BELLUM DACICUM TRAIANI

CORIOLAN OPREANU

Decebalus, the king of the Dacians, was a rex sociusque et amicus starting with the peace concluded in
AD 89 with the Roman emperor Domitianus'. The causes that have lead to the new conflict between the
Dacian client kingship and Trajan are not very well reflected by the written records. There is only the
allusion concerning the growing of the power of the Dacians and the “disgraceful” treaty of Domitianus’.
Modem historians presumed many other possible reasons, as the richness of the Dacian soil (mainly the
famous gold)’, the economic crisis in Italy, or Trajan’s desire to reach Alexander’s the Great glory.
Recently, more realistic approaches stressed mainly the political and military causes. Conforming this last
mentioned view, between AD 89-101 the Dacian kingdom, with Roman support, exceeded the power the
Roman Empire permitted for a client kingship. Decebalus was a very dangerous focus for the vast barbarian
world, from the Middle Danube to the North of the Black Sea. It is not impossible that the powerful king of
the Dacians has been played a part even in the balance of power between the Roman Empire and the
Parthian Empire. In the letter no. 74, Pliny storied Trajan about Callidromus a former slave of M’. Laberius
Maximus, the governor of Lower Moesia, who was captured by the Sarmatian chief Susagus during the
barbarian attack on Lower Moesia, later sent by Decebalus as a gift to Pacorus II, the great king of Parthia.
This is the evidence that the Romans had suspicions on diplomatic attempts of Decebalus to involve Parthia
in his conflict with the Roman Empire*. That is why, very probable, Trajan primarily wanted to bring back
the Dacian kingdom to a tolerable client kingdom’. The safest solution for the Romans was the diminishing
of the territory of Decebalus’ kingdom and the taking possession of the strongly fortified political center of
the Dacian kingdom in the mountains of South-West Transylvania and to control the main routes, as well.

Usually, modem historiography talked about Trajan’s two wars against the Dacians. But it worth to
add the narrative of Ammianus Marcellinus® concerning Trajan’s two oaths: “sic in provinciarum speciem
redactam videam Daciam” and “sic pontibus Histrum superem”, two main targets of the emperor, whose
chronology belongs to the period AD 102-105. At the same time, on Trajan’s Column in Rome scene
number LXXVIII shows two trophies and the Victory. Thus, it was not a groundless opinion the
conclusion of the great Italian historian Santo Mazzarino, who appreciated that it was a unique Bellum
Dacicum of Trajan’ (as the war of Domitianus, in spite of its three expeditions) divided in expeditio
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Dacica prima, epigraphically mentioned in the inscription of L. Minucius Natalis® and secunda
expeditione, attested by the inscription at Corinth of C. Caecilius Martialis’.

The first military campaign of Trajan started, very probable, in May-June AD 101'°. As we know
from the records of Acta fratrum Arvalium, the emperor made a journey on land and sea on the 25", or the
26" of March AD 101, that means he left Italy using one of the military harbours of the Adriatic Sea, as
Ancona, Brundisium, or, more probable, Ravenna''. Continuing the march, the Roman army lead by the
Emperor himself crossed the Danube from Upper Moesia and advanced into today Banat region along the
same route as that used by Tettius Iulianus in AD 88. At the same time, Laberius Maximus, the governor
of Lower Moesia, marched with his provincial army to the North, following the river Alutus (Olt) valley.
His main target was, very probable, the Getic political center at Buridava, as prove the tile stamps with
the names of legio I Italica and V Macedonica found there'>.

In South-West Transylvania, the Emperor, after the battle of Tapae (the gorge called today
“The Iron Gates”), entered the Hateg Depression, whilst advancing to the royal residence of
Decebalus. It is unlikely that Trajan planned to start the most difficult part of the first campaign, the
siege of the Dacian citadels in the mountains, when the wet and cold season was closely. It is more
probable that he has preparing the winter quarters and stockpiling supplies, the final effort being
postponed for the next spring. Royal Sarmizegetusa was not endangered that moment. It is the only
explanation why Decebalus risked, leaving his residence and created the diversion over the
mountains and over the Danube in Lower Moesia. The Dacians, together with their barbarian allies
(Sarmatian Roxolans and others) crossed the Danube attacking the Roman forts, as shown on
Trajan’s Column (scenes XX XI and XXXII).

