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NEW EVIDENCE CONCERNING THE ALA ILLYRICORUM 
FROM BRÂNCOVENEȘTI / MAROSVÉCS*

Katalin SIDÓ** – Szilamér‑Péter PÁNCZÉL*** 

This paper presents four newly discovered Roman military tile and brick stamps from Brâncovenești / 
Marosvécs. One belongs to a type already known as belonging to the Ala numeri Illyricorum, the other two 
represent a new type and can be read as Ala Illyricorum.

Keywords: military stamps, auxiliary unit, Illyrians, ala, numerus, limes.
Cuvinte-cheie: ştampilă militară, unitate auxiliară, illiri, ala, numerus, limes.

Katalin Sidó – Szilamér‑Péter Pánczél 
The Roman fort at Brâncoveneşti / Marosvécs 

(Mureş / Maros County, Romania) is located on 
the right bank of the Mureş River and it was 
one of the most important fortifications on the 
eastern limes of Roman Dacia and subsequently 
Dacia superior, later Dacia Apulensis (Fig. 1). 

The archaeological site has been known 
since the 19th century,1 tackled and researched 
later by I.  Paulovics, who highlighted its posi‑
tion and strategic importance2 and the existence 
of a single military stamp with al(ae) n(umeri) 
Il(l)yr(icorum) set in a die with tabula ansata 
(Cat. 1; Pl. I/1a–b).3 

* We would like to thank Florian Matei‑Popescu for his 
advice and help during our research and Krisztina Csibi 
for her help with the illustrations. 
** Mureş County Museum, benjikatka@yahoo.com.
*** Mureş County Museum, pszilamer@yahoo.com.
1 Neigebaur 1851.
2 Paulovics 1944, 23–27.
3 See mainly: Szabó 1865, 79–80; CIL III 6284 = 8075/7; 
Szilágyi 1946, 51, Tábla XIV/200; Russu 1957, 361; 
Protase–Zrinyi 1975, 62, Pl.  XXVII/1–2; Protase 
1977, 384–386, Fig.  4, Pl.  37/1; Russu 1977, 94, Fig.  1, 
99; Protase–Zrinyi 1992, 101, nr.  15, Pl.  VIII/1a; AE 
1992, 1474; Petolescu 1993, 394–395, nr. 607; Protase–
Zrinyi 1994, 41, Pl. XLVI; Spaul 1994, 150–151; Lazăr 
1995, 87; Gudea 1997, 57; Petolescu 2002a, 132; 
Kurzmann 2006, 126; ILD 454; Grec 2010, 103, Fig. 56; 
Matei‑Popescu 2014, 207; Matei‑Popescu–Țentea 
2016, 9–10; Piso–Marcu 2016, 73–74.

The first archaeological excavations were car‑
ried out between 1970 and 1987 by D. Protase 
and A. Zrínyi. They were focused on the defen‑
sive structures of the fort, determining its exact 
dimensions and location, and on different parts 
of the nearby civil settlement.4 Since then, stud‑
ies have been published on the internal organ‑
isation of the fort,5 geophysical and topographi‑
cal surveys6 or the archaeological material.7

The shortage of military tile and brick 
stamps from Brâncoveneşti is rather unusual, 
even though large areas of the site have been 
excavated in the 20th century, and large amounts 
of inscriptions have been recovered in the area 
of the porta decumana and the western precinct 
wall.8 I. I. Russu studied the history of the aux‑
iliary unit and the funerary inscriptions, which 
can be linked to a presumed Illyrian ancestry.9 
Ever since, these inscriptions have been tackled 
on several occasions.10

4 Protase–Zrinyi 1975; Protase 1977; Protase–
Zrinyi 1978; Protase–Zrinyi 1992; Protase–Zrinyi 
1993; Protase–Zrinyi 1994.
5 Marcu 2009, 119–120.
6 Popa et al. 2010; Pánczél et al. 2012.
7 Sidó 2018; Sidó 2020.
8 Protase–Zrinyi 1975; Protase–Zrinyi 1992.
9 Russu 1977.
10 See mainly: Petolescu 2021, 214; Dana 2010, 204.
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The discussion regarding the chronology and 
the different name variants of the auxiliary unit 
from Brâncoveneşti relies on a few written sources.

