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Vitalie Bdrca

Mihai Barbulescu, Inscriptiile din castrul legionar de la Potaissa. The Inscriptions of the Legionary
Fortress at Potaissa, Editura Academiei Romane, Bucharest, 2012, 288 p.

Between 1971 and 2010, Professor M. Barbulescu
led 40 seasons of archaeological excavations in the
fortress of legio V Macedonicaat Potaissa, which
produced a rich amount of discoveries. Some results
were published in several books (Barbulescu 1987,
Barbulescu 1994, Barbulescu 1997, Barbulescu 2004,
Barbulescu 2008, Pislaru 2009) and numerous papers.

In this bilingual English-Romanian volume, B.
gathers all the epigraphic evidence originating in
Potaissa fortress from its foundation c¢. AD 170 until c. AD
270, when it was abandoned. Before coming to the proper

contents of the book, i. e. the dealing with the inscriptions,
B. discusses in an extensive introduction the epigraphic
research carried out at Potaissa from the medieval times
until 2003. Originating in his interest toward the history of
archaeology, this chapter represents a debt of gratitude to
the many researchers whose works constitute major
advances in the study of the epigraphic evidence relating to
the history of the legion and its fortress.

Among the 67 inscriptions included in the book
some were already published in CIL, others by different
researchers or by B. himself and the rest, many of which
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very important, were unpublished. Since some of the
epigraphs, especially the unpublished ones, required
extensive comments and have a significant historical
bearing, the author chooses to present and order them
differently to the system adopted in corpora. Accordingly,
aiming to give a glimpse of the history of the legion at
Potaissa, he divided the inscriptions in three main sections:
the fortress, the legion, the daily life.

Under the heading “The Fortress ”, B. gathers 8
building and votive inscriptions on the basilica legionis,
three scholae among which one belonging to the
beneficiarii and another one to the signiferi,
armamentarium, and other three unidentified buildings. B.
partially reconstitutes the epigraph no. 6 from 14
fragments, one published in CIL III 927 and the others
discovered during his excavations in principia. This
inscription dedicated to Gordian III probably in 238 by the
signiferi of the legion recorded the reconstruction of their
schola with its exedra. Another significant inscription is
the dedication by a custos armorum to the genius
armamentarii (no. 7). It documents for the first time the
location of the armamentaria legionis in the rows of rooms
placed on either side of the courtyard of the principia as it
was found in its original position in one of these rooms.
Four of the building inscriptions are dated, two during
Septimius Severus and two others during Gordian III,
which witness for extensive refurbishments and
reconstructions in the fortress under these emperors.

The second section, the legion, representing the core of
the book, is divided in three chapters: fituli honorarii and
laterculi (nos. 9-20), moments in history (nos. 21-23), and
fragments of unidentified inscriptions (nos. 24-26).

Leaving aside some insignificant fragments (nos.
16-20), the rest of honorific epigraphs were dedicated to
Septimius Severus (no. 9), Iulia Domna (no.10),
Caracalla (nos. 11-12), Domus Divina (no. 13), one
emperor and his mother (no. 14a), one emperor and his
wife (no. 14b), two emperors (no.15).

No. 9, partially restored from 15 fragments discovered
in basilica principiorum, is tentatively assigned by B. to
the base of a statue of Septimius Severus.

Much more important are the honorific inscriptions
for Tulia Domna (no. 10) and Caracalla (no.11), asserted
to have been originally attached to the pedestals of their
statues. The more complete inscription no. 10 was
reconstructed from 25 fragments, one already published
in CIL and 24 found during the diggings in basilica and
the dedication to Caracalla from 23 pieces. Besides,
there are 8 fragments which could have belonged to any
of the epigraphs.

