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THE RESULTS OF THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH AT
ULPIA OESCUS BETWEEN 2013 AND 2018*

GERGANA KABAKCHIEVA**
Keywords: timber‑earth military building, legionary camp, Early Roman soldier barracks, Roman legion, Roman
colony, Late Roman residence, Roman architecture
Abstract: The author presents in this article the results of the latest archaeological investigations at Oescus, together
with an overview of the older excavations in the researched area. They are located in the two sectors of the ancient
city – the temple of Fortuna in the centre of the Roman colony and the big architectural ensemble south of the main
street, decumanus maximus.
The oldest remains belong to the Early Roman soldier barracks‑block, found in four trenches under the level of
the stone pavement in the courtyard of the temple of Fortuna. The discovered remains consist of fragments of the timber
poles from the construction of the barrack, a fireplace and some waste pits. The building technique is the timber‑earth one.
The second part presents the remains of a building from the 2nd century AD, which is built with adobe above the
low level of stone foundation. The building was richly decorated with red, black and white colour painting of the walls
and plasters. The building was destroyed by fire and on its place was built then the Temple of Fortuna.
The third part of the paper concerns the new excavation and research of the big Achaeans mosaic building, which
was serving as a residence. New trenches were recently opened. The remains of two porticos were found. They show
that the residence develops in the western direction. So far, this is the richest ornamented building discovered in Ulpia
Oescus. The residence is dated to the Late Roman Age with two construction periods.
The results of these investigations contribute to the knowledge about the Roman colony of Ulpia Oescus (Colonia
Ulpia Oescensium) and the remains of the Early Roman legionary camp of legio V Macedonica from the 1st century AD.
Cuvinte‑cheie: construcție militară din lemn și pământ, castru de legiune, barăci din perioada romană timpurie, legiune,
colonia, reședință romană târzie, arhitectură romană
Rezumat: În acest articol, autoarea prezintă atât rezultatele celor mai recente cercetări arheologice de la Oescus, cât
și o privire de ansamblu asupra cercetărilor arheologice mai vechi. Cercetările s‑au concentrat în două sectoare ale
vechiului oraș – templul zeiței Fortuna, în centrul coloniei romane și marele ansamblu arhitectural situat la sud de
decumanus maximus.
Cele mai timpurii descoperiri sunt reprezentate de barăcile soldaților din perioada romană timpurie, identificate
în patru secțiuni, sub nivelul pavajului de piatră din curtea templului Fortunei. Descoperirile constau în fragmente de
pari de lemn de la construcția barăcilor, o vatră și câteva gropi menajere. Barăcile sunt construite din lemn și pământ.
Cea de‑a doua parte prezintă vestigiile unei clădiri datate în secolul al II‑lea p.Chr., cu fundație din piatră și
elevație din chirpici. Pereții clădirii au fost tencuiți și decorați cu picturi în culorile roșu, negru și alb. Clădirea a fost
distrusă în urma unui incendiu, iar pe locul ei a fost clădit templul Fortunei.
A treia parte a articolului se referă la noile cercetări din marea clădire cu mozaic reprezentând o scenă din piesa
de teatru „Aheii”, clădire care servea drept reședință. Noi secțiuni au fost cercetate recent. Au fost descoperite vestigii
* The article is written on the basis of the public lecture of the author that was presented at the “Vasile Pârvan”
Institute of Archaeology in Bucharest, as part of the project “Civilian and military landscape at the Lower Danube
during the Roman Age and Late Antiquity (1st-6th centuries)”, between the Bulgarian Academy of Science and the
Romanian Academy (2018-2020).
** National Institute of Archaeology with Museum, Sofia; e-mail: gkabakchieva@abv.bg.
DACIA N.S., tome LXI, Bucarest, 2017, p. 71‑102
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a două portice, care arată că reședința se dezvoltă în direcția vestică. Până în prezent, aceasta este clădirea cel mai
bogat decorată găsită în Ulpia Oescus. Reședința este datată în perioada romană târzie, având două faze de construcție.
Rezultatele acestor cercetări contribuie la îmbogățirea cunoștințelor despre colonia romană Ulpia Oescus
(Colonia Ulpia Oescensium) și despre vestigiile castrului unde a staționat legio V Macedonica în secolul I p.Chr.

Ulpia Oescus – Colonia Ulpia Oescensium (Oescus) (fig. 1) is the only Roman colony in Moesia
Inferior, which was founded in AD 106, during the rule of Emperor Trajan (98‑117)1. Based on the latest
research on this issue2, the city of Ulpia Oescus was granted the status of a colony right after the end of
the war. Before the emergence of the town, on this place was located the permanent legionary camp of
the Fifth Macedonian Legion (legio V Macedonica) from the Early Roman period (AD 6‑102)3, with one
nine‑year interruption in the period from AD 62 to 71. At that time the legion was sent to the East to take
part to the wars of the Romans in Armenia and Persia and moved along the northern coast of the Black
Sea to Armenia4.
Ulpia Oescus is located near Gigen village, Municipality of Guljanci, District of Pleven, i.e. between
the lowest part of the stream of Iskar River (Latin name Oescus) and the Danube River (fig. 2). The place of
the legionary camp was specially selected and was a strategic one5. Later, the Roman colony was built on
the same place. The lands north and north‑east of Oescus were swamps at that time6. This place, naturally
defended, was chosen by the Romans as headquarters for the Fifth Macedonian Legion (fig. 3).
1. RESEARCH HISTORY
The first archaeological excavations in Oescus were carried out under the guidance of Vaclav Dobruski
in 1904‑1905. At that time, he was the director of the National Museum of Archaeology in Sofia. V. Dobruski
made the first planned excavations in Oescus after a well‑organized preparation. Even since 1890 he had
collected a significant number of architectural and sculptural monuments on the site of the ancient city and
transferred them to the National Museum of Archaeology7. Thus, he became acquainted with many of the
ancient monuments and evaluated the meaning of the remains of the ancient city at that time. Among the
monuments transferred from Oescus to the Museum was also the colossal size marble statue of a goddess.
Its preserved height was of 3 m, without the head. The statue was not identified in the first publication8.
Later, in an article signed by B. Filov, it was described as a statue of the Goddess Demeter9. In 1904‑1905,
V. Dobruski excavated part of the temple, but did not finish that research. He made excavations in the
northern part of the Forum, where he found a large temple from the Roman Age. After a long period of
interruption, a Bulgarian‑Italian expedition worked at Oescus in 1941‑1943. One of the targets of the research
was a large extra‑muros building, located near the southern fortification wall. The research was directed by
Prof. Antonio Frova from Milan, Italy. The Bulgarian archaeologist, Ivanka Akrabova‑Žandova, also took
part at the excavation. The results were published by A. Frova10. The Italian archaeologist found the West
gate of Oescus and sought the East gate of the town by the orientation of the main street (decumanus
maximus). He didn’t find the East gate because he didn’t know that the street made a turn, observation
made by T. Ivanov in 1970‑198011.
1

