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POSSIBLE KERNOI DISCOVERED IN THE PRINCIPIA  
FROM CĂLUGĂRENI / MIKHÁZA

Katalin SIDÓ*

Szilamér‑Péter PÁNCZÉL**

During the excavations of the principia from the Roman auxiliary fort in Călugăreni, fragments from two 
hand‑formed shallow pottery objects were discovered, which do not fit in the forms repertoire of the local 
ceramic vessels. One of the artefacts has oval form and quite rare cogwheel decoration in the inner side, the 
other is almost rectangular. The two artefacts turned out to be kernoi, which are found mainly as grave goods 
in Central Balkan environment. The presence of these kernoi shed light on a new aspect of the spiritual life 
on the eastern limes of Roman Dacia. Even though it is clearly an object related to personal religious practice 
and may be linked to the sphere of ‘baggage archaeology’; it is still a close link between Călugăreni and the 
provinces of Moesia and Thracia.

Keywords: Eastern limes, Roman Dacia, principia, cultic vessel, kernos.
Cuvinte cheie: Limesul estic, Dacia romană, principia, vase cultice, kernos.

*  Mureș County Museum, benjikatka@yahoo.com.
**  Mureș County Museum, pszilamer@yahoo.com.
1  The following projects have to be mentioned:
a. A collaboration between the Aerial Archaeological Archive from Pécs and the Mureș County Museum setting the 
framework for the “Limes Dacicus Orientalis” project, aiming a better comprehension of the Roman frontier system in 
the forehead of the Eastern‑Carpathians.
b. The “Digitizing the Roman Limes. Sector Brâncoveneşti – Sărăţeni” project was based at the Mureș County Museum, 
financed by the Romanian Ministry of Research (CNCSIS‑UEFISCDI) between 2013 and 2016, and focused on 
non‑invasive research and the digitization of the available archive data. 
c. In the years between 2013 and 2015, an interdisciplinary team organized the “Roman Limes as a European Cultural 
Landscape” field school. This Erasmus Intensive Programme was coordinated by the Winckelmann Institute of the 
Humboldt‑Universität zu Berlin and involved lecturers and students of archaeology, geophysics, architecture and 

Călugăreni / Mikháza in Mureș / Maros County, 
Romania is one of the major Roman military 
sites from Eastern Transylvania and it is located 
in the south‑western part of the modern village 
next to the road leading towards the village 
of Dămieni / Deményháza. The site stretches 
on the left bank of the Niraj / Nyárád River, 
relaying on the natural defence offered by the 
Gurghiu / Görgényi Mountains and the hills of 
the Subcarpaţii Târnavei Mici / Sóvidéki domb-
ság. Alongside a chain of watchtowers and other 

defensive elements situated towards East, it had 
the task to control the Roman border (limes) 
section around the upper Niraj Valley and the 
Săcădat / Szakadát Valley. 

Since 2008, in the frame of different 
projects focusing on the research, conser-
vation and presentation of the site, aerial 
archaeological, geophysical, architectural and 
topographical surveys, and systematic research 
excavation have been undertaken at the site  
of Călugăreni.1
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The area of the auxiliary fort of the cohors I 
Augusta Ituraeorum sagittaria is known as Vár / 
Cetate (Castle), Vár‑tartomány (Castle district), 
Tündér Ilona vára (Tündér Ilona’s castle) and 
Óvár (Old castle).2

Since 2013, in the frame of an international 
cooperation, excavations have been carried 
out in the headquarters building (principia) of 
the auxiliary fort (Area A). The archaeological 

restoration from the following institutions: Universität zu Köln, Pécsi Tudományegyetem, Universitatea Babeş‑Bolyai 
from Cluj‑Napoca, Műszaki- és Gazdaságtudományi Egyetem and Eötvös Loránd Tudományegyetem from Budapest, 
Fachhochschule Erfurt, and Universitatea Petru Maior from Târgu Mureş. Since 2016, the Mureş County Museum, 
the Chair of the Roman Provinces at the Archaeological Institute of the Universität zu Köln, the Erasmus Fund of the 
Humboldt‑Universität zu Berlin, and the Romanian Ministry of Culture have financed the research excavations.
d. Since 2012, the Mureş County Museum hosts the “Roman Limes Route” project financed by the Administration of the 
National Cultural Fund from Romania (AFCN) and the Mureş County Council with the aim to preserve and present the 
sites belonging to this limes sector.
2  For the research history of the site see mainly: Paulovics 1944, 32–34; Protase 1965; Gudea 1997, 556; Lazăr 1995, 
122–124; Popa et al. 2010, 107–108; Pánczél 2015, 910; Pánczél et al. 2018, 13–14. 
3  For preliminary reports see mainly: Man et al. 2014; Pánczél et al. 2014; Man et al. 2015; 2016; Dobos et al. 
2017; Man et al. 2017; Bitay et al. 2018; Pánczél 2018a; 2018b; 2018c; Pánczél et al. 2018; Pánczél–Lukácsi 
2019; Pánczél–Sidó 2019; Sidó–Pánczél 2019; Man et al 2019; Bitay et al. 2020, Szilágyi et al. 2020. 

