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NOvAE 2015. LEGiONARy DEFENCES AND ExTRAMuRAL SETTLEMENT

Site: Svištov, District of veliko Târnovo, Bulgaria
Excavation Director: Tadeusz Sarnowski
Excavation team (IA UW): A. Tomas, L.A. Kovalevskaja,
P. Zakrzewski, T. Dziurdzik, E. Jęczmienowski
financial assistance: University of Warsaw, foundation 
of the University of Warsaw, expedition members 
with their private money
fieldwork: 28th July – 31st August 2015

he excavation campaign of 2015 took place at
the southern front (Tower 12) of the legionary fortress 
and in the south-western part of the extramural settlement
(canabae). In our field laboratory near the dig house of the

T

Bulgarian Mission the restoration work on the amphorae
from the Early Roman loess pits was continued.

Tower 12
The last campaign of our investigations on the de-

fences of the southern side of the legionary camp and early
Byzantine town conducted since 2013 (cf. SARNOWSKI T.
ET AL. 2014: 179; 2015: 188–189; 2016: 177–203) saw 
the documenting of a defensive wall, a late flavian or early
Trajanic interval stone tower, and a post pit of a Neronian
wooden tower already excavated to some extent by Polish
and Bulgarian archaeologists between 1960 and the 1980s
but poorly registered and published (cf. KOŁKóWNA 1966:
163–167, fig. 29; PARNICKI-PUDEŁKO 1990: 46; DONEvSKI

1996: 201–203; 2015: 165). This year's work was concen-
trated on enlarging and deepening of the N-S section cut-
ting through the defensive wall and other elements of the
fortification system located on both its external and internal
sides. The main aim was to locate the ditches from different
phases, the further course of the wall of the late, 4th-century
external tower, and to establish the sequence of develop-
ment of various elements of the defensive system and their
renovations. The study of relations between remains of 
architecture and stratigraphy proved to be especially chal-
lenging. The methodological inadequacy of the earlier re-
search combined with the lack of proper documentation
and the illegal activities of treasure hunters meant that in
many places it was impossible to fully reconstruct the joints
between archaeological layers and elements of architecture.
Despite those difficulties, the campaign saw realisation of
the majority of the research objectives. 

On the northern internal side of the defensive wall
a perpendicular ramp was found. It had probably been con-
structed when the stone defences of the camp were already
in existence. It ran along the east side of the interval tower's
wall up to the top of the rampart. Its angle allowed to re-
construct the height of the rampart to ca. 2.20 m on the
inside and ca. 2.60 m above the berma on the southern side.
Later, when the interval tower had been demolished and re-
placed by a much larger external tower, the ramp was recon-
structed with a gentler slope allowing war machines to be
pushed inside the tower. On this gentle slope, at the height
of ca. 69.50 m a.s.l., a stone and tile surface was located,
which represents the via sagularis connected with the late
Roman phase of defences, an extended defensive wall, and
an external tower. Underneath the ramp, a pit was found
containing pottery dated to around the mid-1st c. AD
along with large amounts of charcoal connected with the
construction of the first, earth and timber, phase of the
camp.

On the southern external side of the defensive wall,
traces of two consecutive ditches were found. A ditch ca.
1.8 m deep and 4.5 m wide functioned since the mid-1st c.
AD, during the earth and timber phase of the fortress. In
the early 2nd c. AD, it was filled and replaced by a wider and
deeper ditch located further to the south. The exact meas-
urements of both ditches are impossible to reconstruct due
to the fact that in the late period construction of the mas-
sive external tower and the extension of the defensive wall
required a substantial reconfiguration of the area. In order
to stabilize the earth, the filling of the first ditch was partly
removed and replaced with huge stones and boulders. A large
part of the archaeological profile in this section rested upon
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those stones, making their removal impossible because of the
risk of collapsing the trench. At least a part of the stones
used to fill the ditch came from graveyards outside the 
legionary fortress, as attested by three elements of a cornice
(from a grave aedicula?) found among them together with
about 1/4 of a very large grave stela decorated with floral
motives and with preserved initial letters of an inscription
allowing the deceased to be identified as Titus Aurelius.
The stratigraphy points to several construction phases, in-
cluding the massive late wall extension and the external
tower plus their consecutive renovations. Unfortunately, it
proved impossible to reconstruct the full size of the late
external tower, as its massive eastern wall extended further
than the southern edge of the excavation trench, that is
more than 7 m from the defensive wall.

