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The minor fortifications from the frontier of Dacia Porolissensis 

-Abstract- 

 

 

The research focusing on the frontiers of the Roman Empire located in Romania 

represents a real pathway for the study of the army and the Roman organization in Dacia. 

According to the historiography this path of research aimed at identifying, analyzing and 

creating interpretative models for creating the needed coherent frame for analyzing the 

functionalities of the frontiers of Roman Dacia, more or less connected to the Western 

European historiography. 

The doctoral thesis The minor fortifications from the Dacia Porolissensis frontier is 

one such study that falls from the historiographic point of view in the Transylvanian 

Limesforschung. The research aims at an exhaustive analysis aiming at putting in a context all 

the minor fortifications known until now; the included typology is comprised of surveillance 

towers (made from wood, circular, fashioned from stone, rectangular, fashioned from stone, 

rectangular, fashioned from stone, with an annex), burgus-type structures, made from earth and 

wood, respectively linear fortifications, such as the wooden palisades with earth ramparts and 

defensive ditches, stone walls or those falling in the murus caespiticius category. The 

geographic area that was analysed in located between the Roman auxiliary forts from Bologa 

and Orheiul Bistriței, the structures being effectively distributed between the first Roman 

auxiliary fortification and Salva municipality (Bistrița-Nasăud county), a single median 

structure from the area of the eastern frontier is included for its structural relevance. Thus, we 

have integrated in our study a total number of 138 surveillance towers, 14 burgus-type 

structures, respectively 14,3 kilometres of linear fortifications, distributed unequally in Cluj, 

Sălaj and Bistrița-Năsăud counties; the most consistent information comes from Sălaj county 

however.  



The thesis is conceived in such a manner that every question or interpretation 

concerning the functionality of the minor fortifications that was highlighted in the specialty 

literature, has an answer and a context, in the frame created by the interpretative paradigm 

adopted. The first chapter of the study aims at clarifying and stabilizing the usage of the 

technical terms such as surveillance towers, burgus-like structures and linear fortifications; this 

is achieved not from the point of view of the ancient sources but with the relation definitions – 

usage present in the specialty literature. Thus, we have concluded that these terms, just like the 

Latin ones, refer to structures that are architecturally and functionally different. The 

surveillance towers are smallest and most numerous structures that played a role in observing 

and sending messages, the burgus- like structures (often confused with surveillance towers) 

are medium-sized fortifications used to directly control valleys while the linear fortifications 

are elements of locally added extra security (in the case of Dacia Porolissensis).  

The second chapter follows the same logic of defining concepts, this time the literary 

and epigraphic sources (1st -3rd centuries AD) are used, in order to assess the metamorphosis 

and the meanings of the word limes, from its definition as a fortified, border, military road to 

that of border per se or outlying district (during the late Roman period). Based on the same 

logic but using only the epigraphic sources (the only ones available) an analysis was conducted 

focusing on the terms turres phruri (surveillance towers, in the different areas of the Empire) 

and burgi (median structures – fortlets). It was noticed that the usage of the terms in Latin 

indicates as well a certain difference between the structures, their malleability being greater 

than we might assume.  

Following these two chapters that aimed at stating the essence of the terms used in 

this thesis, the third chapter opens the topic of the Dacia Porolissensis’ frontier with an 

exhaustive analysis of the research focused on the minor fortifications, starting with Torma 

Károly and the archaeology of the Belle Époque , continuing with the main research stages of 

the 20th century (for example the work conducted by I. Ferenczi, N. Gudea and Al. V. Matei) 

and ending with a discussion about the new research directions in the 21st century, respectively 

the types of spatial analysis as applicable to the borders of the Roman Empire. 

The topic discussed in chapter 4 (referring to the geographic levels of the minor 

fortifications) aimed at establishing and illustrating in great detail what we consider to be a 

geographic determination in the per se spatial distribution of the Roman borders. Varying from 

one sector to another, the Moigrad Fault is different from the Meseș Mountains, the Someșan 

Plateau and the Northern Cuestas, the frontier of Dacia Porolissensis has a unique organisations 

as far as Roman borders are concerned: it is a local variant completely adapted to the landscape, 



even if in certain areas we can notice patterns used in the neighbouring provinces. In order to 

highlight these aspects a high precision digital topographic support was used, illustrating for 

the first time in an integral manner these details that are often ignored.  

