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State of research, main goals of the PhD dissertation 

In the area associated with the most extensive expansion of the former Sarmatian Barbaricum 

in the Carpathian Basin (shared by the present-day administrative area of Hungary, Serbia and 

Romania), the study of Sarmatian–Roman commercial relations are facing serious 

deficiencies. In the current stage of research, investigation of Roman artefacts from the Great 

Hungarian Plain usually follows a thematic approach (e.g. terra sigillata, amphorae, lead-

glazed pottery, enamelled brooches), but only a few researches are covering a large, coherent 

geographical area: only the relevant volumes of the CRFB series for Szolnok county 

(Hungary, 2005, CRFB U1) and Arad county (Romania, 2019, CRFB R1) could be mentioned 

in this regard. Moreover, the most recent synthesis on this topic written by A. Vaday was 

published in 1998 (as part of the series Gyulai katalógusok, Vol. 6) have not yet been able to 

integrate the find materials from the rescue excavations following the turn of the millennium. 

 My PhD dissertation is justified by the extraordinary increase in the number of 

artefacts of Roman origin in recent years, which could offer an opportunity to specify the 

statements of the previous research (e.g. on the question of periodization and geographical 

distribution). Since A. Vaday's summary published in 1998, the literature has largely repeated 

itself on the subject; while the issues raised by more recent publications of find materials are 

only less prominently addressed (e.g. the rates of products participate in close and long range 

trade). The main goal of this paper is to reopen the discussion on Sarmatian–Roman trade 

relations, which is by its very nature extremely complex and, in many areas, can only be 

pursued at a theoretical level (e.g. the question of monetary exchange or the delimitation of 

trade/spoils/gifts). 

 

Structure of the dissertation, applied methodology 

My work consists of two basic structural units, which follow different methodologies 

according to the issues they address. In the first part of the work, I present the Roman pottery 

material from Site Üllő 5–9 (Chapter 2), which is the largest known assemblage of this kind in 

the Great Hungarian Plain with its 3481 fragments. I discuss the ceramic types according to 

their typical material quality categories (I: terra sigillata, II: amphorae, III: Glanztonware, IV: 

vessels painted in bands, V: uncoated Roman pottery, VI: utilitarian ware of pebbled material, 

VII–VIII: unique types of imported vessels, IX: lead-glazed pottery),
1
 within which the 

provenance, the production technique and the nature of their coating creates the necessary 

                                                      
1
 The terra sigillata vessels (Group I) were identified by Friderika Horváth. Hereby I have to thank her for 

providing me with the document containing her results! 



cohesion. On the level of subgroups, typology is the basic principle of classification, with the 

type numbers, the textual descriptions and the type tables necessary to understand the system 

are given in Appendix 3. This is supplemented by a detailed catalogue of the finds 

(Appendices 5–7), and the illustrated and photographic plates showing the fragments (Tables 

1–350), in accordance with the methodology of pottery research techniques of modern 

archaeology. Although material analyses of the stamp-decorated pottery from Site Üllő 5–9 

have been carried out previously, I did not consider it necessary to implement such scientific 

analyses during the preparation of this manuscript: the researched sites are only 15 km from 

the Danube, so based on the geographical location of the imported finds, it is likely to be 

linked to the phenomenon of the ‘trade near the limes’ of the Aquincum foreland. 

 The second section of the dissertation aims to clarify the theoretical framework of the 

Sarmatian–Roman interaction. It summarises the relevant literature and addresses the basic 

issues of the topic: the interpretative framework of Roman artefacts from the Great Hungarian 

Plain (Chapter 4), furthermore the chronological (Chapter 5.2) and geographical factors 

(Chapter 5.3) that fundamentally determine the composition of the imported assemblages. The 

general approach requires a territorial extension of the scope of the investigation to the whole 

Sarmatian Barbaricum, while in addition to the ceramic material; it is justified to consider 

other types of imported material (e.g. brooches, metal mirrors, glass vessels, beads) 

(Appendix 1). In addition to the conclusions drawn from the archaeological material, new 

results from the research of written sources and economic history can help to reconstruct the 

background processes as accurately as possible, and the historical analysis (Chapter 3) seems 

to be of equal importance as the study of material culture. 

 

Results: conclusions based on the imported Roman pottery from Site Üllő 5-9 

The catalogue of imported Roman pottery from the sites under investigation contains 2971 

items (depending on their form, this may even approximately close the actual number of 

vessels). Although this quantity is extremely high compared to the earlier published 

assemblages (e.g. the ratio is 5:1 compared to Site Felgyő, Kettőshalmi-dűlő), the imported 

pottery at Site Üllő 5–9 represent only 1.29% of the total find material, which fits perfectly 

into the average ratios of this kind of the Sarmatian Barbaricum in the Carpathian Basin 

(which is typically 1–2.5%). This may be explained by the ‘industrial’ character of the 

settlement, together with the activity of the local pottery workshops, and thus by the 

abnormally high number of locally made pottery. Moreover, this ceramic assemblage 

represents a high degree of variability: it represents all the common variants of imported 



pottery types from the Sarmatian Barbaricum from the second half of the 2
nd

 century to the 

end of the 4
th

 century AD (see the list of researched pottery types earlier!). 