B. notices that the same centurions from the entire
legion made both dedications, which means that the
monuments were certainly erected at the same time. So,
putting together all the names from the fragments of the
inscriptions nos. 10 and 11, he succeeded to offer the
complete list of the centurions of cohorts I, II, V, VIII,
and of the most from the other cohorts of the legion
present in the fortress at one time during Caracalla’s
reign. If cohort I has all its five centurions, cohorts II-X

include less then their standard number of six
centurions. Thus in cohorts II, V, VIII there are two,
three and four centurions respectively. B. considers that
the missing centurions were sent with their centuries in
the Oriental expedition of Caracalla which is consistent
with their number implying the formation of a big
vexillation, probably of 2000 men.

Potaissa inscriptions nos. 10 and 11, together with
the similar laterculum of legio I Italica from Novae
(Sarnowski 1993) attest that the fighting vexillations, at
least during Severan period, consisted of centuries under
their centurions, extracted from all the cohorts of one
legion. So these detachments, built up of entire centuries
under their commanding officers, had the internal
cohesion necessary in battle. At the same time their
original legion still had 10 cohorts that is its essential
structure, meaning that formally it could fulfill all the
tasks of a legion, as before the formation of the
vexillation.

On the contrary, in AD 155 in the territory of Montana,
a building or garrison vexillation of 75 soldiers, i.e. almost
the strength of a centuria, consisted of legionaries from
different cohorts of legio XI Claudia (Saxer 1967, p. 89,
no. 265). Therefore, at variance with the centurions
included in large fighting vexillations, the ones in charge of
small vexillations were not commanding their centuriae
but ad hoc detachments. Such composition of small
vexillations was obviously caused by the same concern of
the Roman military leadership to keep, as much as
possible, the regular number of units in one legion —
cohorts and/or centuries — even after the deduction of
vexillations of different sizes.

B. thinks that there are two possible reasons for the
dedication of the honorific inscriptions nos. 10 and 11:
the increasing of the soldiers’ pay by Caracalla after
Geta’s murder or his supposed visit in Dacia. B.’s
thorough discussion of the arguments for and against
this visit make the impression that he is rather inclined
to accept it, even if he has not reached a conclusion on
this topic. As for myself, I doubt the Dacian visit but, no
matter if it actually occurred or not, I suppose that
Caracalla’s pay-rise by 50% after the doubling of the
military stipendia by Septimius Severus represented a
good enough incentive for all the Roman soldiers to
express their devotion towards the imperial family.
Accordingly, the big number of epigraphs dedicated to
Caracalla in Dacia does not need to be explained by local
circumstances. Also, it appears that the concentration of
two thirds of these inscriptions in Dacia Porolissensis
simply mirror the difference in the archaeological research
of the military sites between the three Dacian provinces.

If in 1987, 25 centurions and four primi pili of Legio
V Macedonica were known during its Potaissa period,
the inscriptions nos. 10 and 11 added other 29 names on
this list. Among the new centurions 25 % are Aurelii,
that means only half of the percentage of the soldiers
bearing this name in Potaissa compiled in the previous
statistics, a fact easily understandable considering that
virtually all of them were recruited before constitutio
Antoniniana. Beside other common names one meets
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also rare ones as Munatius, Turranus, Servilius, Pupius
or even unique so far as Dovius and Fruel(ius?).

The inscriptions nos. 12-20 were found so heavily
fragmented that they were not worth any particular
comment.

The next chapter of the second section includes only
three inscriptions of historical significance (nos. 21-23).

No. 21 discovered in one barrack of a cohors
quingenaria is an altar dedicated to the legions V
Macedonica pia constans and VII Gemina by two
centurions and their comrades. Together with the tile
stamps of legio VII Gemina from Porolissum this
inscription represent the evidence for the presence of a
vexillation of this legion in Dacia Porolissensis. As
there are no chronological clues on the Potaissa altar, its
dating is debatable. So B. following the chronology of
the tile stamps from Porolissum by Gudea is inclined to
accept a dating of no. 21 during Caracalla. However the
lack of imperial names of the legions on Potaissa altar
and Porolissum tile stamps, points to a dating of no. 21
from the founding of the fortress c. AD 170 until the
beginning of Septimius Severus reign, what is, at least
partially, in agreement with P. Le Roux who, considering
that that the legionary epithets pia and constans were used
only under Commodus, date it between AD 183-192 (Le
Roux 1981, p. 200-203).