Chapter 5, the most consistent one of the theses, quantifies all the available data 

concerning the architecture, functionality and for the first time the chronology of the Roman 

border fortifications. By using a wide array of sources, from previously unpublished documents 

from dig sites to detailed technical descriptions, topographic surveys but also archaeologic 

research, focusing expressly on this topic, we have managed to establish both the common 

aspects in terms of the technic particularities of each type of structure in part (wooden 

surveillance tower, rectangular stone surveillance tower, rectangular stone surveillance tower 

with an annex, circular stone surveillance tower, different burgus – type structures made from 

wood and stone, respectively different types of linear structures) but especially the fact that 

every structure has its own architectural particularities with regards to the outer aspect and its 

internal organisation, thus denoting an irregularity with regards to the building of the border. 

These particularities have led us to conclude that the minor fortifications from Dacia 

Porolissensis are not the automatic product of the Roman conquest, rather a particular effort in 

establishing local security, directly connected with the premises and the evolution of the micro-

zonal politics and the local landscape factors. The chronology of these fortifications was 

established given the possibilities, by using archaeologic materials in their contexts, the phases 

of construction that were observed during the excavations, respectively the field observations 

that indicate a horizontal chronology of the frontier. Following this demarche, it was possible 

to establish for the first time with arguments the fact that the defensive lines of the Porolissum 

archaeologic context have a distinct evolution from that of the border itself, where, in certain 

particular sectors, four or five functional phases were determined, starting obviously with the 

earliest, wooden one (most probably from Trajan’s period). Also, the presence of the military 

factor in the fortifications, was analysed in great details, based on the epigraphic material and 

the tile stamps. 

Chapter 6 analyses in detail, on sectors, the functional sectors of the minor 

fortifications by using GIS analysis, texts and relevant epigraphic sources, respectively the 

current paradigm of interpretation; they are included in a comparative, analytic manner, 

especially in counterweight to the situations known from the western provinces such as 

Pannonia, Germania or Britannia. Thus, the analysis aimed at demonstrating how?  the minor 

fortifications on the border of Dacia Porolissensis function, from their role of observation to 



that of signalling and control of cross-border traffic, given the interpretative paradigm of the 

tripartite border: Roman fortifications – towers – burgi.  

With regards to the aspects connected with daily military life in the minor 

fortifications, a topic completely denied by the Romanian historiography, the chapter 7 sheds 

some light on this subject for the first time. In order to stay clear of improbable comparative 

interpretations we preferred to extract the information from the archaeologic materials, 

respectively the internal organisation of the structures, we refer to the sub-textual sources, 

ostraca and papyri only when the similarities are clear.  

This study connected with the military daily life is integrated in a context that assumes 

the notion of military daily life, a direct correspondence of the agency with the structure, 

respectively the relation between the individual’s ability to act in a particular physical 

environment. In the case of military communities, this area is created by contubernia.  Based 

on this principle, but also on the theory that all the auxiliary soldiers that use the towers are 

detached from the burgus-type structures and they, in turn are detached from the auxiliary 

Roman forts, we consider that that the daily, military elements present in the barracks are also 

present in these minor structures. The directions of analysis that were used are: supplying the 

groups of soldiers, the usage of the interior and exterior areas, respectively the details 

connected with the diet and conviviality. The interpretations are based on analysing 

archaeologic information connected with the internal organisation of the structures (household 

ovens, supply pits), of the ceramic material (especially drinking vessels, for cooking and 

serving food, respectively depositing food and liquids), of the bone materials (analysed for the 

first time in this study, bone material coming from 18 minor sites), as well as of the artefacts 

connected with conviviality (for example the ceramic chips for backgammon games). All the 

mentioned aspects have been included in the greater context of the Roman Empire.  

Finally, the last chapter discusses in particular the purpose, origin and usage of every 

category of archaeologic material identified in the minor fortifications, from offensive and 

defensive armament to jewels, lamps or construction materials. 

This study that focuses first and foremost on the surveillance towers, the burgus-type 

fortifications, respectively the linear fortifications, aims to analyse in an exhaustive manner the 

available information, representing a new interpretation of old problems. The purpose that was 

highlighted repeatedly was to integrate the information and the situation from the north-

Transylvanian province in the greater mechanism of the limes Romanus and to complete a 

historiographic area that was not covered, both in the local publications and, especially, in the 

international ones.  
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