 Within the investigated pottery assemblage, the distribution by type of material group 

shows a highly disproportionate picture, with only 3 out of 9 groups sharing 94% of the total 

number of items: coated vessel types (Glanztonware) (63.5%), terra sigillata vessels (24.9%), 

and Dressel 24/Zeest 90 amphorae (5.6%). Compared to the production of provincial pottery 

centres, this clearly points to a pattern in demand of Sarmatian communities, where the 

primary goal was to buy tableware/luxury products, while their needs for coarse utilitarian 

pottery could be substantially met by the production of local pottery workshops. Due to the 

nature of the import, a highly selective composition can also be seen by a typological 

analysis: the Roman ceramic material is clearly dominated by cups and bowls of a 

hemispherical base form (66.8% in the Glanztonware group, and 42.3% of the total imported 

ceramic material!). By contrast, the heavy abrasion marks on the inner surface of the lead-

glazed mortaria are evidence of the use of forms different than those of the Barbarian culinary 

tradition in their original function. 

 It may be questionable to what extent the dating of the imported ceramic vessels in the 

Sarmatian Barbaricum can be reconciled with the time limits provided by the provincial 

analogues, due to their presumably longer period of use. Despite the well datable types of 

imported vessels at Site Üllő 5–9 (e.g. 737 items of terra sigillata), even the relative 

chronological position of the ceramic types is problematic, since the extremely frequent 

superposition between the 8750 archaeological features of the multi-phase settlement and the 

phenomenon of planning typical of Sarmatian settlements lead to a high degree of mixing of 

the finds. Uniquely, within the group of coated, hemispherical bowls and cups (Group IIIE), a 

relative chronological system can be established based on the rim constructions (that can be 

only treated as a working hypothesis), which is showing the use of vessel types over a long 

period of time, probably in partly overlapping parallel periods. 

 

Results: refining the periodization of Sarmatian–Roman commercial relations 

The periodization of Sarmatian–Roman trade relations is a complex issue which we can 

investigate through the base sources provided by epigraphy/palaeography, economic history 

and archaeology. Although the chronological classification with its 3 part system (‘provincial 

period’, ‘imperial period’, ‘Late Antique period’) published by A. Vaday in 1998 is still 

applicable today, the more recent results of the above-mentioned disciplines provide an 

opportunity to refine the boundaries of this periodization. 



 The provenance of the earliest dateable Roman find material in the Sarmatian 

Barbaricum may raise questions in several cases: while some of the pottery types clearly are 

Pannonian origin (e.g. figuratively painted pottery or vessels with painted, vertical stripes), in 

the case of other groups of artefacts (e.g. metal mirrors with perforated edges or strongly 

profiled brooches with Stützplatte), we cannot clearly exclude the possibility that they reached 

the Sarmatian communities of the Carpathian Basin through Eastern immigrant groups or 

from the neighbouring Quadi. The material evidence of contact from the last third of the 1
st
 

century AD (Phase 1a) can be marked differently in character from that of the later periods: 

the low numbers of Roman imported products are known exclusively from burials, 

furthermore their occurrence is isolated, which excludes the possibility of a trade with a 

constant supply of goods. 

 It may be questionable in what way we can identify the changes during the reign of 

Antoninus Pius (Phase 1b), which are strongly emphasized by the literature based on the 

appearance of Central Gaulish terra sigillata in Barbarian environment. Although the general 

increase in the quantity of ceramic material is accompanied by the appearance of new types 

(e.g. marbled pottery, imitations of Pompeian red painted bowls), the main attributes of 

import continues to retain the characteristics detailed in the previous period. However, an 

objective indicator of the development of Sarmatian–Roman relations probably can be found 

among the proportions of strongly profiled brooches variants: the ratio of the variants with 

Stützplatte (type Riha 3.1.1) (which allow dating between Domitian’s and Hadrian’s reigns) 

and the variants without it (type Riha 3.1.2) (which can be dated between the last third of the 

1
st
 and the second half of the 2

nd
 centuries AD) are 2:1. The increase of absolute numbers of 

imported Roman find material show a long, transitional period, while according to the event 

history, the earliest turning point for Phases 1a–b could be positioned to the end of the Dacian 

wars under Trajan (105–106 AD) and the organisation of the province of Dacia. The 

inscriptions dating to the reign of Antoninus Pius (e.g. the inscription for the construction of 

the bridge at Intercisa or the fragment of the inscription at Partiscum) clearly suggest the 

existence of a trade as early as the second third of the 2
nd

 century AD. 