Mithraeum in the south-eastern part 
of the canabae

In the summer of 2015, we decided to document
remains of a small temple located at a distance of 300 m to
the south-west of the fortress (Fig. 1), at the southernmost
edge of the canabae legionis, where the terrain gently rises
to the height of 80 m a.s.l. Non-destructive surveys carried
out in 2012 through 2014 and the archaeological material
visible on the ground over this large area indicate that the
main part of the settlement stretched outside the porta
principalis sinistra (TOMAS 2012: 158–159). The area of
the canabae on the western side of the fortress was also 
marked by K. škorpil on his drawing published in 1905
(šKORPIL 1905: 456, tab. XCIXe). The place was excavated

in 1984 and 1985 by Bulgarian archaeologists, but the 
architectural remains and the stratigraphy were already
severely damaged by the owners of the property. The results
of the rescue excavations were published in a series of 
articles by violetta Najdenova, who focused more on 
the cult of Mithras and Sol Augustus than on the archae-
ological data, and never showed the plan of the build-
ing (NAJDENOvA 1990; 1991; 1994; 1998; 1999; 2000;
2005).

According to v. Najdenova, the building had two
phases and each had a different hosting deity. During the
first phase, possibly at the beginning of the 2nd c. AD, the
shrine was built along the E-W axis, and during the second
the building changed its axis into N-S. The change, accord-
ing to Najdenova, took place during the reign of Emperor
Aurelian (270–275 AD), perhaps as a result of his visit to
the Danubian provinces (NAJDENOvA 2000: 318). The first
sanctuary was to be dedicated to Mithras, whilst the sec-
ond one to Sol Augustus, as a temple of the imperial cult
(NAJDENOvA 1994: 227–228; 1999: 120; 2000: 318). The
finds described by the excavator included i.a. a fragment of
a Mithraic votive plaque, an ovoid stone (omphalos), as well
as numerous lamps and animal bones, but the most signifi-
cant was the discovery of a hoard of 108 imperial denarii
and antoniniani in a small clay vessel (NAJDENOvA 1994:
225). Kamen Dimitrov, who examined the hoard, identified
the coins as issued by emperors from vespasianus (69–
79) to Gordianus III (238–244), with the latest from AD
241–243, series 4 (DIMITROv 2005). Behind the external
wall of the sanctuary, a deep refuse pit was found, contain-
ing fragments of pottery and animal bones. 
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fig. 1. Novae. The legionary fortress and its surroundings (drawing by A. Tomas).
Ryc. 1. Novae. Twierdza legionowa i jej najbliższe okolice (ryc. A. Tomas). 



In August 2015, the site was found to be heavily
wooded and covered with bushes.1 The remains of the shrine
were still visible, although severely damaged. After two weeks
of intensive cleaning,2 the preserved structure became com-
prehensible and intelligible again (Fig. 2). As it turned out,
only the south-western corner of the substantial external
wall was preserved. The northern side was entirely destroy-
ed, but the southern wall and the western banqueting bench
were preserved up to the height of ca. 40 cm –and up to 1 m
in the south-western corner. Traces of the eastern bench were
also visible in the form of sand mixed with white mortar.
The walls were made of local sandstone, roughly squared and
bonded with sandy earth mixed with mortar and fragments
of bricks. The western external wall was severely damag-
ed and preserved in the form of an earthen embankment.
Although the walls were rather thin and roughly-built, the
shrine was oriented precisely along the N-S axis. An elon-
gated rectangular building had the width of ca. 8 m and the

length of ca. 10 m. The latter, however, is only a minimum
estimate, since the northern part was entirely missing (Fig. 3).

Inside the temple, next to its southern wall, solid
stone bases were preserved in situ. It is noteworthy that the
largest base had been put on the ground before the south-
ern interior wall was built. Three altars set up on the bases
were discovered in 1984:
(1) AE 1998, 1127: soli Invicto / c(aius) Iul(ius) domi/

tianus imm(unis) / libr(arius) ex voto. Dating: AD
201–230 (according to EDH) or the beginning of the
3rd c. (according to AE); 

(2) AE 1998, 1128: soli / aug(usto). Dating: AD 271 or
273 (according to Najdenova), AD 201–230 (accord-
ing to EDH), Severan (according to Tomas); 

(3) AE 1998, 1129: T(itus) Fl(avius) sam/mius Te/
rentianus / praef (ectus) kast(rorum). Dating: AD
271 or 273 (according to Najdenova), AD 201–230
(according to EDH), Severan (according to Tomas).

1 This place was shown to us by P. Donevski, whom we would like
to thank. 
2 Cleaning and preparing the site for archaeological documenta-

tion, as well as the plan, was carried out by E. Jęczmienowski, 
A. Tomas, and students of the Institute of Archaeology, University
of Warsaw.
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fig. 2. The Mithraeum at Novae, a view from the north (photo by P. Jaworski).
Ryc. 2. Mitreum w Novae. Widok z północy (fot. P. Jaworski). 