excavations followed a strategy determined by 
two important aspects: the detailed registration 
of the planimetry of the different phases and the 
interpretation of the recovered archaeological 
material to clarify the functionality of the differ-
ent rooms.3

Based on the seven excavation campaigns 
(Area A on Fig. 1), as a general observation 
we can testify that the building was severely 

Fig. 1. The excavations at the auxiliary fort from Călugăreni / Mikháza (Made by Nándor Laczkó and 
Szilamér‑Péter Pánczél)
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damaged by modern interventions ranging from 
robbing activities to contemporary agriculture. 
For this reasons most of the layers related to the 
last Roman phases of habitation are just partially 
preserved and could only be documented up to a 
certain extent. Most of the documented demoli-
tion layers represent re‑depositions of the initial 
contexts during modern times. 

Regarding the building as a whole, the exca-
vations revealed the existence of two major 
phases: an earlier timber one, identified for the 
moment in the north‑western part of the struc-
ture and a later stone phase. The precise chro-
nology of the two phases cannot be established 
with certainty, but the destruction of the wooden 
principia can be roughly dated to the second 
part of the 2nd century.4 Regarding the construc-
tion of the building during the stone phase, two 
main techniques were used. The foundations of 
the exterior wall of the principia together with 
the shrine of the standards (aedes), back offices, 
and basilica were built from masonry made of 
volcanic stones, river cobbles and mortar, in 
the opus incertum technique, while the part 
surrounding the courtyard, consisted of a cobble 
foundation bound with clay. As far as the eleva-
tion concerns, in both cases we have to think 
rather on timber‑adobe and mudbrick walls. As 
a general observation, it can be stated, that all 
of the areas investigated so far and belonging to 
the stone principia were destroyed by fire during 
the second part of the 3rd century.5

As mentioned above, the intense modern 
activities from the site did not allow a proper 
preservation of the late phases. However, with 
a certain degree of caution, the archaeologi-
cal material from the contexts related to the 

4  Sidó–Pánczél 2019, 476; Pánczél–Sidó 2019, 31.
5  The latest coins discovered during the excavation were minted during the reign of Philippus Arabus and the latest 
datable other small finds are from the 3rd quarter of the 3rd century. 
6  Silvia Mustață and Alpár Dobos have been the area supervisors in the principia between 2013 and 2016 and Dorottya 
Nyulas was the trench supervisor in 2016 in trench A4. We are grateful for their contribution and the great results.
7  It was recovered from the robbing trench (fill numbers 34 = 159, cut numbers 16 = 131) of the northern precinct wall 
of the principia excavated in trench A in 2013 and 2015. Dimensions of the object composed of two joining fragments: 
length 12.1 cm; width 9.55 cm; height 3.1 cm; thickness of the wall 0.7 cm; thickness of the base 0.9 cm.
8  It was recovered from the robbing trench (fill numbers Cx 259 = 262 = 264 = 269 = 282 = 375, cut numbers 270 = 293 
= 376) of the southern precinct wall of the principia excavated in trench A4 in 2016. Dimensions of the object composed 
of two joining fragments: length 13.1 cm; width 12.8 cm; height 3.5 cm; thickness of the wall 1.2 cm; thickness of the 
base 1.7 cm.

dismantling or destruction of the principia can 
be related to the latest phase of use. 6 Such is the 
case of the two pottery artefacts discussed in 
the present paper: object A (small find numbers  
436 and 10253)7 and object B (small find  
number 10690).8 

Artefact A is a hand‑formed, oval object, 
made of coarse fabric (Fig. 2/left; Fig. 3/A). The 
quality of the burning is not too good, the inner 
layer of the matrix is reduced, and the outer 
side is oxidized. In the inner side of the small 
plate‑like vessel, traces of red‑brownish engobe 
are visible. On the upper side of the rim a row 
of incised lines is running, while in the inner 
part, cogwheel, respectively nail‑profile decora-
tion is present. The cogwheel decoration forms 
nine almost straight lines in the middle, closed 
by one line running around. One corner of the 
vessel is missing. In the inner side are visible 
traces of burning which testifies a constant or 
frequent use.