Kabakchieva 2000, p. 25‑26.
Kabakchieva 2014a, p. 181; Piso 2001, p. 17; Găzdac, Cociş 2004, p. 9; about the foundation of the Colonia
Ulpia Trajana (Xanten, Germany) and the law principle of it, see Eck 2008.
3 Gerov 1948‑1949, p. 6‑7; Gerov 1950; Кabakchieva 2000, p. 23‑24; Breeze 2011, p. 100.
4 Kabakchieva 2000, p. 23; Sarnowski 1987, p. 30; Ritterling 1925, Col. 1574.
5 Kabakchieva 2000, p. 96.
6 Kabakchieva 2000, p. 96‑97, karta 8.
7 Dobruski 1890, p. 1‑2.
8 Dobruski 1901, p. 753‑754, fig. 39.
9 Filov 1910, p. 2‑4.
10 Frova 1942‑1943; Frova 1950.
11 Ivanov 1990, p. 915‑916; Ivanov, Ivanov 1998, p. 64‑68.
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Fig. 1. Map of the Moesia Inferior province (after Sarnowski 2014).

Fig. 2. The location of Oescus between the Iskar River and the Danube (Google maps).
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Fig. 3. Plan of Oescus: Oescus I – the Early Roman legionary camp overlapped by the Roman colony Ulpia Oescus;
Oescus II – the Late Roman legionary camp. 1. Sector of the Temple of Fortuna; 2. Sector of the Achaeans
mosaic building.

After the Second World War, excavations in Oescus were organised in the period 1947‑1952, under
the guidance of Teofil Ivanov. Two thermae were found in the south‑eastern part of Oescus; a part of the
Achaeans mosaic building, shops and a big section from the ancient streets near the mentioned buildings
were also discovered12. According to T. Ivanov, the most important results consisted in the discovery of the
coloured floor mosaic, with a scene from the “Achaeans” of the Greek dramatist Menander, who lived in
the 4thcentury BC. Based on the mosaic images and the inscription on them, T. Ivanov established that they
referred exactly to this work of Menander (fig. 4). Until now, in the scientific literature, the Menander’s
authorship of “Achaeans” is challenged. Т. Ivanov wrote a book about the mosaic, which has already become
worldwide known13. He interrupted the research of the building and didn’t come back to finish it.
In the 1970s, Prof. Т. Ivanov made excavations in the centre of Ulpia Oescus where he studied the
Temple of Fortuna, a significant part of the buildings of the Forum’s temples of Jupiter, Junona and Minerva,
i.e. the Capitolium of the town, the Civil Basilica, a large building in the eastern part of the Forum complex;
he also made excavations at the fortification systems of Oescus I and Oescus II. The results were published
in many articles and a few monographs14. His first research in the central part of the ancient town was
dedicated to the Temple of Fortuna. The temple complex was further studied15. The building inscription of
12

Ivanov 1955; Ivanov 1957.
Ivanov 1954.
14 Ivanov, Ivanov 1998, with previous bibliography; Ivanov 2005, with previous bibliography.
15 Ivanov 1987; Ivanov 2005, p. 91‑231.
13
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Fig. 4. The coloured Achaeans mosaic from Oescus.

the temple was read and it was established that it was dedicated to the Roman Goddess Fortuna16, chosen by
the inhabitants of Ulpia Oescus to protect the town. The temple was built with funds from the rich citizens
of Ulpia Oescus and the college of craftsmen during the reign of the Emperor Commodus (AD 180‑192),
which was also revealed by the preserved building inscription17. Based on this data, T. Ivanov concluded
that the temple was built in the period AD 190‑19118.
Since 1989, the archaeological excavations at Ulpia Oescus were led by the author of this study.
They were not made constantly but with smaller or larger hiatuses due to financial reasons. One of the
main purposes of these excavations was the research of the Early Roman legionary camp remains in
Oescus. Trenches were also made in different places in the fortified territory of the Roman colony: in the
north‑western part of the Forum and in the south‑eastern and south‑western part of the town 19. Remains
and materials were found from the two periods when Fifth Macedonian Legion was garrisoned here in the
1st century AD. In the period 1998‑2009, a big section from the fortification system from the time of the
legionary camp and the Roman colony in the southern end of Oescus20 was examined. It was established
that the route of the southern fortress wall in the Roman Age and until the end of Antiquity was changed21.
There were finds from the earliest fortress wall, which was wood‑and‑earth‑fill and dates from the time
of staying of the legion in Oescus, i.e. in the period AD 6‑922. Remains were excavated from the second
fortress wall, which was earth‑and‑stone and was built at the beginning of the seventh decade of the 1st
century AD23. This fortification system was used until AD 102, when the Fifth Macedonian Legion was
transferred from Oescus to the north of Lower Danube in connection with the Dacian wars of Emperor
Trajan (AD 98‑117). During the excavations of the preserved section of the earth‑and‑stone wall in its base
16