Traces of a small vaulted niche in the western in-
terior wall were also visible, with a few bricks bearing the
so-called ‘boat stamps’ (Fig. 4).

The rediscovery of the site in August 2015 and 
the reassessment of the previous publications made by
Agnieszka Tomas and Martin Lemke (TOMAS, LEMKE 2015)
allowed for preparing a plan and drawing new conclusions
concerning the chronology and function of the shrine.

The layout of the remains seems to contradict the
idea of two successive buildings, since all the discovered com-
ponents relate to one plan only – an elongated rectangle

with two banqueting benches on both long sides with no
traces of a pre-existing building with a perpendicular E-W
axis. Such layout and dimensions can be regarded as typical
for a Mithraeum (CLAUSS 2000: 42–43). It is quite striking
that the Mithraeum was built along the N-S axis, on a ter-
rain which is sloping gently down towards the north. This
slope of the land, including the edge of a small escarpment
on the south side, could be used by the builders to shape the
area so that it looked like a ‘grotto’, i.e. a dark cave-like room
typical for Mithraea. The solid southern external wall must
have served as a retaining wall holding back the soil of the
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fig. 3. Novae. The plan of
the Mithreum (drawing by 
E. Jęczmienowski, A. Tomas).
Ryc. 3. Novae. Plan mitreum
(ryc. E. Jęczmienowski, A. To-
mas).



slope. Regrettably, we were not able to localize the large 
pit mentioned by Najdenova. Nevertheless, the described
feature has parallels in other temples of Mithras thus the
refuse pit should be identified as a pit with leftovers from 
ritual banquets (CLAUSS 2000: 116; LENTACKER, ERvyNCK,
vAN NEER 2004: 79ff ).

Although Novae is famous for one of the earliest
Mithraic monuments in the whole Empire (fragment of 
a dedication to Mithras set up in AD 100: AE 1940, 100 =
IGLNov 35 = CIMRM II, 2269), the beginning of the 
2nd century cannot be treated as a possible moment when
the discussed building was constructed. The bricks bearing
‘the boat stamps’ used in the niche vault (TOMAS, LEMKE

2015: 240) belong to a recognized group dated to the sec-
ond half of the 2nd – beginning of the 3rd c. AD (SARNOWSKI

1985: 60–61, group vI, nos. 165–171; SARNOWSKI,
TRyNKOWSKI 1986). Several indications, such as the dating
of other epigraphic monuments from Novae related to the
cult of Mithras and Sol, the analysis of the texts and letter-
ing on the three altars from Novae, as well as the fact that
dedications to Sol Augustus are known from as early as the
time of Septimius Severus may suggest that the two altars for
Sol Augustus were set up most probably at the beginning 
of the 3rd c. AD (TOMAS, LEMKE 2015: 241–242). The 
possible moment of the destruction of the shrine seems to
be either when the coin hoard was deposited (AD 242) or
soon afterwards, in 250/251, when the Goths laid siege 
to Novae (KOLENDO 2008). One cannot exclude some 

activity at the place in the second half of the 3rd c. AD,
since v. Najdenova mentioned some terracotta lamps dated
to the late Roman period. Anyway, the sanctuary certainly
ceased to function after the mid-4th c. AD (TOMAS, LEMKE

2015: 242). 
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fig. 4. Bricks with a ‘boat
stamp’. A – one of the
fragmentarily-preserved
bricks found in 2015
(photo by P. Jaworski); 
B – drawings of select-
ed stamps from Novae 
(after T. SARNOWSKI, 
J. TRyNKOWSKI 1986,
fig. 1).
Ryc. 4. Cegły ze „stemp-
lem okrętowym”. A – jed-
na z fragmentarycznie
zachowanych cegieł zna-
leziona w roku 2015; 
B – przerysy wybranych
stempli z Novae (wg
T. SARNOWSKI, J. TRyN-
KOWSKI 1986, ryc. 1).
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PRACE WyKOPALiSKOWE W NOvAE W 2015 R. 
TWiERDZA LEGiONOWA i OSiEDLE PRZyOBOZOWE

race wykopaliskowe 2015 roku miały miejsce na
południowym boku twierdzy legionowej (wieża 12) i w po-
łudniowo-zachodniej części przyobozowego osiedla (cana-
bae). W warunkach polowych kontynuowane też były pra-
ce nad restauracją amfor odkrytych w latach poprzednich
w jamach w obrębie budowli komendantury (principia).

