles published in between 1754 and 1945 

III. General works published about Roman religion in Romania (1950–2014)
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IV. Specifi c deity related works published on Roman religion (1945–2014)

V. Articles about the Early Christianity in Dacia
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