 The development of trade with a real supply of goods (Phase 2a) could clearly have 

started before the Marcomannic Wars (166–180 AD). The integration of the Sarmatian 

markets into the Pannonian economic cycle can be observed in several types of artefact: this 

process can be seen in the change of terra sigillata vessels from Middle Gaulish to early 

Rheinzabern (Bernhard Group Ib–IIa) centres, and probably the same phenomenon explains 

the shift in the fashion of enamelled brooches (through Berecz types IA–IB and Berecz types 



IIA–IIB). According to the recently published ceramic assemblages, the separation of phases 

of periodization on the basis of their ‘provincial’ and ‘imperial’ character is misleading (e.g. 

in the case of Site Üllő 5–9 the ratio of goods from neighbouring provinces to those from 

long-distance trade is about 2:1), since the real change in Phase 2a may be marked by the 

appearance of provincial ‘mass goods’. Contradictorily, the period of the Marcomannic Wars 

does not indicate any significant decline in the find material of Roman origin, the 

intensification of the relations may be due to the increase in the geopolitical weight of the 

Sarmatian communities with the arrival of newer Eastern groups. The heyday of Sarmatian–

Roman trade mainly covers the period of the Severan Age conjuncture (193–235 AD), and the 

steady supply of goods is represented by the homogenised composition of imported wares 

(see the small scale variability but large number of coated bowls: Group IIIE) and the 

extensive integration of Roman goods into the Barbarian communities (see the role of 

provincial brooches and glass beads in Sarmatian costume). 

 On the basis of the currently published find material, it is problematic to explain the 

sudden interruption in Sarmatian–Roman trade relations in the second half of the 3
rd

 century 

AD (Phase 2b). Although the imported Roman goods of the period is largely identifiable as 

transitional types (e.g. coated bowls with conical body), the near-simultaneous disappearance 

of certain characteristic find groups may indicate a definite breakpoint: see the decline in the 

import of terra sigillata vessels in the period after 260 AD, and the disappearance of the knee 

brooches and the so-called ‘Sarmatian-type’ crossbow brooches in the second quarter/middle 

of the 3
rd

 century AD. This complex process probably roots in the stagnation of the Pannonian 

economy after the Severan Age conjuncture, but the purchasing power of the Sarmatian 

communities may have been permanently reduced by the events of the second half of the 3
rd

 

century AD, culminating in the surrender of Dacia (270 AD) and the seven imperial 

expeditions during the Tetrarchy (285–308 AD). The possibility of double/triple dating of the 

archaeological source material makes it problematic to assess the intensity of interactions in 

this period. 

 The normalisation of commercial relations (Phase 3) is presumed at the beginning of 

the 4
th

 century AD with a completely new range of imported goods, characterised by lead-

glazed pottery and various types of glassware. Although the setback in the absolute number of 

Roman wares compared with earlier periods is undeniable, the homogeneity of the import 

(e.g. certain types of mortaria among the lead-glazed pottery and the predominance of 

glassware in the form of cups) suggests that the earlier trade relationships still active. The 

decline in pottery of Roman origin may be explained by the transformation of the provincial 



economy itself, as the action ranges of the Late Roman pottery centres in Pannonia in internal 

trade is also decreasing. Moreover many of the types of vessels they produced have not found 

their way to Sarmatian markets (e.g. utilitarian vessels of coarse fabric). 

 

Results: problematics of the regional characteristic of Sarmatian–Roman interactions 

In addition to the above mentioned chronological framework, another fundamental issue in 

the study of Sarmatian–Roman commercial relations is the identification of the locations of 

interaction. Based on the published find material, the role of the Roman border region (limes 

or ripa) in the exchange of products is clearly of paramount importance. The phenomenon 

commonly referred to as ‘Grenzhandel’ can be shown to have influenced not only the quantity 

of imported wares but also their composition (see the appearance of coated plate types at Site 

Üllő 5–9). Although, the extent of this zone of influence cannot be clearly defined: based on 

the results of similar research in Slovakia, a border zone 35–40 km wide can be assumed. At 

the present stage of research, we can only attempt to define the entry points of Roman 

products into the Sarmatian Barbaricum. However, based on the results of recent excavations, 

the left bank infrastructure of the Danube (e.g. the fortress at the mouth of the stream Rákos 

and at the Eskü Square), previously associated with the intensive contact of Phase 2a, is likely 

to date to the late 3
rd

, or the 4
th

 century AD. Accordingly, we should not necessarily expect a 

permanent military presence on the left bank of the Danube, but it may be that later 

construction works reinforced these earlier prominent entry points. The fortlets (fortified 

ports) of the Nógrádverőce type (e.g. contra Florentiam) may have been part of the renewed 

network of connections of Phase 3. 

