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CLASP-BUCKLE BELTS IN ROMAN DACIA

LIVIU PETCULESCU

Abstract: The clasp‑buckle belts represent the last identified type of 3rd century AD broad 
belts. The three copper alloy plates of clasp‑buckles known in Dacia were discovered at Sucidava, 
Porolissm and Ilișua. Even if their sizes present a certain degree of standardization, their func‑
tional features, i.e. the number and disposition of the T‑shaped apertures and fixing rivets of 
studs and also their decoration are dissimilar. Consequently it is unlikely that all the army of the 
province was supplied with this type of buckles from a single manufacturing center. Anyway, if 
the cast pieces from Sucidava and Ilișua seem to have been produced in specialized workshops, 
the crude Porolissum buckle looks like an ad hoc improvisation locally made. The small num‑
ber of clasp‑buckles recorded so far in the Empire is due to the relatively short period of time 
of being used in the Roman army simultaneously with the more fashionable rectangular and 
ring‑buckles and additionally to the difficulty to identify the fragmentary examples. However, 
despite their rarity, this type of buckles is attested on a very large area: the Danube frontier, 
Germania Superior, Syria, Mauretania Tingitana. The discussion of Dacian examples offered 
the opportunity to deal with some general topics as the production, distribution and typology of 
clasp‑buckles all over the Empire.
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Rezumat: Centiroanele cu catarame‑copcă reprezintă ultimul tip identificat de centiroane 
late din secolul al III‑lea p. Chr. Cele trei plăci de catarame‑copcă din Dacia lucrate din aliaj de 
cupru au fost descoperite la Sucidava, Porolissum și Ilișua. Chiar dacă dimensiunile lor prezintă 
un oarecare grad de standardizare, caracteristicile lor funcţionale, adică numărul și dispunerea 
orificiilor în formă de T și a niturilor sau butoanelor de fixare, ca și decorul lor, sunt diferite. 
Prin urmare este improbabil ca întreaga armată a provinciei să fi fost aprovizionată cu acest tip 
de catarame dintr‑un singur centru de producţie. Oricum, dacă piesele turnate de la Sucidava și 
Ilișua par a fi fost lucrate în ateliere specializate, catarama rudimentară de la Porolissum arată 
ca o improvizaţie ad hoc executată local. Numărul redus de catarame‑copcă cunoscute în prezent 
în imperiu se datorează în primul rând faptului că ele au fost utilizate în armata romană într‑o 
perioadă de timp relativ scurtă, concomitent cu mai frecventele catarame dreptunghiulare și ine‑
lare, dar și dificultăţilor de identificare a exemplarelor fragmentare. Totuși, în ciuda rarităţii sale, 
acest tip de catarame este atestat pe o arie foarte extinsă: frontiera danubiană, Germania Superior, 
Syria, Mauretania Tingitana. Discutarea exemplarelor din Dacia a oferit prilejul de a aborda și 
subiecte mai generale ca producţia, răspândirea și tipologia cataramelor‑copcă în întregul imperiu.

Cuvinte cheie: catarame‑copcă; centiroane; tipologie; Dacia; secolul al III‑lea p. Chr.

The clasp‑buckle belts were identified in 1969 by H.‑J.  Ubl on the sculptural 
representations of Roman soldiers from Noricum and Pannonia and a few years later 
J.  Oldenstein correctly assign two leather mounts from Niederbieber to the broad 
belts dated c. AD 180–2601. After more than two decades, Th. Fischer published a set 
of belt‑mounts discovered in a cremation grave from Regensburg‑Grossprüfening and 
synthetized the characteristics of this particular type of belts2.