This attack was the beginning of the second campaign, when Trajan was obliged to leave the
mountains of Transylvania hurrying to help the forts and the towns of Lower Moesia (Trajan’s Column,
scenes XXXIII-XXXV). The first battle and victory of Trajan was at Nicopolis ad Istrum. Ammianus
Marcellinus was written: “Nicopolis quam indicium victoriae contra Dacos Traianus condidit
imperator”®. Later, in the 6™ century AD, lordanes is also mentioning this moment: “Nicopolim accedit
quae iuxta Istrum fluvium est constituta notissima, quam devictis Sarmatis Traianus et fabricavit et
apellavit Victoriae civitatis™®. The final act of this campaign has taken place at Tropaecum Traiani
(Adamklissi), in Southern Dobrudja, where Trajan crushed the barbarian coalition lead by Decebalus. The
chronology of the campaign “in Moesia” (i.e. Lower Moesia) was better understood after the finding of
the inscription from Epidaurus in the temple of Apollo Maleates, the events had taking place in late
autumn of AD 101 and in the winter that followed"”.

In the spring of AD 102 the third campaign of the war was opened. While Trajan was retumning in
South-West Transylvania for the final attack against the center of the Dacian kingdom, the army of Lower
Moesia advanced deep into Barbaricum against the Eastern allies of Decebalus. An interesting insight to
this campaign is provided by Cassius Dio'® noted that Laberius Maximus captured Decebalus’ sister and
at the same time occupied a strong citadel. The despair of Decebalus when he found out, as Cassius Dio
describes, can be explained only by the loss of an important friend, probably from Moldavia, whose
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friendship has been confirmed, possible, by a political marriage with his sister'’. The same army of Lowcr
Moesia occupied the Wallachian Plain and crossed the mountains in Southeast Transylvania. The meir,
aim was to keep control of the main routes to the Danube. At the most important passing points, strng
stone forts were built, as at Hoghiz and Bretcu on the Alutus (Olt) valley in Transylvania and Draj. . J¢,
Sus, Rucar and Targsor on the Southern part of the mountains, in Wallachia, as prove the tile stamp; 7
the army of Lower Moesia'®. Eastern part of Little Wallachia (Oltenia), Wallachia (Muntenia), Soutlx..n
Moldavia and the South-Eastearn comer of Transylvania became lands intra provinciam (i.e. Lowe

Moesia) in AD 102, as the Hunt pridianum attests'’.

Meanwhile, on the main battlefront in Southwest Transylvania, the Roman army led by the
Emperor conquered the fortified high-hills, approaching Sarmizegetusa. Cassius Dio tells us that after
Decebalus has lost all hope of stopping Trajan, he agreed to accept the Romans’ terms to secure his
throne and started peace negotiations. At the end Decebalus himself came to Trajan and prostrating
throwing off his arms and making the gesture of defeat. This ceremony was identified on Trajan’s
Column too”. Romanian historiography insisted on the idea that this scene refutes the text of Cassius
Dio, proving that, in fact, Decebalus did not prostrate himself in front of the victorious Trajan, keeping
his royal pride?'. It is a groundless interpretation. Besides the distinctness of the ancient written source,
the scene of Trajan’s Column is one of a great complexity. The artists had to show the symbolism of
the ceremony and to emphasize the presence of the great vanquished, king Decebalus. The same scene
includes the conditions of peace, illustrating the dismantling of the fortifications, the only one suitable
for transposing in plastic art.

The conclusion is that Trajan could depose or put into prison Decebalus if he would like to abolish
the Dacian kingdom in AD 102. Another interesting aspect belonging to the end of the war is determining
the place where the above-mentioned ceremony took place. We can see on the Column that the
submission of Decebalus had been carried out around a Roman fort, probably where, at the moment, the
headquarters of the Emperor was located. It is obvious that when Decebalus asked for peace he was
desperate and everything seemed lost for the Dacians. We have to accept that the Romans had reached the
very neighbourhood of the royal residence at Sarmizegetusa. It is easy to imagine that Decebalus carried
on negotiations to keep his throne and only after this was assured did he accept the Romans’ conditions.
His other choice was to leave Sarmizegetusa, to escape, hoping to organize an opposition movement. In
other words he would have tried to continue the war, as he will do later, at the end of the second war, in
AD 106. Without these supposed negotiations and without an unconditional surrender, probably promised
by Decebalus during the negotiations, Decebalus risked becoming marginalised, his throne given by
Trajan to some noble Dacian, sympathetic to the Roman cause.