Ivanov 1987, p. 27‑38.
Ivanov 1987, p. 31‑34.
18 Ivanov 2005, p. 137‑138.
19 Kabakchieva et alii 1990; Kabakčieva1996; Kabakchieva 1997; Kabakchieva 2000; Kabakchieva 2004, p. 105.
20 Kabakchieva et alii 2001; Kabakchieva, Lazarova, Popova 2001; Kabakchieva, Lazarova 2005; Kabakchieva,
Lazarova 2006.
21 Kabakchieva, Lazarova, Popova 2001.
22 Kabakchieva 2010, p. 301‑302.
23 Kabakchieva, Lazarova, Popova 2001.
17
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was found a coin – a shekel, which was minted in Jerusalem at the time of Emperor Nero (AD 54‑68)24.
This coin was the first of its kind found during the archaeological excavations in Bulgaria (fig. 5). From
historical sources, it is known that the Fifth Macedonian Legion participated in the suppression of the
rebellion of the Jews in Jerusalem during the sixth decade of the 1stcentury AD25 before returning to its old
camp at the Lower Danube in AD 71. This explains why the above‑mentioned coin was discovered in the
Early Roman legionary camp at Oescus.

Fig. 5. Bronze coin – shekel, minted in Jerusalem at the middle of 1st century AD.

During the research of the southern fortress wall, about 40 m of the stone fortress wall of the Roman
colony were found, with a few corrections on it. It was built in front of the earth‑and‑rock fill fortification
system from the 1st century AD. At the examined place, the two walls intersect each other and this was
the reason to preserve a certain part of the earlier one. Big stone blocks from the latter were used in the
fortification structures of the Roman colony26. In Oescus and the region around it, as well as around the
entire length of the right bank of the Lower Danube, there has always been a problem with the stone building
material. In close proximity of the camp and, later, of the Roman colony, there are no natural stone formations.
The earliest quarry that was used for building an earth‑rock fill fortification system in Oescus was located
40 km south of Oescus, at Kreta village, Pleven District, along the stream of Vit River (ancient Utus). Stone
belongs to sedimentation rock27. It is easy to process but is non‑durable. Later, in 2nd‑3rd centuries AD, big
deposits of limestone were found, the quarries developed, and around them was established the settlement
Lapidarius28, which existed until the end of the 6th century AD. The fortification system of the Roman
colony had already been built by the time the Emperor Trajan (fig. 6). It was maintained and repaired until
the time of the Second Gothic War (AD 376‑378)29. According to data left by Procopius, during the Late
Antiquity, an attempt to restore the fortifications of Oescus I was made at the time of the Emperor Justinian I
(AD 527‑565)30. During the latest excavations along the route of the southern fortress wall, traces of that
activity were found in that sector31. From Jordanes32, another author important for the Late Antiquity of the
Lower Danube, we learned that Huns and other tribes have settled near Oescus at the middle of 5th century
AD. The name of one of these settlements is also known – Hunion, which, according to D. Mitova‑Džonova,
is located to the south‑west from Oescus33, along the stream of Iskar River.
24

Kabakchieva et alii 2001.
Joseph. BJ, VII, 4(3).
26 Kabakchieva, Lazarova, Popova 2001, p. 69.
27 Sultanov 2005, p. 137‑138.
28 For Lapidarius: Procop. Aed., IV, 6; Beševliev 1955, p. 285.
29 Kabakchieva 2015a, p. 200.
30 Procop. Aed., IV, 6.
31 Kabakchieva 2004.
32 Jord. Get., 267.
33 Mitova‑Džonova 1985, p. 279.
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Fig. 6. The inner side of the southern stone fortification’s wall of the Roman colony Ulpia Oescus.

In the recent years (2013‑2018), the archaeological research at Ulpia Oescus was made south of the
Forum of the ancient town. We continued to unearth the big architectural complex known as the Achaeans
Mosaic Building. In 2017, excavations were made below the ancient level of the Temple of Fortuna, which
was located near the south‑eastern end of the Forum Complex. The results of this recent research will be
presented chronologically, i.e. we will first examine the results of the research of the Early Roman remains
and materials beneath the Temple of Fortuna as well as those from the building that existed there in the
period AD 106‑190 and then we will present those from the Achaeans Mosaic Building.
2. RESEARCH AT THE TEMPLE OF FORTUNA SECTOR
Archaeological excavations below the level of the stone covering of the inner courtyard of the
Temple of Fortuna were made in August 2017 (see the general plan of Oescus, fig. 3). They have been
organised in connection with the project for conservation and restoration of the Temple of Fortuna
prepared at that time34. The purpose of the research was to clarify the issue in terms of the remains on
which the Temple of Fortuna was erected and the traces that have been preserved by the Early Roman
legionary camp in this part of Oescus. Four trenches were made at different places in the southern half
of the temple ensemble (fig. 7).
34