1 Ubl 1969, 240–243 = Ubl 2013, 133–134; Oldenstein 1976, 221, nos. 1070, 1072.
2 Fischer 1990, 78, 224, Pl. 108 B/1–3; Fischer 2012, 126; Fisher 2015, 38.
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The buckles of this type of 3rd century broad belt consisted of two large overlap‑
ping rectangular openwork plates attached to the ends of the leather belt by means of 
at least four rivets. The upper plates had T‑shaped projections on the rear side match‑
ing the T‑shaped apertures on the lower plates, the ensemble making a link between 
the ends of the belt. As the lower plates had one or two rows of two or three apertures, 
they were adjustable in two or three different positions. In one case, at Grossprüfening, 
the buckle was found in association with an openwork circular mount3. Besides the 
ordinary clasp‑buckle belts, there were some luxurious ones, the most exceptional 
being one example discovered at Abritus in Moesia Inferior, which was provided with 
a set of gilded‑silver pieces: a fort‑gate shaped buckle, openwork belt mount and strap 
terminal4. Thus it is certain that this belt type included among its metal fittings not 
only the outstanding buckles but, at least sometimes, also usual 3rd century openwork 
leather mounts and strap terminals.

Out of all the clasp‑buckles published so far, those from Niederbieber fort, 
Grossprüfening and Dura Europos could be dated more precisely. Niederbieber fort was 
used between AD 185–192 and c. AD 260, but it is a reasonable assumption that the 
examples originating in this site were later than the foundation time, and those from 
Dura Europos, discovered near the agora, were probably deposited in the last years pre‑
ceding the destruction of the city in AD 255–2565. Also the grave from Grossprüfening, 
containing a funeral assemblage composed of the belt mounts, some coarse pottery and a 
sigillata plate from Rheinzabern, was dated AD 180–2606. Therefore these buckles were 
undoubtedly utilized during the 3rd century AD, but the dates of their coming in and out 
of fashion cannot be specified. Significantly their chronology is consistent with that of 
sculptural representations and the general trend in the 3rd century AD to use broad belts.

Synthetizing the data offered by the funerary monuments, Ubl already stated in 
1969 that the clasp‑buckle belt (Koppelschlosscingulum) was part of the equipment 
of the centurions, signiferi (and other principales) and private soldiers from legions, 
praetorian guard and auxiliary cohorts7. As on a sculpture from Putacevo in Dalmatia, 
dated towards the end of the 3rd century AD, this belt is worn by a horseman, he sug‑
gested its possible inclusion in the uniform of the cavalrymen from alae8. Besides, 
the presence of the clasp‑buckles in Niederbieber fort garrisoned by numerus explora-
torum Germanicianorum Divitiensium and numerus Brittonum9 attest the use of the 
respective belts also by the soldiers from the numeri.

The depiction of two soldiers on a gravestone from Aquincum, one having a clasp‑
buckle belt and the other a ring‑buckle belt certify the contemporary utilization of 
both types of belts in the Roman army10.

In Roman Dacia I know three copper alloy plates of clasp‑buckles, none of each 
being identified as such.

3 Fischer 1990, 224, no. 3, Fig. 108 B/3.
4 Radoslavova 2014, passim.
5 Niederbieber: Schönberger 1985, 477, E 29; Dura Europos: James 2004, 99–100, nos. 361–362, 364.
6 Fischer 1990, 78, 224, Pl. 108 B.
7 Ubl 1969, 241–242 = Ubl 2013, 133–134.
8 Ubl 1969, 241, n. 98 = Ubl 2013,133, n. 98.
9 Schönberger 1985, 477, E 29.
10 Ubl 1969, 241, nos. 73, 75 = Ubl 2013, 133, nos. 73, 75.
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No. 1 was found in the Byzantine layer of the Roman fortress at Sucidava, but as 
Tudor already asserted, it is an older item brought by chance in a more recent context. 
Consequently there are no valid stratigraphic data for its chronology.