J. Spaul dates the creation of the unit to the 
2nd century AD as vexillatio equitum Illyrico-
rum.11 In a more recent study, C. C. Petolescu 
points out that the vexillatio, probably miliaria, 
was created by Trajan, of equites chosen (electi) 
from Illyricum (Illyricum superius). The vex-
illatio was brought to Dacia by Hadrian, and 
divided into two quingenariae units.12 By the 
end of his reign, the units were transformed 
into numeri.13 F. Matei‑Popescu14 and F. Matei‑
Popescu with O.  Țentea15 support the idea 
that the unit from Brâncoveneşti was different 
from the one stationed at Hoghiz, and starting 
from the 3rd century it became an ala.16 Refer‑

11 Spaul 1994, 150.
12 In a yet unpublished diploma from 124 AD, the unit 
appears as vexillatio equitum electorum Illyricorum (infor‑
mation from F. Matei‑Popescu).
13 Petolescu 2021, 213–214.
14 Matei‑Popescu 2014, 206–207.
15 Matei‑Popescu–Țentea 2016, 9–10;
16 For the stamp of the n(umerus) I(lyricorum) from 
Hoghiz (CIL III, 8075 = IDR III/4, 243 = AE 1974, 561), 
see: Matei‑Popescu–Țentea 2016, 10.

ring to a funerary inscription from Ratiaria,17 
C. C. Petolescu pointed out that in Dacia there 
were two units with a similar name, the ala 
numeri Illyricorum stationed at Brâncoveneşti 
in Dacia superior, from where the veteran of 
Ratiaria originates, and another unit, nume-
rus equitum Illyricorum, probably stationed at 
Hoghiz in Dacia Inferior.18 

I.  Piso and F.  Marcu enlist all the previous 
readings of the stamp and suggest a dating to 
the second part of the 2nd or 3rd century AD.19

The name of the Illyrian cavalry units 
appears between 125–140 as vexillatio equitum 
Illyricorum,20 and after 140 as numerus equitum 
Illyricorum.21 The ala is mentioned mainly in 

17 AE 2011, 1103b = AE 2014, 1121
18 Petolescu 2018, 282, no. 1949.
19 Piso–Marcu 2016, 74.
20 AE 2009, 1035; CIL XVI, 75 = IDR I/10 = Dana 2020, 
164; RMD V, 376 = Petolescu 2002B, 317–318 = Ilkić 
2009, 59–73; AE, 1920, 45 = IDRE II, 42.
21 AE 2002, 1223 = RMD V, 384; RMD I, 39 = IDR I/13; 
Weiss 2012, 192; Eck–Pangerl 2011, 230; RMD IV, 269; 
Eck–Pangerl 2008, 192–193; IDR III/5, 585 = CIL III, 
1197; CIL VIII, 9358 = ILS 2738 = AE 1987, 827 = IDRE 
II, 464; CIL XI, 393 = ILS 2739 = IDRE I, 132; Gregori–
Matei‑Popescu 2025.

Fig. 1. Map of the eastern limes between the Mureş and Târnava Mică valleys (Made by M. Szabó)
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the sources from the 3rd century,22 excepting a 
funerary inscription from Apulum, where the 
connection with the unit can be questioned due 
to its fragmentary state and which is dated to 
the 2nd half of the 2nd century AD.23

The aim of this paper is to present four 
recently discovered stamped bricks and a 
tile. Due to infrastructural developments in 
Brâncoveneşti, a rescue excavation took place 
in 2023 and 2024, changing our understanding 
of the civil settlement, which turned out to be 
considerably larger than previously assumed, 
extending also to the first and the second ter‑
races of the Mureş River.

One of the newly discovered brick stamps 
(Cat. 2; Pl. I/2, II/1–2) is identical to the previ‑
ously known one, bearing the [al(ae)] n(umeri) 
Il(l)yr(icorum) stamp. Discovered as a reused 
building material in the vicus (Pl.  II/2), it was 
found on the clay floor of a building with a stone 
foundation, located east of the military fort on 
the first terrace of the Mureş River. The floor 
can be dated by the archaeological material 
to the 2nd century AD. The brick was stamped 
erroneously, therefore only the letters NILYR in 
a die and the upper part and the right ear of the 
tabula ansata are visible.

The second new stamp (Cat. 3; Pl. III) bears 
the letters ALE ILLYR in a die with tabula ansata, 
the letters ALE, IL and YR are in ligature, so the 
stamp can be read as al(a)e Illyr[(icorum)]. Even 
though the stamp is fragmentary and the right 
ear of the tabula ansata is missing, the inscrip‑
tion does not seem to be affected. The tile was 
discovered in the area of the vicus, in the fill of a 
modern building pit.

The third new stamp (Cat. 4; Pl. IV) is simi‑
lar to the previous one with the text Al(a)e · 
Il[lyr(icorum)], but only the letters ALE and IL 
in ligature are preserved and the rest, together 
with the right ear of the tabula ansata, is miss‑
ing. The brick was discovered in the vicus, in 

22 AE 1988, 947 = IDR III/5, 631; IDR III/5, 475 = AE 
1987, 829; Protase –Zrinyi 1992, 96–98, nr.1, Pl. II/1a; 
ILD 440 = AE 1992, 1472; CIL VI, 3234° = ILS 2209 = 
IDRE I, 54 (ala I Illyricorum, perhaps the official name of 
the unit in the first half of the 3rd century); AE 2011, 1103b 
= AE 2014, 1121.
23 AE 1988, 957 = IDR III/5, 631.

a layer related to the destruction of a building 
with a stone foundation and clay floor, dated to 
the last phase of the Roman settlement. Even if 
the dating based on the archaeological material 
is not conclusive enough, it does support the 
dating to the wider 3rd century AD.