 Identifying interaction zones for trade towards the central Barbaricum can be 

problematic, too. Although the connecting of Roman imported goods to trade routes crossing 

the Great Hungarian Plain is a topos in the archaeological research of the Sarmatian 

Barbaricum, distribution maps based on the recent collection of known terra sigillata vessels 

over a larger area do not indicate a ‘corridor-like' concentration of the find material, but rather 

a 'radial' concentration of Roman artefacts (with varying densities). Both the aforementioned 

terra sigillata vessels and the Dressel 24/Zeest 90 amphorae sites show a uniform 

geographical distribution, which rather than hypothetical routes emphasises the importance of 

internal trade within Sarmatian communities. The only routes that can be identified as 

working hypotheses (among the routes that can be drawn, for the most part, exclusively from 

sources provided by the archaeological material) are those that connect Pannonia and Dacia as 

directly as possible as part of the infrastructure of Roman interest: these probably are the 



Aquincum–Tiszafüred–Porolissum, the Intercisa–Csongrád–Resculum and the Lugio–

Partiscum–Micia routes. The resulting road network supposes a degree of systematic planning 

(62.5 and 80 km apart, 322–343 km long, running almost parallel to each other), which could 

not have been influenced by the 4
th

 century AD infrastructure (e.g. the burgus at Site Hatvan, 

Gombospuszta or the Nógrádverőce type fortlets). 

 As described above, we can perhaps assume a more static model of 'long distance 

trade' (Fernhandel) in the Great Hungarian Plain, where, at a theoretical level, sparse 

infrastructure primarily supports faster-moving services (e.g. courier/postal services, 

passenger transport), while the role of roads in the exchange of goods is far over-represented 

in the current literature. The mass movement of products between the provinces (primarily 

Pannonia to Dacia in this region) could take place through river transportation. Imported 

goods may have reached the central areas of the Sarmatian Barbaricum in two basic ways: 

firstly, through the own activities of Sarmatian communities (e.g. visiting periodic fairs even 

from a greater geographical distance), and secondly, as supplies for Roman installations in the 

Barbarian territories (e.g. river crossings and perhaps the military camps that secured them). 

 

Results: the role of Sarmatian imitations of Roman pottery types in the research of 

import 

A detailed study of the Barbarian imitations is of great importance for assessing the level of 

integration of imported Roman pottery within Sarmatian communities. The discussed find 

material from Site Üllő 5–9 offers a rare opportunity to study the red painted pottery of 

Sarmatian origin (Group X), since 296 fragments of this vessel type belonging to 254 items 

could be identified, which were primarily from settlement objects and only 7 cases were 

placed into burials. 

 Within the group of Barbarian painted pottery, the direct influence of Roman imported 

ware can be assumed at several different levels. The most obvious connection to provincial 

antitypes is shown by the variants of hemispherical bowls with thickened rims (Types 

X/III.2a1–2) decorated with complex stamped ornamentation (Styles B.1.1–2). Despite the 

necessary simplification of the production technique (e.g. the use of a field of 1–2 motifs), 

they are still linked to the basic stylistic features of the terra sigillata vessels of Drag. 37 type. 

A more indirect Roman influence can be assumed for the plate forms (Types X/I.1a–b), the 

conical-walled bowls with deep incised lines (Types X/II.1a1–2), the spherical vessels (Type 

X/V.1a1) and the hemispherical bowls with a single row of stamped decoration (Style B.1.3). 

The Roman influences in the design of these bowls are combined with the characteristics of 



Late Sarmatian pottery traditions (e.g. the groove under the rim). Forms that can be as well 

documented without a similarly complex surface treatment (subsequent smoothing of the 

painted surface) (e.g. types of hemispherical and conical-shaped cups/bowls) are closer to the 

local pottery traditions, while we can also be mention painted vessels groups (e.g. tall, 

conical-bellied bowls or spherical vessels with a high neck) which, apart from their basic 

shape, can be considered as being independent of their Roman antitypes. As a working 

hypothesis, the thin-walled hemispherical cups and biconical vessels (Type X/IV1–2) can be 

related to the glass vessels with applied decoration, which may indicate the complexity of the 

meaning of painting. The painted pottery, which appeared earliest in the second half of the 3
rd

 

century AD, show a demand for popular types of imported pottery (e.g. terra sigillata) during 

the decline of Sarmatian–Roman trade relations in Phase 2b. 

 



 



 



 



 