Even if only a quarter of it survived, one can reliably restore the shape and size 
of the complete object, which had the length of about 5 Roman digiti and the width 
of almost 4 digiti. It is a cast copper alloy rectangular plate decorated with a central 
band of openwork ivy leaf motifs delimitated by two incisions. Along either side of the 
central openwork plate there is one row of three T‑shaped apertures and another inci‑
sion runs at 3–4 mm distance from each of the horizontal borders. The vertical borders 
are decorated by angle‑cuts made with a file. On the corners of the rear side there were 
large fungiform‑headed studs with thick shanks among which one is still preserved.

The closest parallels to the example from Sucidava originate in Lentia (Linz) 
and Dambach11. These cast silvered copper alloy mounts have identical rows of three 
T‑shaped apertures, decoration, attaching studs and almost the same size. Other 
pieces from Grossprüfening and Dura Europos, made of a thin sheet of copper alloy, 
also have two rows of three T‑shaped apertures placed on each side of the central band 
of ivy leaf motifs but not the accompanying incisions and instead of studs they are 
provided with rivets12. Besides, at Volubilis a lead test‑casting of a similarly decorated 
item was found13. Moreover, at Dura Europos it was discovered an undecorated plate 
with the usual two rows of three T‑shaped apertures14.

No. 2, originating in Porolissum or less probably Tihău, is a rectangular plate 
made of a thin sheet of copper alloy. As it is heavily distorted, it was not possible to 
measure its length accurately. However, its size is almost 5 × 3 digiti. In the front part 
of the piece there is one row of two T‑shaped apertures along each side of the long 
axis. The back part is openwork decorated with a ring motif made of small circular 
piercings. The plate was attached to the leather belt by six rivets with flatted heads, 
among which three are still preserved. The washers of the rivets, one hexagonal and 
two rectangular, are quite irregularly shaped. The crude craftsmanship and the poor 
decoration of the plate suggest the fact that it is a cheap item.

One parallel of piece no. 2 is met at Niederbieber15. This fragmentary rectangu‑
lar plate has in its front part two rows of two T‑shaped apertures placed in the same 
position as on the item from Porolissum and in the back part an openwork decoration 
consisting of two lotus bud motifs inside a rectangle. Originally it also had six rivets, 
but two of them were lost together with the end of the back part of the object, where 
they were fixed.

No. 3 was unearthed in the auxiliary fort at Ilișua, quartered by ala I Tungrorum 
Frontoniana16. Unfortunately it could not be dated due to the lack of any published 
information on the circumstances of its discovery.

11 Lentia: Ployer 2005, 993, Fig. 8; Dambach: Selke 2014, 275, nos. 1461, 1462, 1464, Pl. 41/1461, 
1462, 1464.

12 Grossprüfening: Fischer 1990, 224, Pl. 108 B; Dura Europos: James 2004, 100, no. 362, Fig. 46/362.
13 Boube‑Piccot 1980, 158, no. 203, Pl. 52/364.
14 James 2004, 100, no. 364, Fig. 46/364.
15 Oldenstein 1976, 221, no. 1072, Pl. 81/1072.
16 Gudea 1997, 53–4; Protase, Gaiu, Marinescu, 1997, 77–8, Pl. VIII.
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Only the front part of the plate is preserved and so its length is unknown, but sig‑
nificantly it has the width of three digiti, virtually the same as no. 2. It is a rectangular 
item with openwork terminals of curvilinear design, making two adjoining identical 
ornaments composed of a central peltate motif and two lateral small ivy leaf piercings. 
In the front part of the rectangular plate there are two parallel slots perpendicular 
on each side of the central axis. Towards the middle of the piece a T‑shaped aper‑
ture is centrally placed, flanked by two rectangular openings filled with curved strips. 
Between these ornaments and the borders there is a horizontal slot. As attested by the 
buckle from Abritus, in these slots there were some rivets for additional attachment to 
the leather belt17. Anyway, the pieces with a rich decoration or the T‑shaped apertures 
positioned in the front part needed a firm fastening to the leather and in fact they had 
extra pairs of rivets or studs toward the middle of the horizontal borders. On a buckle 
plate having only one a central row of T‑shaped apertures, similar to the item no. 3, 
where a supplementary fastening was even more necessary. On the horizontal borders, 
near the corners, the item from Ilișua has two disc‑headed studs with thick shanks.