Kabakchieva 2018b, p. 186‑187.
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Fig. 7. Plan of the Temple of Fortuna and the trenches from 2017.
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Research of the remains of soldier barracks‑block from the Early Roman legionary camp
Remains of the soldier barracks‑block were found in Trench 1. The size of the trench is 7 × 5 m. The
remains of a timber‑earth barrack were discovered at a depth of 2.50 m below the level of the courtyard of
the temple complex (levels 25.36‑25.80 m). These remains belong to a construction that was built during the
first construction phase, at the time of the Early Roman legionary camp of the Fifth Macedonian Legion in
Oescus, i.e. in the period AD 6‑4135. The level where the remains were found corresponds to the one where
similar constructions were investigated in other sectors36. Only the levels of the earliest cultural layers in the
trenches around the fortress wall of the first timber‑earth legionary camp differ. In this part, due to the natural
sloping of the land from north to east, the levels of the earliest remains from the construction are found
lower i.e. at levels below 23 m37. In Trench 1, under a thick layer of debris from 3rd‑4th centuries (fig. 8) and
below a levelling layer, remains of the Early Roman construction were found. The trench uncovered parts of
five timber poles from the supporting structure (fig. 9a), which were located in a layer of yellow clay. The
cross‑section of the poles is 0.20/0.25‑0.30 m. Their preserved height is 0.50‑0.60 m and is very well outlined
on the southern profile (fig. 10). The distance between the pillars is 0.90‑1.00 m. They are visible as a row
in the southern end of the trench, and are oriented east to west. The soldier barrack‑block was built of clay,
timber poles and beams. An area of 5 m from the length of the barrack and 2 m from its width was studied.
The barrack developed towards the east and its length may have not been correctly determined. It is the same
about width. Some similar soldier barracks from the military camps and forts from the Early Roman period
in the Roman Empire show that the dimensions are different38. In the northern part of the barrack, and 4 m
from its west end, a fireplace was located, with a diameter of 1.10‑1.20 m (fig. 11). A part of the fireplace
extends outside the barrack. It was repaired several times, which shows that it was used for a long period.

Fig. 8. Remains of Late Roman structure in Trench 1 under the level of the stone pavement from the courtyard
of the temple.
35

Kabakchieva 1997, p. 388‑389; Kabakchieva 1999, p. 488‑489; Kabakchieva 2000, p. 109‑110; Kabakchieva
2010, p. 301‑302. For the early displacement of the Fifth Macedonian Legion to the region of the Lower Danube, see
also Gerov 1950; Gerov 1948‑1949, p. 6‑7; Suceveanu 1991, p. 25.
36 Kabakchieva 2000, p. 31‑32.
37 Kabakchieva 2010, p. 301‑302.
38 Johnson 1983, p. 190-196, 300-303, Abb. 129, 206; Willems, van Enckevort 2009, p. 55‑56, fig. 17; Breeze
2011, p. 34‑42.
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a

b
Fig. 9. Remains of the soldier barrack from Early Roman legionary camp: picture (a) and graphic view (b).
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Fig. 10. South profile of the Trench 1, with poles of the timber-earth soldier barracks – block of the first phase
of construction.

Fig. 11. Fireplace remains of the barrack.
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A fireplace with the same size was found during the excavations in the legionary camp of the Augustus’ Eighth
Legion in Novae, near Svištov39. Waste pits near the barrack were studied, synchronous with the occupation
in this part of the legionary camp. In Oescus, these are remains from the second soldier barrack dating from
the first phase (AD 6‑41) of the first construction period of the Fifth Macedonian Legion stationing there40.
The first barrack was located south of the west end of the decumanus maximus of the Roman colony41. Unlike
the newly found barrack, the other is oriented with its longitudinal axis north‑south. The newly found barrack
probably belonged to the first cohort.
Pits and embankments from the time of the legionary camp of the 1st century AD were uncovered in
Trenches 2, 3 and 4 as well as different finds from the inhabitation of the area at that time42. The earliest coin
is an as of Octavian Augustus (27 BC ‑ AD 14) from year 7 BC. It is part of a small collective find uncovered
in Trench 4 (fig. 12). The bronze coin‑halves from the time of the first Roman Emperor Octavian Augustus
are also interesting (fig. 13). Such coins were also found during the excavations of the first soldier barrack
(Qu. 20/CXVI) from the Early Roman legionary camp in Oescus43. It is known that the bronze coin‑halves
were cut at the time of the rule of Octavian Augustus44 because there was a shortage of cash for payment of
the soldiers. Some of the Early Roman coins have counter‑marks dated around the middle of the 1st century
AD (fig. 14). The total number of coins from that period is 18. The rest are assēs, some of which are severely
worn out due to prolonged use.
In addition to the coins, two bronze brooches (fibulae) were found in the trenches. One of them is
well preserved and belongs to the type 3, according to the Bibracte typology45, or type “Langton‑Down”46
(fig. 15). At Bibracte, these fibulae were produced since the 2nd century BC to AD 20‑25. This type was
distributed in the western parts of the Roman provinces, not only in Gallia and Raetia, but in Pannonia, Italia
and areas of the present‑day Germany and England, too. The bow of the fibula from Oescus is decorated
with longitudinal fine lines and short, transversal lines (length of 2.9 cm). It is considered that this type of
bronze brooches originates from Gallia or Raetia and is connected with the Celtic fibulae production from
the latest Latené period47. Undoubtedly this fibula is imported to the region of the Lower Danube from
the western parts of the Empire48. In the region of Lower Danube, similar fibulae are known from several
archaeological sites in Serbia49, as well as from the Early Roman military fort Almus (Lom, Bulgaria)50.
Taking into account the context of discovery, the new find from Oescus is dated in the period AD 10‑15. The
other fibula is a version of the so called “Aucissa” fibulae (fig. 16). The pin is missing. It is similar to the
type 22 of the typology of M. Feugère51. A similar brooch was found in one of the western necropolises of
Poetovio52 (Ptuj, Slovenia), with a dating from the 20/10 BC to the first half of the 1st century AD. Probably,
the find from Oescus has the same dating. The origin of the type is in northern Italy, where fibulae with the
inscription “Aucissa” were discovered53. These fibulae are widespread from England to the province of
Pannonia and the Balkan lands. Generally, the type is dated from the last quarter of the 1st century BC to the
end of the first half of the 1st century AD54.
39