The monuments nos. 22-23, representing statue bases or
less probable altars, were found one near the other in the
fortress’s bath. Both inscriptions are virtually identical
except for the gods to whom they were dedicated, Fortuna
and Aesculapius and Hygia, and so were discussed together.

The name of the emperor associated with the gods
on both epigraphs was thoroughly erased but the name
of the dedicator was not and is largely legible. The
monuments were erected by Marcus Publicianus
praefectus alae I Batavorum milliariae agens vice
praefecti legionis. As the function of Publicianus, an
equestrian officer unknown so far, was highly unusual,
B. thinks, it worth a detailed analysis. So, skipping over
the high but normal post of praefectus alae milliariae,
he concentrates on the position of agens vice praefecti
legionis attested for the first time in the Roman Empire.
Taking into consideration the analogies between the
appointments of praefectus legionis agens vice legati
and agens vice praefecti legionis, it is stated that
Publicianus was the legion commander at Potaissa in a
time when this rank was assigned usually to an officer
of equestrian status with the title of praefectus legionis
instead of a senatorial legatus which suggests a dating
of the monument toward the middle of the 3™ century.
B. rightly asserts that the promotion of Publicianus from
praefectus alae milliariae to agens vice praefecti
legionis was normal as a deputy commander was
commonly selected from the next-lower rank and
afterwards he was in charge of both the ala and the
legion simultaneously.

It is also supposed that when Publicianus became
commander of the legion the ala Batavorum shifted its

quarters from the fort at Razboieni to Potaissa fortress.
Yet this hypothesis seems hardly acceptable as it
involves the unattested abandonment by the ala of its
fort, which was in itself a military decision much more
important than the concentration of two units in a task
force under an unique command. Besides, it should have
been difficult to find enough available room in the
legionary fortress to quarter an entire ala milliaria
which had previously a c. 6 ha. fort of its own. Still this
is not a strong argument, as in the mid 3" century there
wasn’t probably any Roman military unit at its full
strength on the Danube frontier and consequently there
was plenty of free space in every fortification.

The deleted imperial name on the monuments nos.
22-23 is tentatively fill as Gallienus in spite of his name
wasn’t removed from any of the five Dacian
inscriptions, included one from Potaissa, dated in the
period 253-268. However, recently Prof. I. Piso read the
erased name of the emperor as Aemilianus, the
predecessor of Valerian and Gallienus who suffered
damnatio memoriae (Piso 2014). Even if I didn’t see the
actual inscriptions and thus I can not appreciate how
accurate Piso’s reading was, I think he is probably right,
first of all for between Gordian III and Gallienus,
Aemilianus was one of the few emperors who did not
appoint his son Caesar or Augustus and accordingly
appears alone on the monuments. Moreover, after
Gallienus lost control of Dacian provinces in the last
part of his reign, there was no authority to order and
control the execution of damnatio memoriae of an
emperor, what is in agreement with the state of all the
five Dacian monuments bearing his name.

The third section “Daily Life” is divided in two
chapters, tituli sacri (nos. 27-30) and instrumenta
(nos. 31-67).