A plate with only one row of centrally placed T‑shaped apertures, flanked by two 
rectangular openings filled with ivy stalks motifs, originate in Niederbieber18. At vari‑
ance with no. 3 it has a fungiform‑headed stud placed on the middle of the vertical 
border of the front part.

The small number of recorded clasp‑buckles in Dacia, as in the entire empire but 
for the military vicus at Dambach where 7 examples are recorded19, is due mainly to 
the relatively short period of time, the 3rd century, of its being used in the Roman army 
simultaneously with the more fashionable rectangular and ring‑buckles. Moreover the 
fragmentary examples, especially of the upper plates, are difficult to identify. However 
despite their rarity, so far they are attested in Germania Superior (Niederbieber), the 
Danubian frontier provinces from Raetia (Dambach) to Dacia and Moesia Inferior, 
Syria (Dura Europos), Mauretania Tingitana (Volubilis). The explanation for the dif‑
fusion of this type of buckles on a very large area consists in the almost permanent 
transfer during the 3rd century of the vexillationes from one frontier to another, which 
also allowed the circulation of the military equipment items.

The width of the Dacian examples presents a certain degree of standardization: 
the pieces from Porolissum and Ilișua, 3 digiti, and the one from Sucidava, 4 digiti. 
Yet their functional features i.e. the number and disposition of the T‑shaped apertures 
and of the fixing rivets or studs, differ from one another. As also their decoration is 
dissimilar, it is unlikely that all the army of the province was supplied with this type of 
buckles from a single manufacturing center operating for a relatively short period of 
time. Anyway, if the cast nos. 1 and 3 seem to have been produced in specialized work‑
shops, the crude buckle from Porolissum looks like an ad hoc improvisation locally 
made.

At Volubilis, a town surrounded by forts quartered by auxiliary units among 
which an ala, representing more than a third of the garrison of the entire province20, 

17 Radoslavova 2014, 154, Fig. 4 b.
18 Oldenstein 1976, 221, no. 1070, Pl. 81/1070.
19 Selke 2014, 275, nos. 1459–1465, Pl. 41/ 1459–1465.
20 Euzennat 1967.
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is attested the only workshop producing such items. Here, besides the lead test‑casting 
of a standard item similar to Sucidava one, was found a richly decorated copper alloy 
plate of a buckle21, meaning that differently ornamented pieces were probably manu‑
factured in the same workshop according to customer’s demands or fashions. And in 
the same workshop may have been produced part of the big number of military equip‑
ment and horse harness objects found at Volubilis22.

No. 3 originating in Ilișua fort attests that the clasp‑buckles were worn by cav‑
alrymen of alae. Its rich decoration is in agreement with the higher status and pay of 
the owner, compared to the soldiers of all other auxiliary units.

The clasp‑buckles are remarkably diverse but the ordinary rectangular exam‑
ples can be divided into three variants according to the number and position of the 
T‑shaped apertures of the lower plates. The pieces of the first variant have two rows of 
three T‑shaped apertures disposed all along the horizontal borders. Among this vari‑
ant there is a group of standardized items characterized by their common ornamenta‑
tion consisting of a central band of openwork ivy leaf motifs, sometimes delimitated 
by two incisions. The pieces included in the second variant have two rows of T‑shaped 
apertures disposed in the front part of the plate followed towards the central and back 
part by an openwork decoration. The third variant is made up of examples with only 
one row of centrally placed T‑shaped apertures, flanked by two rectangular openings 
filled with different decorative motifs. The item from Sucidava and the parallels are 
representatives of the standardized group of variant 1, Porolissum and parallel of vari‑
ant 2, and Ilișua and parallel of variant 3. Besides, there is a category of luxurious belt 
mounts including buckles, difficult to be classified, spectacularly represented by the 
splendid Abritus set.

