The system of fortifications at the Lower Danube between III-VII centuries A.D.

Abstract

By its subject, the work “The system of fortifications at the Lower Danube between III-VII centuries A.D.”, proposes to complete a chapter from the military Roman archeology, of characteristic of the area of the Lower Danube. By  some implications easily to understand, the geograpfical area annalysed, was extended in the left and the right sides of the Danube borders, because of a great interest gave by archeological discoveries. Our investigation, was based on the archaeological materials dated at the end of the existence of the nort-danubian province, and on that from the next period, until the end of the VII-th century A.D.

Even the Romanian archeologists made great  the efforts of for clarifying the status of the Roman occupation at the North of Danube after the “Aurelian Withdrawal”,  there are a lot of things to clarify. The absence of the financial help contributes to the negative image of a chapter insufficient covered by sources which is extended on three centuries, with great importance for the military history of Romania. 

When we made the plan of our thesis, we tried to make an objective analysis. The new and old informations were considered and critically presented for creating a clear image of the subject using literary, epigraphically and archaeological sources. We also tried to compare the Danubian borders with the other Roman borders to discover similarities which are not revealed by the sources.  
After abandoning the province of Dacia, the Roman Empire continued to influence several points at the north of the Danube river. The area situated at the south of “Brazda lui Novac” and the north of “Limes Transalutanus” was probably reconquered during the rule of Constantinus the Great, as the writings of the emperor of Iulian the Apostate suggest. Especially during the Tetrarchy and the rule of the emperor Constantinus the Great rule a vast reconstruction of the Limes took place. Dierna, Drobeta, Hinova, Sucidava, but also Pancevo, Banatska Palanka, Pojejena, Gornea, Mehadia – all of them on the left bank of the river – were being rebuilt or fortified in this period. The Roman castrum at Bàrbosi, Galati county, at the Lower Danube, seems to have been also temporary re-occupied.
The territories situated across the Lower Danube underwent radical changes regarding ethnic and demographic structure during the 4th and 5th centuries. The 4th century started by a sharp demographic rise in the Eastern parts of the Carpathians. The representatives of the culture complex Sântana de Mures-Tchernjakhov settled in these areas, and they dominated the present territory of Romania until the year 378. The resultant complex was a consequence of an acculturation process centered on the Goths.
The end of this period is marked by the beginning of the Huns’ migration towards west, Goths’ dislocation and their penetrating the empire. The relationships between the Goths and the Romans fluctuated strongly, from the plunder raids at the second half of the 3rd century, by land and sea, in Balkans and Minor Asia, to the foederats status given to them by Constantinus the Great after the war from 332. The settlement of the Gothic tribes in the ex-Roman province Dacia happened later, in the second half of the 4th century. Even in Walachia, their settlement is not visible before becoming foederats. The Goths’ rule, extended over a large area (from Volynia to Black Sea and from the Northern Donetk basin to Transylvania) and inaugurated a period of prosperity in this region.
These political changes and alterations of the ethnic structure affected the economy strongly in the region of the Lower Danube. Periods of prosperity alternated with periods of crisis when the towns on the Danube river, but also settlements in Barbaricum, were destroyed. The framework of an economy that used coin for trade, that occurred in the first three quarters of the 4th century, disappeared once the Hunnish domination at the north of the Danube sets up.
The area which our doctoral thesis treats is the current Danubian and Pontic territories of Romania. Some features of the currency in these regions include a concentration of the most important siliquae hoards in a small area in Oltenia. The 5th century is represented mainly by the gold issues of Theodosius ii, probably received by the Huns as stipends. The bronze coins from the 4th century A.D. were quite abundant until 378 A.D. but almost absent in the 5th c. (with some exceptions in the area nearby the Roman Limes). In Banat, one finds very consistent presence of the Fel Temp Reparatio issues, in both hoards and single discoveries and a lack of precious coin. The imitation using bronze and lead is a “boundary” one which is found mainly in the Empire of the last quarter of the 4th and to the 5th c. A.D. The coins took a western road to arrive in Transylvania and Banat and a southern one in Walachia and Moldavia.

Once issued, the coins remained in circulation till the moment they were withdrawn from the Empire marked through collecting different fees, in order to strick them again (mostly in the case of fluctuation of weight or title, as happened in the first part of the 4th century), or the moment they are hidden in a hoard or are lost. For the period we are interested in here, restricking of the pieces took place with a higher frequency in the periods of nominals instability. The frequency of official withdrawals of the bronze coins from circulation was very much reduced after the year 330. This fact could explain the abundance of these pieces in most of the examined sites from the 4th and 5th centuries, and for the growth of the coin production due to the reduction of the weight of the pieces.
For the territory of the Empire these withdrawals of coins from circulation took place with relative regularity.  The withdrawal of the pieces that had already arrived here through different circumstances did not take place and old coins were used together with new coins.
Two of the available methods could be use to establish the structure of the current coins used in the 4th and 5th centuries in the sector of the Danube Limes, from Iron Gates to its mouth: firstly, for systematic archaeological research, the study of the coin distribution on strata; then the study of the hoards discovered in the region as if they could be considered as a drawing of coins in circulation.
Very few archaeological publications have taken into account this aspect for the Danubian limes. At Iatrus, where there was no obvious evidence of occupancy of the site before the end of the third century or before the beginning of the 4th century, the provincial issues were present among the discovered coins. At Nicopolis ad Istrum, 43 provincial coins issued by this city were found and these show the fact that the most of them were lost for long intervals of time after they were issued (the intervals of time were established between 50 and 100 years for 14 of them, between 101 and 150 for other 9, and 200 and 250 for other 10). 

We consider that it is possible that late second-century and early third-century were deposited along with those of the fourth- and fifth-century either because the old coins were still in circulation as currency alongside the later pieces, or that they were being used for some other purpose. These other purposes could be to strike counterfeit coining, but that could be an expansion.

In the effort to maintain the Danube as North-Balcanic border of the Roman Empire, the emperors, the emperors had built a strong alignment along the river, using as central points the fortifications from Drobeta, Sucidava, Dierna, Ostrovul Banului, Desa, Bistreţ, Daphne, Barbosi, Orlovka) kept in next centuries.  
The only site on present Romanian territory for which it was tried to record the chronological distribution of the coins from levels of excavations that can be dated independently, is the late Roman fortification at Halmyris, in Scythia Minor (Independenta, district Tulcea). 

The Roman history of the Lower Danube represents the summit of the development of the Roman Empire in all its aspects: territorial, economical, cultural and military. The power of attraction of the Roman civilization, based on the superiority and former experience  of the Roman state in the integration of the new territories contributed to the acceleration of the Romanization process at the Lower Danube. The highest expression of this civilization is the system of fortifications, which was able to protect an intense economical, social, religious and political life in the settlements located near the military border or at fifty miles in the interior. 

After the fall of the Roman Lower Danubian Limes in the seventh century, the basis of the ancient Romanian civilization was already created.

We present an unitary vision, using military and hsitorical arguments. We insisted on the idea that the Late Roman Empire used for the area of Lower Danube a policy based on permanent contact with the Romanized population on the areas from North of Danube and with free Dacians. Based on a complex system of fortifications, composed by military camps and grund vallums, the empire protected them in front of the migrators. The Romans had a strategical conception different by the other military forces of the history, they considered that beside the military and political frontier might exist a population which by its life style actioned itself for the protection of the interests of the Emipre.   