Dyczek 2016, p. 438.
More about the construction periods and phases of the legionary camp from the Early Roman period in
Oescus: Kabakchieva 1993, p. 85‑87; Kabakchieva 1999, p. 487‑489; Kabakchieva 2000, p. 109‑110.
41 Kabakchieva 1999, p. 487‑489.
42 Kabakchieva 2018b, p. 186‑187.
43 Kabakchieva 1999, p. 488.
44 Chantraine 1989, p. 73.
45 Büchsenschütz, Guillaumet, Paunier 1991, p. 33‑35, fig. 1, Type 3.
46 Ettlinger 1973, p. 79; Genčeva 2004, p. 79, T. 29, 2.
47 Feugère 1978, p. 169‑170; Behrens 1954, p. 223.
48 Büchsenschütz, Guillaumet, Paunier 1991, p. 35.
49 Petković 2010, p. 45‑46, T. IV, type 6.
50 Kovrig 1937, p. 115; Dautova‑Ruševljan, Brukner 1992, p. 83‑84, T. 10‑11; Genčeva 2004, p. 37‑46.
51 Feugère 1985, p. 312, 323‑324.
52 Istenič 2000, p. 152, Fig. 49, grave 471.
53 Behrens 1950, p. 8.
54 Behrens 1950, p. 8‑9; Feugère 1978, p. 169‑170; Ettlinger 1973, p. 79‑80.
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Fig. 12. Bronze coin of Emperor Octavian Augustus from 7 BC.

Fig. 13. Bronze half-coin of Emperor Octavian Augustus.

Fig. 14. Bronze coin with counter-mark from first half of the 1st century AD.
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Fig. 15. A small bronze fibula.

Fig. 16. Bronze fibula, version of the “Aucissa” type.

The number of the fragments of the imported terra sigillata is small, but they are important for the
dating of the cultural layers and remains. Different fragments of plates were found – among them Conspectus
Formarum 20 and 21 from Arezzo55, one of them with an appliquéd rabbit (fig. 17). The other shape is
represented by the small bowls Conspectus Formarum 34, with appliquéd wine leaves or rosettes56 (fig. 18).
The sigillata forms examined above are the most distributed in Oescus and other Early Roman military
stations on the right bank of the Lower Danube57. These were found in all the examined layers of the first
phase of the Early Roman legionary camp in Oescus58.
In the investigated area of Trench 1 were found cultural layers and artefacts from the second half of
the 1st century AD, too. It means that they are from the time of the second stay of the Fifth Macedonian
Legion in Oescus during the period from AD 71 to AD 102. Pieces from bowls Conspectus Formarum
39 were found in these levels, of Italian origin, belonging to the Tardo‑Padana group59. Pieces of bowls
Dragendorff 35 were also found in these levels, imported from southern Gaul (fig. 19). Both are decorated
with “barbotino technik”. The remains are burned very badly by a fire (fig. 20). Between them are a lot
of fragments of glass vessels. Most probably, the legionary camp of the Fifth Macedonian legion was
purposefully set on fire when leaving Oescus in AD 102, at the time when the legion was moved to the north
of the Lower Danube for Trajan’s wars in Dacia.
55

Ettlinger et alii 1990, p. 86‑90.
Ettlinger et alii 1990, p. 112‑113.
57 Dimitrova‑Milčeva 2000, p. 5‑7, T. 1‑4; Kabakchieva 2000, p. 53‑54, T. 8‑9.
58 Kabakchieva 2000, p. 53‑55, Т. 8‑9.
59 Ettlinger et alii 1990, p. 120‑121.
56

15

The results of the archaeological research at Ulpia Oescus between 2013 and 2018

a

85

b

c

Fig. 17. Italian terra sigillata, plate fragments.

Fig. 18. Italian terra sigillata, bowl fragments.

a

b

Fig. 19. a. Italian terra sigillata, plate fragment; b. Gallian terra sigillata, bowl fragment.

86

Gergana Kabakchieva

16

Fig. 20. East section of the Trench 1, with traces of the strong burned remains of the Early Roman barrack-blocks.

The examined timber‑earth soldier barracks from 1st century AD on the right bank of Lower Danube
are few in number. Except for Oescus, these are also known from the military fort Diana at the Iron Gates, in
Serbia and from Novae near Svištov – the other legionary camp excavated in that part of the Lower Danube
limes60. The revealed remains from the timber‑earth barracks in Novae were erected by the soldiers of
Augustus’ Eighth Legion (legio VIII Augusta) that stayed there from AD 45 to AD 69.
Finding the remains of the wooden‑earth barrack in the central part of Oescus is indicative of the
different location and size of the principia of the Early Roman legionary camp from the 1st century AD
compared to the Forum of the Roman colony Ulpia Oescus. Probably the Forum was built on a larger area
than the principia of the Fifth Macedonian Legion. Such a difference is also seen in the Novae legionary
camp, in the sector of the timber‑earth barracks of the first cohort of the Augustus’ Eighth Legion61 and the
later phase of the stone principia.
Remains of a large building from the 2nd century AD, beneath the Temple of Fortuna
Fillings from removed walls (negatives) of a building dated to the 2nd century AD were cleared from
Trenches 2, 3 and 4, as well as other remains of constructions from the specified period. The remains in
Trenches 3 and 4 show that the foundations of the walls of the building were made of stone, as well as their
lower part (plinth) (fig. 21). The elevation of the walls was made of adobe. The remains are heavily scorched
(fig. 22). They were decorated with coloured plasters, gypsum plinths and mouldings. Some bricks were painted
with Pompeian‑red paint and were part of the interior decoration of the building. They probably formed inlets
or pilasters in the rooms. Preserved mortar floorings were discovered in Trenches 3 and 4. The preserved parts
of the floor in both trenches, as well as their location, allowed us to assume that they belonged to a single large
room. Its width could be determined (5.80 m) because its two limits were found, to the north and to the south.
The walls were 0.60 m thick. The stone foundation was preserved only at the southern wall, with a thickness
60
61

Kondić 1996, with previous bibliography; Dyczek 2016, p. 438, fig. 1; Dyczek 2018, p. 195.
Genčeva 2002, p. 62; Dyczek 2016, p. 439; Sarnowski 2014, p. 72‑73, fig. 1.
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Fig. 21. The negatives of the adobe walls in Trenches 2 and 4, graphic documentation.