The tituli sacri include only two altars dedicated to
Genius centuriae (nos. 27-28), one votive relief of
Hercules (no. 29), and a fragment of another monument
of Hercules or Sol Invictus. As B. himself
acknowledges, the cult of Genius centuriae was part of
the cult of the military Genii, as for example those of
scholae beneficiariorum or armamentarii (nos. 3 and 7).
Besides, nos. 27 and 28 reflect the feeling of belonging
to a community, characteristic of the Roman soldiers,
and so they are very close in significance with the
dedication no. 21 to the entire legion. Consequently, the
cult of Genii represents rather an element of the official
religion of the Roman army then of the daily life of the
soldiers. The other two inscriptions are also dedicated to
gods with a special appeal to soldiers, Hercules and
probably Mithras, and thus could be considered as
samples of the army religion. The unusual association in
the same section of the four religious dedications with
the inscribed common objects is explained by the fact
they do not represent official monuments. However,
considering what was written above, it seems to have
been more appropriate to include them in the previous
section of the book.
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Among the instrumentum there were included the
inscribed tiles (nos. 31-38) and a statue fragment
(no. 53), lamps, amphora handles and terra sigillata
stamps (nos. 39-47), but not the tile stamps probably as
they were considered too well known, weights (nos. 48-
52), rings (nos. 54-57), military equipment items
(nos. 58-65), varia (nos. 66-67). From all these items,
the weights, the rings and the military equipment stand out.

The four identical bronze barrel-shaped weights
were pondera examinata, i. e. certified by the order of
three emperors, which must have been Septimius
Severus, Caracalla, and Geta. These legal etalons were
donated to the legion by a mere optio, who obviously
also used them. All of them weigh 896 g. and together
with a fifth piece differently shaped and three times
heavier, attest the use of a particular weighing system at
Potaissa, besides the general one based on libra.

Among the silver rings one is a key-ring decorated
with openworked pelta-shaped motifs and two other
bear the greeting utere felix.

The military equipment consist of letter-mounts of
belts making up the inscription utere felix (nos. 58-62),
an embossed decorated breastplate of a scale armour
(no. 63) and a heart-shaped pendant of a baldric (no.
65). The four E and one R letter-mounts, next to
Apulum, Viminacium, Aquincum, Carnuntum and
Vindobona examples, document the use of utere felix
belts by the legionaries from the Danubian provinces.
Besides the published items from the forts at Micia,
Porolissum, Slaveni, Buciumi and the grave at Bruiu
(Petculescu 1989), there are other unpublished letter-
mounts in auxiliary and even civilian contexts at Micia
and Sibot. Thus one can state that the belts wearing this
motto were generally diffused in the military and
perhaps also civilian contexts in Dacia and the other
Danubian provinces in the period of time when Potaissa
fortress was in use.

The embossed-decorated breastplates are relatively
frequent, but Potaissa example is important by the
inscription mentioning a centuria which constitute
another proof of their use by the legionary infantry (See
Petculescu 1990, p. 849)

At variance with the breastplates, in Dacia there
were already known only two phalerae of baldric sets of
mounts making the inscription optime maxime conserva
numerum omnium militantium, both with unknown
findspot (Petculescu 1989, p. 394-6). So the militantium
pendant no. 65 represents a part of the third set of
mounts of this type found in Dacia, the most eastern
European province where they are attested. It also
documents the use of this accessory of military
equipment by the legionaries between c. 170-270, and
their wider diffusion than was thought so far.

In a compendious conclusion B. underlines the high
level of literacy in the fortress and synthesizes the data
concerning the findspots of the inscriptions. Thus,
naturally, most of the stone epigraphs and particularly the
official ones were discovered in principia, which was

completely excavated, and only few in the bath and the
barracks. On the contrary, the instrumenta inscriptions
were found scattered all over the excavated area of the
fortress. Also he remarks that, excepting certain altars, the
other inscriptions were recovered only partially.

As it results from the entire review, this book is at
the same time a collection of inscriptions and of
historical notes related to them. Some of the monuments
and especially the most important ones were so heavily
fragmented that their reading was really difficult, yet B.
accomplished successfully this task. Based on a
thorough analysis of the epigraphic evidence, produced
mainly by his own excavations, B. succeeded in offering
us a lot of new significant information not only on the
legio V Macedonica and its fortress but also on the
history of Dacia and even of the Roman Empire.
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