Retumning to the place of the final stage of the first expedition, it is known that among the Roman
archaeological traces found around the “Gradiste” hill (where was identified Sarmizegetusa Regia), the
most significant ones are those coming from a place named “Sub Cunune”. Here, even without any
archaeological research, there are known: a Roman silver coins hoard of 500 pieces (the last coin being
from Trajan without the title of Dacicus), masonry walls, Roman tiles and bricks**. Of very great interest
are two votive inscriptions found there. The governor of Upper Moesia, M. Statius Priscus dedicated the
first one to Victoria Augusta, during Antoninus Pius time, in AD 156/157%. Later, the governor of the
three provinces of Dacia, L. Aemilius Carus raised the second inscription for Apollo Augustus in AD 175,
during Marcus Aurelius reign®*. When the two govemors were raising their inscriptions, the Dacian
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capital did not exist any more and the last king of the Dacians has been disappeared for over 50 years.
The only valid explanation for the presence of the two inscriptions of the two governors and of the other
Roman traces there is the existence of a shrine or of an altar built by Trajan after the defeat and the
surrender of Decebalus, in AD 102. Beside the inscription for Victoria Augusta, in the walls of the Roman
fort from the neighbourhood, built by the legions at Sarmizegetusa Regia®, three stone blocks with the
image of the paired Capricorns were found®®. The paired Capricorns are connected with goddess Victoria,
the Peace and show theirs links with the legions and the emperor’’. We think it is very probable that
future excavations at “Sub Cunune” will uncover a shrine, or an altar raised by Trajan to commemorate
the great victory over Decebalus and the peace of AD 102.

The territories of the Dacian kingdom conquered by the Romans in AD 102 were the Banat, South-
West Transylvania including the fortified region around Sarmizegetusa Regia and the Western part of
Little Wallachia (Oltenia). While Eastern Little Wallachia, Wallachia, Southern Moldavia and South-East
comer of Transylvania were already under the authority of the governor of Lower Moesia, the land
conquered by the Emperor himself, situated between the Danube and the Middle Mures remained under
the Roman military occupation. It is not known the precise form of organization between AD 102-106,
several hypotheses being expressed”®. The army Trajan left in these regions was put under the command
of a vir consularis, Longinus mentioned by Cassius Dio. That means it had at least two legions, having
the size of a provincial army. This Longinus was identified with Cn. Pinarius Aemilius Cicatricula
Pompeius Longinus®, known in the prosopography of the Empire. N. Gostar was probably right
considering it is a province in process of forming. This region, including the greatest part of the Southern
range of the Carpathians was marked to the North by a natural frontier, a natural axis of communication,
composed of the Mures River and of the Transylvanian sector of the Alutus (Olt) River®. These natural
boundaries were the Southern limits of the new client kingdom of Decebalus. In this way, Trajan has
reached the main purpose of the war. From now on, he had at his discretion the Dacian client kingship,
which ruled over an area severely diminished.

The new Dacian kingdom covered central and Northwest Transylvania. It was no more a great
military power. The new strategic situation from North of the Danube and the positions of the Roman
army did not allow Decebalus to focus other barbarian forces and to threaten the Roman rule from the
South bank of the Danube, as happened before. Keeping the Dacian kingdom under Roman control was a
preventive act. The main foreign policy idea of the Roman Empire towards the barbarians was always to
maintain the political and the military stability of the barbarian world and to create some power
structures, which were possible to use as a force against other barbarians in case they became dangerous
for the Empire’'. That is the explanation of keeping Decebalus as a king. He was an experienced military
commander and he had a huge prestige inside the barbarian world. Having all these qualities he seemed to
be very useful to the foreign Roman policy.
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Cassius Dio tells that among the peace conditions of AD 102 Trajan obliged Decebalus and his staff
to leave the conquered territories®’. That means Decebalus could no longer stay in the occupied land. We
cannot believe that he would remain because it was illogical and impossible for him. The kingdom he had
to rule from now on was far away from the old royal residence at Sarmizegetusa. Cassius Dio stories that
in AD 102 Trajan left at Sarmizegetusa a “stratépedon’. In our opinion, it is out of question that Cassius
Dio, as a historian, wrote his work using information transmit it. It is very probable that he used for the
chapter conceming the Dacian war Trajan’s Commentaries, as a main source. That means it is sure he is
referring to Sarmizegetusa Regia of the Dacian kings, the only one that existed during the Dacian war. It
is not possible to believe that Cassius Dio is referring to the future Colonia Ulpia Traiana
Sarmizegetusa®, the veteran colony founded by Trajan in the flat land of the Hateg Depression after the
establishment of the Roman province of Dacia. The Roman colony did not exist yet in AD 102, when
Cassius Dio was mentioned the “stratépedon” at Sarmizegetusa. The information of Cassius Dio got
recently a brilliant epigraphically confirmation: in the precinct walls of the so-called “great citadel” from
“Gradiste” hill (= Sarmizegetusa Regia) were found stone construction blocks mentioning the names of
the legions who built it (IV Flavia Felix, Il Adiutrix, VI Ferrata). Obviously it is not a Dacian “citadel”,
but a Roman fort*, which can be easily identified with that “stratépedon” mentioned by Cassius Dio at
Sarmizegetusa in AD 102°°. Sarmizegetusa from the very neighbourhood of this fort was no longer a
Dacian political and religious center. It was situated in the territory under Roman military occupation.
Thus, Decebalus had to choose another residence in the free territories from central Transylvania. To the
North of the Mures River, the only known Dacian citadel having stonewalls and placed in an exceptional
strategic position was uncovered at Piatra Craivii’®. We think, as a hypothesis, that Decebalus’ new royal
residence after AD 102 could have been at Piatra Craivii’’. The technical aspects of the stonewalls at
Piatra Craivii and the topography of the place38 are very close to the so-called “siege of Sarmizegetusa”
scene of the second Dacian war on Trajan’s Column®. Therefore, the first Dacian expedition and the
peace of AD 102 had decisive consequences upon the history of the North Danubian land. The Fasti
Ostienses mentioned that Trajan “de Dacis triumphavir’ and got the cognomen ex virtute of Dacicus®,
sometime between 25 and 28" of December AD 102*.