Fig. 22. View of the negative of wall in Trench 4.
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of 0.80 m. The stone building material was removed for reuse, and remains from decayed and scorched adobe
were put on that place. The negative of an east‑west‑facing wall, with a thickness of 0.60 m, was also found in
Trench 2, similar to the one in Trench 4. When we connected graphically the two sections, it became clear that
they are from the same wall that limits a number of rooms in the southern part of a large building.
The findings in Trenches 2, 3 and 4 show that the building was destroyed by a strong fire, shortly
before the construction of the Temple of Fortuna. After the fire, the stones from the walls were removed.
A whole clay lamp (fig. 23), fragments from bronze inlay as well as fragments of pottery dated to the
2nd century AD were found in the filling of the negatives of the
walls. The lamp is type 21, version “a” of G. Kuzmanov62, which
is dated in the 2nd century AD and belongs to the Lower Moesia
production.
Probably, the examined remains are from a private building
that existed there from AD 106 to AD 190. This conclusion is
based not only on the archaeological data and materials but also
on the building inscription of the Temple of Fortuna stating that
the temple was built on “purchased land”63. The explored part
of the building is not only clearly dated but it is the first with
private functions which was investigated from the beginning of
the Roman colony Ulpia Oescus. Furthermore, for the first time
it was found out that a building from the 2nd century AD was
made of adobe, on stone foundations. Negatives of walls were
found at other places in the Lower Danube region and the nearest
examples are from the legionary camp Novae, near Svištov64.
Fig. 23. Clay lamp found in the negative
Traces of habitation from the last quarter of 3rd and from
th
of the wall in Trench 4.
the 4 century and later interventions in the cultural layers were
recorded in various sections of the trenches.
The research of the area beneath the Temple of Fortuna should continue in order to clarify the plan of
the large building, as well as to find out what other remains dated from the period of the legionary camp in
Oescus during the 1st century AD are located there.
Achaeans Mosaic Building Sector
The archaeological excavations of the large Achaeans mosaic building were resumed in 201365. The
first stage of its discovery was in the period 1948‑1949. Back then, the excavations were conducted by Teofil
Ivanov. A significant part of the eastern half of the architectural complex was uncovered66. A remarkable
floor mosaic showing a scene from “Achaeans” – a work by the ancient Greek play‑writer Menander
(4th century BC) was found. Т. Ivanov wrote a book about it67 but did not continue with the research in this
part of Oescus. The remains of the building with the “Achaeans” mosaic are located just next to the southern
end of the centre of the Roman colony and the Temple of Fortuna. The building was set up on the land of
two insulae. It was 72 m long (on a north‑south direction) and 47.5 m of its width (on an east‑west direction)
have been already explored. The purpose of the renewed excavations is to uncover completely this very large
architectural ensemble. Cultural layers and remains from this sector date to several periods: Late Roman Age,
Late Antiquity and the medieval period.
62

Kuzmanov 1992, p. 24‑25.
Ivanov 2005, p. 144‑145.
64 Sarnowski 2014, p. 38, fig. 1.
65 The results of the research in this sector concern only the time of inhabitation of the building from the Late
Roman Age and Late Antiquity. Up to now there are no excavations of the lower cultural levels, see: Kabakchieva
2014b; Kabakchieva 2015b; Kabakchieva 2018b.
66 Ivanov 1957; Ivanov 1964, p. 233‑239.
67 Ivanov 1954.
63

The results of the archaeological research at Ulpia Oescus between 2013 and 2018

19

89

The remains and the findings from the Late Roman Age allowed us to determine two construction
periods of the building. The first period was from AD 271 until the second decade of the 4th century, and the
second period started around AD 325‑328 and continued until AD 361‑364.
The first construction period
Large portions from the southern part of the architectural complex as well as premises and porticos
from the western part were investigated during the recent years68 (fig. 24). The main entrance was uncovered
at the southern end of the building. It is oriented to the southernmost decumanus in Oescus. A large stretch of
this street (fig. 25) was discovered in the 1950s and 1980s69 and it is known that this is the shortest connection
between the legionary camp from the Late Roman Age, the so called Oescus II, and the western gate of the
city. The orientation of the explored building towards this street shows that the Forum and the main street –
the decumanus maximus of the Roman period – already lost their important role in the communications of
Oescus. The new investigations show that the public life was concentrated in the Achaeans Mosaic Building
and the principia (the Headquarters) of the legionary camp from the Late Roman period in Oescus II70. The
main entrance is poorly preserved, but it can be seen that it is on the same axis with the entrance to the large
hall with exedra, which was built at the northern end of the architectural complex. The latter was erected
north of the inner courtyard covered with big stone plates. The big hall (aulla) has a central position in the
plan of the building (fig. 26). Its size is 27 × 12.50 m. The length of the preserved marble entrance, made of
two blocks, is 4 m. It can be identified as “a hall for official receptions in Oescus”71.
ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH AT OESCUS IN 2017-2018
ACHAEANS MOSAIC BUILDING, M 1:250

Fig. 24. Plan of the discovered part of the residence, during the last years (graphic documentation).
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Kabakchieva 2018a; Kabakchieva 2018b, as well as some results from the research during the year 2018.
Ivanov 1964, p. 233‑239; Ivanov et alii 1986.
70 Kabakchieva 2018a, p. 476.
71 Wulf‑Rheidt 2007, p. 64‑67; Erdrich 2008; Popović 2007, p. 22‑25, Fig. 5‑6.
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Fig. 25. The excavated part of the southern decumanus in Oescus, with original preserved pavement.