The three items published in this paper attest the contemporary use during the 
3rd century of all types of broad belts by the garrison of Roman Dacia. Moreover, the 
discussion of Dacian pieces offered also the opportunity to deal with more general 
topics as the production, distribution and typology of clasp‑buckles all over the empire.

CATALOGUE*

The catalogue numbers correspond to the numbers of the illustrations of the 
pieces. All the measurements are made in mm and grams respectively. Abbreviations: 
L = length; W = width; T = thickness; Wt = weight.

1. Lower buckle‑plate. Sucidava (Celei, Corabia Town, Olt county). Unearthed in the 
late Roman fortress during the excavations led by D.  Tudor in 1942–1945. Copper alloy. 
Incomplete, only a corner representing approximately one quarter of the plate is left. After 

21 Boube‑Piccot 1980, no. 202–203, Pl. 52/202–203.
22 Boube‑Piccot 1980, 91–186, nos. 67–324, mostly harness items; Boube‑Piccot 1994, 244–50, index of 

the military equipment.
  * I am grateful to Horea Pop (Zalău) for the dimensions and photographs of the buckle from Porolis‑

sum, to Corneliu Gaiu (Bistriţa) for the permission to use his unpublished drawing of the the piece from 
Ilișua and to Viktor Kumanov (Köln) for the bibliography concerning the example from Abritus. I am also 
indebted to Georgiana Ducman (București) for the drawings of the items and to Cristina Mitar (Deva), 
for computerizing the illustration of the paper.
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its first publishing two small fragments from the upper part were lost; they are represented 
in the illustration detached from the main body of the item. L: 51; W(initial): 45; W(actual): 
41; T: 1–2; Wt: 19.8. The calculated dimensions of the entire plate: L: c. 90; W: c. 70; Wt: c. 75. 
Muzeul Naţional de Antichităţi‑București (National Museum of Antiquities from Bucharest), 
inv. no. III 417. Transferred to Muzeul Naţional de Istorie a României – București (Museum 
of National History of Romania from Bucharest), inv. no. 16673; Tudor 1945–1947, 190–2, fig. 
41/21; Amon 2004, 222, no. 33, Pl. 36/4.

2. Lower buckle‑plate. Probable findspot Porolissum (Moigrad, Merșid parish, Sălaj 
county) where most of the items of the Wesselényi‑Teleki Collection originate. Yet a few pieces 
of the collection came from Tihău, another Roman fort in the region, but since the inventory 
of the collection was lost the exact findspot can no longer be stated. Copper alloy. Incomplete, 
fragments from the upper and lower parts are missing; distorted. Dimensions after H. Pop: L: 
c. 91.2; W: 54.6; T: 0.9; Wt: 27.06. Former Wesselényi – Teleki Collection. Muzeul de Istorie 
și Artă – Zalău (History and Art Museum from Zalău), inv. no. cc179/1958; Gudea 1989, 641, 
no. 4, Pl. 205/4.

3. Lower buckle‑plate. Ilișua (Uriu parish, Bistriţa‑Năsăud county). Unearthed in the 
fort during the archaeological excavations in 1978–1995. Copper alloy. Incomplete, only one 
end of the plate is left. Dimensions after the drawing: L: c. 34; W: c. 54; T: c. 2–2.5. Muzeul 
Judeţean Bistriţa‑Năsăud (County Museum from Bistriţa‑Năsăud); Protase, Gaiu, Marinescu 
1997, Pl. 77/2.
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Pl. I. Sucidava. Copper alloy. Scale 1:1.
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Pl. II. 1. Porolissum. Copper alloy (drawing made by L. Petculescu after an unpublished photo 
of H. Pop; drawing made by N. Gudea); 2. Ilișua. Copper alloy (unpublished drawing, made by 
C. Gaiu). Scale 1:1.
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