Artefact B is also hand‑formed, it is made 
of coarse fabric and the burning is oxidized. 
(Fig. 2/right; Fig. 3/A). It has a rectangular 
shape with rounded corners. In one corner, a 
small cup‑like protrusion is visible, which was 
probably present on all corners. There are very 
scarce signs of use on the inner side.

Such strange form, decoration and fabric 
raises the question of functionality, especially if it 
is discovered in the principia of an auxiliary fort.

Analogies for such vessels can be found 
in the eastern part of Moesia superior, in the 
western part of Moesia inferior, and Thracia, so 
mostly in the Central Balkans. The prototypes 
of these vessels have usually rectangular shape, 
some of them with rounded corner, but circular 
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ones also occur. On the corners, in some cases 
appear small cup‑like recipients. According to 
these, the vessels are considered to be kernoi, 
which follow La Tène traditions.9 Most of the 
vessels, with very few exceptions, like the ones 

9  The origin of the kernoi is considered of La Tène tradition. Rectangular altars were discovered in the thracian city of 
Seuthopolis (Kazanlak, Bulgaria) from 4th–3rd century BC, which are considered to be prototypes, but also the eleusian 
cult vessels are associated with the development of this form (Cicikova 1984, 49–51; Najdenova 1991, 287). Bulatovič 
links the origin of the vessels to thracian tradition as well (Bulatovič 2006, 212–214). There is without doubt similarity 
between the kernoi and altars of the Iron Age, and the ones discovered in cemeteries and few other environments from 
the 2nd–4th centuries AD, but there is no answer to the lack of these objects during several hundred years between the 
two intervals. 
10  Bulatovič 2006, 207, Pl. 2/15; Bulatovič 2015, 49.
11  Bulatovič 2015, 49.
12  Bulatovič 2006; 2015.

from the villa of Pernik in Kralev Dol10 or the 
one discovered in a waste pit, next to a pottery 
kiln in Viminacium,11 were discovered in ceme-
teries as grave goods. Bulatovič collected these 
vessels from 16 sites (Table 1/1–16).12 Sultov 

Fig. 2. Photo of the kernoi (Photo by Szilamér‑Péter Pánczél)

Fig. 3. Drawings of the kernoi (Drawings by Katalin Sidó)
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published one kernos from the necropolis at 
Butovo, and mentions one from Hotnica (Table 
1/21–22).13 A high quality kernos was discovered 
in Pautalia, which is a lead‑glazed rectangular 
object, with four corner cups. In the middle of 
the vessel there is a Fortuna / Tyche represen-
tation. The inner side and the rim of the vessel 
was decorated with cogwheel decoration as well 
(Table 1/20).14 Other examples were published 
by Najdenova (Table 1/12, 15),15 three by Torba-
tov (Table 1/17),16 one by Dimitrova from Drag-
oman (Table 1/18).17 The only vessel with such 
decoration from a province located north of 
the Danube, is the one discovered in the ceme-
tery of Sucidava and dated to the 4th century  
(Table 1/19).18

The dating of the cemeteries and sites, and 
implicit the kernoi begins in the middle of the 
2nd century, and very few last until the second 
half of the 4th century (Table 1).

These vessels present different forms, 
from rectangular to oval and circular, and the 
cup‑like vessels are also missing in some cases. 
Bulatovič separates the vessels in three groups: 
(a) with one cup or container in the inner side, 
(b) with small cups on the corner, or corners, 
and (c) the ones without cup.19 The only element 
which is constant, and which probably had a 
basic meaning in case of the initial vessels, is the 
cogwheel decoration. The decoration resembles 
grain seeds, so it may be very well connected to 
fecundity as well. The only representation, of 
Fortuna / Tyche on the vessel from Pautalia also 
can point into this direction.20 