Fig. 26. Plan of the eastern part of the residence.

20

The results of the archaeological research at Ulpia Oescus between 2013 and 2018

21

91

The results of the most recent excavations gave ground to define that this architectural complex was
built as a praetorium shortly after the end of the First Gothic War (AD 269), when the Fifth Macedonian
Legion returned in AD 271, to stay permanently in Oescus until the 5th century AD72. This building is dated
to the first construction period from the Late Roman time. A similar architectural plan and functions had a
big extra muros building in Novae 73. The architectural complex with the “Achaeans” mosaic was divided
into two parts. The eastern part was accessible for foreign persons and visitors of the town and the western
part was a dwelling. These functions were preserved also during the second construction period74.
The architectural decoration of the eastern premises indicates that they have representative functions.
In the eastern part were located the rooms for the accommodation of the official guests of the city. The lower
part of their external walls was built almost entirely from spoliae – big architectural details (threshold blocks,
frieze‑architrave, mouldings, etc.) from the older buildings in Oescus. In the north‑east end, thermae were
built, with a plan similar to the one of the public thermae.
In the south‑east end of the residence a second representative hall, smaller in size, was found75. It was
probably a reception room because it was near the main entrance of the architectural complex. The south‑east
premise was decorated with marble coverings76. A large number of marble plates cut in different shapes, by
which was formed the mosaic flooring of the type opus sectile, were found there. Many fragments of wall
lining of marble plates of different colour were found there, too. The marble lining is of Corinthian style,
and a whole capitel was discovered77 (fig. 27). There is no information about the decoration of the interior
of the big hall of the first construction period. We can only suppose that its walls were covered either with
mural paintings or with marble coverings.

Fig. 27. The wall marble capitel from the south-eastern hall of the building.

72 Not.

Dign. [or.], XLII.
Vladkova 1997; Vladkova 2003; Sarnowski 2014, p. 83.
74 Kabakchieva 2018a.
75 Kunnof 2007.
76 Ivanov et alii 1986.
77 This capitel is now in the Regional Museum of History in Pleven, inv. no. А ‑ 3799.
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a

b

Fig. 28.a. Plan of the big hall and the discovered part of the porticos; b. View to the big hall (aulla) from south.
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Fig. 29. a. The fallen roof tiles during discovery; b. Profile of the fallen portico.
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A portico was built near the western wall of the central hall (aulla). The remains include: stylobate
plates, foundations, fragments of marble covering (fig. 28). It represents a long rectangular premise, with a
length of about 20 m. Two stylobate plates from the colonnade were preserved (1.15 × 0.90 m) and one base
was found in situ. The base is formed as a whole with the ara (1.20 m). To the north, the portico extended
almost to the end of the big hall. Its short wall in this part was connected with the west wall of the hall. This
portico shows that the architectural complex developed westwards. There are parts of fallen burnt roofs of
the two construction periods (fig. 29). The roof from the first period shows that the big residence, as well
as the city, was destroyed very likely in the first quarter of the 4th century AD. Most probably it was due to
the attacks of the Goths south of the Lower Danube at the time78, which is the time of the fight between the
Emperor Constantine the Great (AD 306‑337) and the Emperor Licinius (AD 308‑324).
The second construction period
At the beginning of the second construction period, the residence was subject to a large‑scale repair,
which was probably urgent. Big changes in the plan of the building were not made by that repair. An essential
thing was the raising of the levels of the premises and especially those in the eastern part because a Roman
heating system (hypocaustum) was built. The mural paintings with pagan scenes were deliberately removed
from the walls. In the representative premises they were replaced with marble linings. In many areas, clusters
of highly cracked coloured plasters were found beneath the floor levels of the second construction period.
Thus, the world‑famous “Achaeans” mosaic appears to be a floor level of a hypocaust in one of the guest
rooms in the eastern part of the building (fig. 30), and was preserved in this way.

Fig. 30. The canal to the hypocaust from the second construction period.

During the second construction period, the big reception hall was entirely covered (floor and walls)
with white, marble plates. The hypocaust in the northern part was also reconstructed. In addition to the
praefurnium from the northern end of the exedra, another one was built, next to the western wall of the hall
(fig. 31). This facility (second praefurnium) was built to improve the heating of the exedra in the big hall.
The canal of the praefurnium is vaulted, and the surrounding walls form a small rectangular premise.
A well‑preserved part of the fallen roof was found in the southern part of the portico. A few bricks
with the stamp “CTQ” of a private brick‑workshop were found between the pieces of the tiles (fig. 32).
78

For the attacks of the Goths at that time, see Vetters 1950, p. 21‑22, notes 210‑214; Velkov 1959, p. 30‑31,
note 2; Velkov 1976, p. 397‑398; Poulter 2007, p. 36‑37.
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Fig. 31. The west praefurnium to the hypocaust in the northern part of the hall (aulla), second construction period.

Fig. 32. The tile with stamp in tabula ansata

Fig. 33. The brick with Greek inscription.

The stamp is also known from the floor of a dwelling in the south‑western part of Oescus79. A brick with a
Greek inscription was also found, partially preserved, among the tiles (fig. 33). This inscription is of Italic
type and can be defined as a master‑potter’s note80. Numbers of bricks of different sizes are mentioned
and the total number of bricks. It is supposed that the inscription is related to a brick making order for the
extra‑built praefurnium and hypocaust at the northern end of the large hall. Inscriptions with similar content,
reference to the place of production or the name of the place of use from the Late Roman period, are also
known from other places in the province of Thrace81.
79

to her.