The fourth new stamp (Cat.  5; Pl.  V) also 
bears also the [al(a)e] Illyr(icorum) stamp, only 
the letters ILLYR are preserved, IL and YR in lig‑
ature, and the right side of the tabula ansata. On 
the left side of the fragment, the lower right part 
of a hasta from probably LE in ligature is visible, 
the rest with the right ear of the tabula ansata, is 
missing. The brick was discovered in the vicus, 
in the fill of a posthole, which belonged to a 
structure from the latest Roman phase of the 
settlement, so the second–third quarter of the 
3rd century AD.  The stamped tile was possibly 
used as a packing of the posthole.

Since all the finds were recovered in the 
vicus as reused building material or as part of a 
destruction layer, the dating of their use, based 
on the context of discovery has to be treated 
with a certain amount of scepticism. Even 
though we can postulate that the al(ae) n(umeri) 
Il(l)yr(icorum) stamp shall be dated to the sec‑
ond part of the 2nd century AD, and the al(a)
e Illyr(icorum) stamps belong rather to the 3rd 
century AD, we can’t exclude the possibility that 
they could have been produced and used earlier. 
The fact that the stamps with al(a)e Illyr(icorum) 
show different variants (eg. shape and size of the 
tabula ansata, shape and size of the letters and 
appear on bricks and tiles as well), could indicate 
that this name was used for a longer time span. 
In conclusion, the Brâncoveneşti unit probably 
changed its name from ala numeri Illyricorum 
to ala Illyricorum. Regarding the renaming of 
the unit, the stamps from a 3rd century context 
can be used only as terminus ante quem.

CATALOGUE

Cat. 1.
Brick with the Al(ae) n(umeri) Il(l)yr(icorum) 
stamp in tabula ansata. The letters AL in liga‑
ture (Pl. I/1a–b).
Dimensions of the die 3.2  ×  17  cm; letters of 
1.8 cm.
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Discovered in 1847.
Collections of the National Museum of Transyl‑
vanian History, Inv. no. MIC 19 = V 12896.

Cat 2.
Brick with the [Al(ae)] n(umeri) Il(l)yr(icorum) 
stamp in tabula ansata (Pl. I/2, II/1–2).
Dimensions 39.8  ×  28.2  cm, thickness 5.7  cm, 
dimensions of the die 12.5  ×  3  cm; letters of 
1.9 cm.
Discovered in Trench CR 214, Context 247, 
Small find no. 553.
Archaeological collections of the Mureş County 
Museum, Inv. no. 17273.

Cat. 3.
Tegula with the Al(a)e · Illyr[(icorum)] stamp 
in tabula ansata. ALE, IL and YR in ligature 
(Pl. III).
Dimensions 11 × 8 cm, thickness 3.1 cm, dimen‑
sions of the die 9.9 × 3.6 cm; letters of 2 cm.
Discovered in Trench CR 211, Context 234, 
Small find no. 287. 
Archaeological collections of the Mureş County 
Museum, Inv. no. 17274.

Cat. 4.
Brick with the Al(a)e · Il[lyr(icorum)] stamp in 
tabula ansata. ALE and IL in ligature (Pl. IV).
Dimensions 22  ×  18  cm, thickness 5.8  cm, 
dimensions of the die 6.7  ×  4.1  cm; letters of 
2.1 cm.
Discovered in Trench CV 88.16–17, Context 
126, Small find no. 244.
Archaeological collections of the Mureş County 
Museum, Inv. no. 17275.

Cat. 5. 
Brick with the [Al(a)e] · Illyr(icorum) stamp 
in tabula ansata. IL and YR in ligature. On the 
left side of the fragment, the lower right part of 
a hasta from probably LE in ligature is visible 
(Pl. V).
Dimensions 21  ×  12  cm, thickness 4.9  cm, 
dimensions of the die 9.5  ×  3.7  cm; letters of 
2.7 cm.
Discovered in Trench CV 89.1.7.2‑A, Context 
867, Small find no. 1072.
Archaeological collections of the Mureş County 
Museum, Inv. no. 18271.
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Plate I. 1. Cat. 1 (1a. Piso–Marcu 2016, 73–74, XCVIII;  
1b. Protase–Zrínyi 1994, 116, Pl. XLVI/1a); 2. Cat. 2.
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PROTASE–ZRÍNYI 1994, 116, Pl. XLVI/1a); 2. Cat. 2.
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Plate II. 1. Cat. 2; 2. In situ photo of Cat. 2.
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2. In situ photo of Cat. 2.
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