13  Sultov 1985, 87, Pl. 44/7.
14  Kabakchieva 2018, 584–585.
15  Najdenova 1991, 185–293.
16  Торбатов 2012, Fig. 13/5–6, Fig. 14/7.
17  Димитрова 2015, 49, фотос11.
18  Popilian–Bondoc 2012, 68, 224, 299, Pl. 168/2.
19  Bulatovič 2015, 34.
20  After Kabakchieva, in the pottery workshop from Pautalia were produced a large range of different vessels with 
sepulchral function (Kabakchieva 2018, 584). Bulatovič, in the discussion about the functionality and origin of the 
vessels notes, that in earlier times these might have been used as containers for different seeds, such as poppy, sage, wheat 
(Bulatovič 2015, 39).
21  Bulatović 2006, 202–204, Plate 1/8.
22  Bulatović 2006, 206, Pl. II/14; Атанасова 2005, 216, Сл. 1.
23  Bulatović 2015, 37.
24  Bulatović 2006, 207, Pl. II/16; Атанасова 2005, 216, Сл. 2.

Between the analogies there are three which 
resemble to the kernos A from Călugăreni. The 
first one is from Donja Ljubata–Stojkovanijva, 
dated from the first third of 3rd to the middle 
of 4th century. It was discovered in a crema-
tion grave, and after the description, the fabric 
and the size is quite similar.21 The other close 
analogy was discovered in Kočani–Kasarski 
Krug site in one of the cremation burials. The 
cogwheel decoration in this case does not follow 
a structure, but the form is very similar. The 
site was dated from the middle of the 2nd to the 
beginning of the 4th century.22 The third vessel is 
from Otošnica–Mogila, dated from the middle 
of the 2nd century until the end of the 3rd centu-
ry.23 All three sites have a wider dating, which 
offers a larger period of time also for the kernos 
from Călugăreni, beginning from the second 
half of the 2nd until the third quarter of the  
3rd century. It has to be underlined, that one 
quarter of the vessel is missing, so there might 
have been a cup‑like vessel in one corner, but for 
this form, taking in consideration the analogies, 
it is not common. The kernoi type similar to 
object A defined mostly by the decoration, can 
be considered a distinct group of cult vessels. 

The closest analogy for kernos B, except it’s 
decoration, is the one from the villa rustica from 
Pernik–Kralev Dol, dated to the 2nd half of the 
3rd–2nd half of the 4th century.24

Even if both of the kernoi from Călugăreni 
were discovered only fragmentary and coming 
from a layers related to the disuse of the build-
ing, we have to link them to the cultic activities 
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Nr. Site Vess.
no.

Dating Bibliography

1 Mala Lukanja–Ljubavica 
(Southeast Serbia) 2 3rd quarter of 2nd–3rd quarter 

of 3rd century
Bulatović 2006, 202, Pl. 4/32–33; 
Bulatović 2015, 34.

2 Mala Lukanja–Kamik 
(Southeast Serbia) 3 2nd half of 3rd–2nd half of 4th 

century
Bulatović 2006, 201–202 
Pl. 4/34–36; Bulatović 2015, 34.

3 Mala Kopašnica–Kamenitica 
(Southeast Serbia) 1 middle of 2nd–beginning of 4th 

century
Bulatović 2006, 202, Pl. 2/18; 
Bulatović 2015, 34.

4 Donja Ljubata–Stojkovanijva
(Southeast Serbia) 1 first third of 3rd–middle of 4th 

century
Bulatović 2006, 202–204, Pl. 1/8; 
Bulatović 2015, 34.

5 Sebrat–Selište 
(Southeast Serbia) 2 beginning to the middle of 4th 

century
Bulatović 2006, 204–205, 
Pl. 4/30–31; Bulatović 2015, 34.

6 Ljanik–Stare Kolibe 
(Southeast Serbia) 2 middle of 2nd–end of 3rd 

century
Bulatović 2006, 204, Pl. 4/28–29; 
Bulatović 2015, 34.

7 Svinjište–D’lgenjive, Preševo 
(Southeast Serbia) 1 no data Bulatović 2006, 205; Bulatović 

2015, 34.

8 Svinjište–Reka, Preševo
(Southeast Serbia) 1 no data Bulatović 2006, 205, Pl. 1/7.

9 Otošnica–Mogila 
(Northeast Macedonia)

more 
than 1

middle of 2nd–end of 3rd 
century

Bulatović 2006, 205–206; 
Bulatović 2015, 34.