Kabakchieva, Lazarova 1997.
Greek inscription was read by Prof. Mirena Slavova from the Sofia University and I express my gratitude

80 The
81

For the inscriptions of the tiles and bricks from Thrace in Late Roman period, see Gerov 1959‑1960, p. 306,
with previous bibliography; Gerasimova 1981, p. 207‑211, fig. 6‑12; Nikolov 1990, p. 170‑172; Gerasimova‑Tomova
1990, p. 80‑86.
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Fig. 34. The new-found well in the southern side of the portico, belonging to the first construction period.

Fig. 35. View from the west of the marble columns.
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A stone pavement of large limestone slabs was found south of the praefurnium (district 62 and
63/CXX). It is part of another portico oriented east‑west. The second portico was used during the first and
the second construction periods. During the latest excavations, at a distance of around 10 m from the western
wall of the big hall, a well from the antiquity was found (fig. 34). It was made of big stones and stone rings,
with a diameter of 1.30 m. To the west of the preserved section with pavement, but at a higher level, two
marble columns and the base of one of them were found (fig. 35). This marble colonnade dates from the
second construction period. One of the columns is intact and has fallen from its base. It has a length of
3.58 m. Only half of the other column is preserved. The columns are smooth, and are made of high quality,
white marble. These remains are part of a portico, which is a “paraded approach” to the large hall from the
west, that is, on the side of cardo maximus of the colony Ulpia Oescus (see fig. 28). The examined portico
was intended for the official guests to pass and to reach the large hall (aulla).
The question is what made this major overhaul of the architectural complex necessary in the period
between AD 325 and 328. Most probably it was for a public event in the town. Following analyses of the
discovered remains, coins and other findings from the latest excavations, I believe that this event was the
official visit of the Emperor Constantine the Great (AD 306‑337) in Oescus for the opening of the bridge
across the Danube on July 5th, 32882. At that time, Christianity was already declared an official religion in
the Empire. It explains why the pagan frescoes had been removed and a large number of statues and votive
reliefs of pagan deities had been hidden within earth or building embankments. An example of that is the
hiding of a marble statuette of a seated goddess Cybele in the protection embankment for the rainwater canal
in the courtyard of the building (fig. 36). It was found during the excavations in 201483. Besides this, there
are other similar finds from the newly discovered praefurnium. A small part of a votive plate of Jupiter and
Juno was found at the northern end of the portico, near the hall, as well as a part of the marble statuette group
of the Thracian horse rider (fig. 37).

Fig. 36. Marble statuette of the goddess Cybele,
partially preserved.

82

Fig. 37. Fragment of the marble statuette group of
Thracian horse rider.

Velkov 1976, p. 397‑398; Kabakchieva 2018a, p. 474‑475.
Kabakchieva 2015b, p. 399; for the cult of Cybele in the region of Lower Danube, see Suceveanu 1991,
p. 129‑138.
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Fig. 38. The marble pieces of the wall decoration in the residence.

The coins found in the sector of the porticos are mainly from the 4th century AD. The largest number
dates from the time of the Emperor Constantine the Great and the Emperor Constantius (AD 337‑361).
The latter show that the building was used, most probably, until the beginning of the sixth decade of the 4th
century. For the destruction of Oescus at that time there are also historical data84.
The latest research revealed many fragments of marble, floor and wall linings, capitals, columns,
frames and plinths (fig. 38). These findings are proof of the rich decoration of the building, both during the
first and the second construction periods. The fragments of the rich marble linings show that the residence
played a representative role in the official life of Oescus during the Late Roman period.
Big residences, such as the one explored in Ulpia Oescus, are known from various locations in the
Roman provinces85. Some of them were residences of Emperors in the provinces during the Late Roman
Age and others were residences of the provincial governors86. The examples are from different parts of
the Empire: the residence at Felix Romuliana (Serbia), the Emperor’s palace at Sirmium (Serbia), the big
residence at Carnuntum (Austria), the residence at Xanten (Germany), etc.87.
During the 5th century, dwellings for the poor population were built over the ruins of the big
architectural complex at Oescus. In the entire section, partially preserved floor levels of clay, garbage pits,
as well as a furnace88, which served several dwellings were found.
During the Middle Ages, a village from the 11th‑13th century emerged on the remains of the ancient
Oescus in the researched sector. Parts of dwellings, as well as several garbage pits were discovered. Various
domestic items were found – adornments, weights, clay sticks, iron knives, many fragments of pottery and
animal bones. A very large number of coins was also discovered. The medieval settlement was destroyed at
the middle of the 13th century, probably at the time of the Tatar invasion at the Lower Danube.
The excavation of the newly found parts of the large architectural complex – a residence in the
southern part of Ulpia Oescus – gave important information about the history of the city during the Late
Roman Age and the inhabitation during the Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages on the remains of the ancient
Oescus. Excavations of the examined sectors contributed to the study of the architecture and the architectural
decoration of one of the largest antique cities at the Lower Danube – the Roman colony Ulpia Oescus.
84

Vetters 1950, p. 27‑28; Barnea 1991, p. 162‑167; Liebeschuetz 2007, p. 101‑104.
Wulf‑Rheidt 2007 with previous bibliography; Petrović 1995, p. 235‑237; Vasić 2007.
86 For the functions of the residences in the Roman provinces from the Late Roman period, see Swoboda 1924,
p. 153‑154; Swoboda 1964, p. 288; Jobst 1983, p. 97‑98; Kunnof 2007.
87 For Felix Romuliana, see Vasić 2007; for Sirmium – Popović 2007; for Carnuntum – Swoboda 1964 and Jobst
1983, p. 97‑98; for Xanten – Erdrich 2008.
88 Kabakchieva 2015b; Kabakchieva 2018b.
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The knowledge about the Early Roman legionary camp in Oescus and about the architectural specificities
and construction methods of the 2nd century AD as well as for the big residences from the Late Roman
Age has enriched.
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