Na południowym froncie twierdzy zakończona zo-
stała dokumentacja muru obronnego, późnoflawijskiej lub
wczesnotrajańskiej wieży nr 12 w intervallum, rowów z cza-
su istnienia obozu drewniano-ziemnego (okres panowania
Nerona i cesarzy dynastii flawijskiej) i kamiennego (Trajan
– Iv w. n.e.), ziemnej rampy prowadzącej na koronę wału,
jednej z jam posłupowych drewnianej wieży wzniesionej za
Nerona wraz z najstarszym obozem oraz częściowo późno-
rzymskiej wieży o planie w kształcie litery U, dobudowanej
około połowy Iv w. do zewnętrznej strony muru obronne-
go. Niezależnie od udokumentowanych obserwacji straty-
graficznych odnoszących się do sekwencji kolejnych przed-
sięwzięć budowlanych udało się zmierzyć wysokość pierwot-
nego wału (około 2.20 i dalej 2.60 m po stronie wewnętrz-

nej i 2.60 m po stronie zewnętrznej), we froncie którego 
stał później mur obronny, oraz odtworzyć wymiary pierwot-
nego rowu obronnego (głębokość 1.80 i dalej 4.50 m i sze-
rokość 4.50 m). Godnym uwagi znaleziskiem jest fragment
płyty grobowej z imionami Tytusa Aureliusza, który użyto
wraz z innymi kamieniami do stabilizacji gruntu zajętego
wcześniej przez rów, gdy w Iv w. przystępowano do bu-
dowy bardzo dużej wieży zewnętrznej. Swym obwodem
sięgała ona co najmniej na odległość 7 m od linii muru
obronnego. 

W roku 2015 roku wykonano prace dokumenta-
cyjne pozostałości niewielkiej świątyni na terenie osiedla
przyobozowego (canabae) w Novae (Ryc. 1). Świątynia zo-
stała przypadkowo odkryta w roku 1984, a następnie bada-
na wykopaliskowo przez archeologów bułgarskich, jednak
wcześniej została poważnie uszkodzona przez ówczesnych
właścicieli działki. Odkrycie zostało opublikowane przez
Wiolettę Najdenową, która w serii artykułów zaprezento-
wała znalezione tam ołtarze, fotografie miejsca i dość szcze-
gółowy opis budowli, jednak nie opublikowała jej planu. 

P



Odsłonięte ponownie w sierpniu 2015 roku po-
zostałości architektoniczne (Ryc. 2) pozwoliły na sporzą-
dzenie planu świątyni, z której zachował się narożnik po-
łudniowo-zachodni oraz pozostałości ław wewnętrznych.
Budowla, choć zbudowana z tanich i dość niestarannie ob-
robionych materiałów, t.j. piaskowca i fragmentów cegieł
łączonych ziemią zmieszaną z zaprawą, jest świątynią 
o idealnej orientacji na osi północ-południe (Ryc. 3).
W zachodniej ławie zachowały się resztki niszy wymurowa-
nej z cegieł opatrzonych tzw. „stemplami okrętowymi”
(Ryc. 4). Wewnątrz, przy ścianie południowej znajdowały
się in situ trzy ka-mienne bazy, na których pierwotnie stały
trzy ołtarze.

Ponowna analiza dotychczasowych publikacji oraz
weryfikacja w terenie doprowadziła do nieco odmiennych
wniosków dotyczących chronologii oraz funkcji świątyni.
Z architektonicznego punktu widzenia świątynię należy
traktować jako mitreum, posiadające wszystkie cechy ana-
logicznych budowli, łącznie z elementami towarzyszącymi,

w tym m.in. jamą zawierającą odpadki po ucztach rytual-
nych czy też kamieniem w kształcie omfalosa.

Omawiana świątynia jest jednofazową budowlą,
najprawdopodobniej z okresu panowania Sewerów, na co
wskazują m.in. cegły z tzw. „stemplami okrętowymi”, użyte
do budowy niszy w ławie zachodniej i datowane na koniec
II – pocz. III w. (Ryc. 4), treść dedykacji na inskrypcjach
oraz wzrost popularności kultu Sol Augustus w okresie pa-
nowania Septymiusza Sewera. Koniec jej funkcjonowania
należy być może łączyć z czasem ukrycia skarbu odkrytego
w latach osiemdziesiątych na 241–243 r. lub ze zniszcze-
niami z okresu oblężenia Novae przez Gotów w 250/251 r.
Niewykluczone, że jakaś aktywność miała miejsce także
później, na co wskazują wzmianki Wioletty Najdenowej
dotyczące znalezisk późnoantycznych lamp. Z pewnością
miejsce to nie funkcjonowało po połowie Iv w., kiedy wiele
zabytków związanych z kultami pogańskimi z terenu cana-
bae zostało wtórnie użytych m.in. do budowy w pobliskim
forcie Iatrus. 
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