A king with the personal qualities of Decebalus could no easily accept his new position. That was
why the peace ends so quickly. Trajan left Italy for Moesia in 4" June AD 105, as Fasti Ostienses
recorded*’. The second Dacian expedition started in the summer of AD 105. Its topography was less
complicated that the first one. The second expedition has been shown different to the first one even in the
scenes of Trajan’s Column; there are many scenes regarding the travel of the Emperor from Italy to
Dacia, a sort of “introduction to the war” (or, “guerreggiata’), which does not exist at the beginning of the
first expedition®’. In AD 105-106 all the military operations of the Roman army were concentrated in
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Transylvania, to the North of the Mures River. The main aim of the Roman headquarters was the capture
of Decebalus, of his royal residence and the abolishing of the Dacian kingdom, replacing it with a Roman
province. This happened, probably in July* of AD 106. That is, probably, the proof that the capital of
Decebalus was not any more at Sarmizegetusa because in 11 August AD 106, the province of Dacia is
already attested”. We think there was not enough time from July since 11 August to conquer the land
between Sarmizegetusa and Northern Transylvania. If we accept the new royal residence was at Piatra
Craivii during the Second Dacian expedition, the conquering of this territory during one month seems
more plausible. An inscription tells that secunda expeditione qua universa Dacia devicta est*. Decebalus
tried to escape, followed by Roman auxiliary cavalry. The famous inscription at Grammeni*’ mentions T.
Claudius Maximus who led the Roman detachment and who was witness to the suicide of Decebalus. He
also brought to Trajan the head of the king. The inscription attests a place-name: Ranisstoro. It was
translated with “to Ranisstorum”, a place where the headquarters of the Emperor was placed during the
final stage of the war®®. We think it is possible to be the place where Decebalus made suicide and the
meaning of “Ranisstoro” is “from Ranisstorum” and not “to Ranisstorum”, because this translation looks
more suitable to the Latin grammar. It is hard to say when happened this important moment, before or
after the establishment of the province of Dacia*. From territories conquered during the two expeditions,
representing, very probable, the area of the former Dacian kingdom, Trajan created the Roman province
of Dacia (Banat, Western Little Wallachia and Transylvania). When the Romans transformed a former
barbarian kingdom into a Roman province, they followed approximately its borders. An example was the
kingdom of Amyntas in Asia Minor, turned into the province Galatia by kleronomia, but inside the same
borders®. The first annexed North Danubian land (former territories of barbarian tribes outside the
Dacian kingdom allied with Decebalus) remained part of Lower Moesia (Eastern Little Wallachia,
Wallachia, Southern Moldavia, Southeastern comer of Transylvania). A new era began for the Carpathian
lands 1900 years back.

* News concerning a success of the Emperor (=the conquer of the royal residence?) reached Cyrene after
30 July AD 106 (F. Lepper, S. S. Frere, Trajan’s Column...,. 242).
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