10 Kočani–Kasarski Krug
(Northeast Macedonia) 2 middle of 2nd–beginning of 4th 

century

Атанасова 2005, 216, Сл. 1–2; 
Bulatović 2006, 206, Pl. 1/5, 3/25, 
2/14, 16; Bulatović 2015, 34.

11 Drašhan–Kresta 
(West Bulgaria)

more 
than 1

last 3rd of 2nd–middle of 4th 
century Bulatović 2006, 206–207.

12 Pernik–Kralev Dol 
(Northeast Macedonia) 1 2nd half of 3rd–2nd half of 4th 

century

Najdenova 1991, 293, Fig. 3; 
Bulatović 2006, 207, Pl. 2/15; 
Bulatović 2015, 34.

13 Popovjane–Samokovsko
(Northeast Macedonia)

more 
than 1

2nd half of 3rd–2nd half of 4th 
century

Bulatović 2006, 207; Bulatović 
2015, 34.

14 Smoljan–Gela 
(Northeast Macedonia) 1 middle of 2nd–3rd quarter of 

3rd century
Bulatović 2006, 207–208, 
Pl. 2/17; Bulatović 2015, 34.

15 Kyustendil–Hisarlik 
(West Bulgaria) 1 no data

Najdenova 1991, 294, Fig. 5; 
Bulatović 2006, 207; Bulatović 
2015, 34.

16 Viminacium–Zanatska centar 
(Serbia)

1 first quarter of 2nd–3rd quarter 
of 3rd century

Raičkovič 2007, 33, Tl. 9/93; 
Bulatović 2015, 34.

17 Gorsko Ablanovo (Bulgaria) 3 2nd half of 2nd century Торбатов 2012, 297, Обр.13/5–6, 
Обр.14/7.

18 Dragoman (Bulgaria) 1 2nd–3rd century Димитрова 2015, 49, фотос 11.

19 Sucidava / Celei–Corabia 
(Romania)

1 4th century Popilian–Bondoc2012, 68, 224, 
299. Pl. 168/2.

20 Pautalia / Rila (Bulgaria) 1 3rd century Kabakchieva 2018, 584–585.

21 Butovo (Bulgaria) 1 2nd–3rd century Sultov 1985, 87.

22 Hotnica (Bulgaria) 1 2nd–3rd century Sultov 1985, 87.

Table 1. Rectangular and circular kernoi
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in the latest phase of the building, so the end of 
the 2nd–3rd quarter of the 3rd century. This late 
dating is confirmed by the dating of the afore-
mentioned analogies and their archaeological 
context.

There is no doubt, that most of the vessels 
can be linked to sepulchral activities, although 
it seems that during time, some of these forms 
were simplified, for instance the small cup/cups 
disappear, but their function does not change. 
The presence of a thick burnt layer on the inte-
rior of the kernos A is a strong argument that it 
was used for burning possible offerings inside it. 
In the case of the kernos B, the cup‑like protru-
sion is not functional, since it is very small, but 
follows the original idea even if only light burn-
ing marks are visible on the surface. The possibil-
ity, that they were used in the area of the basilica 
or even at the aedes of the principia is testified by 
their place of discovery and relives us from any 
speculation related to their funeral role.

25  Istvánovits–Pintye 2011, 83–111; Vaday–Medgyesi 1993, 63–89.
26  Soós 2017, 45, 2. tábla/4; Soós 2019, 392, Fig. 10/12.
27  Apel–Darmark 2019; Pitts 2007. 

Similar vessels are to be found in the Sarma-
tian Barbaricum25 and the area belonging to the 
Przeworsk culture, however most of them seem 
very distant analogies, only two are showing 
similar features to the ones from Călugăreni 
and Moesia.26 Because of their rarity, these two 
have to be considered rather imports than local 
products.

If we have to explain the presence of these 
peculiar artefacts in Călugăreni, is that it might be 
connected to an individual, originating or servic-
ing beforehand in the Central Balkan area. Due 
to the high mobility of the officers in the Roman 
army, it is possible that these vessels were brought 
by one of them as part of their cultic practices 
or as a personal token related to the sphere of 
‘baggage archaeology’.27 The fact that these vessels 
appear on the eastern limes of Roman Dacia, 
shows a direct link to the provinces south of the 
Danube, since most of the analogies are from the 
provinces of Moesia and Thracia.
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