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AN ENAMELLED ZOOMORPHIC 
BROOCH RECENTLY DISCOVERED 
IN THE NORTHERN CEMETERY OF 
APULUM (ALBA IULIA)

Abstract: In the spring of 2022, a zoomorphic brooch was discovered 
during the rescue archaeological excavations conducted in Alba Iulia at no. 3 
Republicii Blvd., on the site of the Olympic swimming pool. The investigation 
was performed as a preliminary phase of an investment project developed 
by the Alba Iulia Municipality. The plot lies on a high terrace, in an area that 
yielded multiple archaeological finds, most Roman date burial features. The 
bronze brooch, surviving fragmentarily, rendered a running bull and had the 
body decorated with round, enamel inlay alveoli.

Given the use period of enamelled zoomorphic brooches within the province 
territory of Dacia, we believe that the specimen of Apulum dates sometimes 
to the 2nd century AD, most likely during its second half.
Keywords: Apulum, Dacia, zoomorphic brooches, enamelled brooches, Roman 
period, Barbarian environment, Roman empire.

INTRODUCTION 

The brooch object herein (Fig. 5) was discovered during the rescue 
archaeological excavations conducted as a preliminary phase of the 
investment project “Urban regeneration of the Olympic swimming 

pool area through the development of green areas and the construction 
of a sports and leisure centre” in Alba Iulia, at 3 Republicii Boulevard, 
commissioned by the Municipality of Alba Iulia1.

The land subject to the research is located nearby the Olympic swimming 
pool in the northern area of Alba Iulia Municipality (Fig. 1), both within the 
perimeter of the building’s former courtyard (perimeters 2 and 4), on the 
eastern and northern sides in relation to the existing structure, as well as 
outside it (perimeters 1 and 3), on the same sides (Fig. 1-3).

The archaeological excavation was performed in the northern edge 
of the civilian settlement (canabae) developed nearby the XIII Gemina 
legionary fortress2, which was awarded the status of municipium after AD 
197 (municipium Septimium Apulense)3, approximately 1200 meters north 
of the aforementioned legionary fortress (Fig. 4), in an area that features 

1   For additional information related to the location, description of the perimeter, aims of the 
research and research description see BÂRCĂ et alii 2023, 75-77; PLANTOS et alii 2024, 207-208, 
209-210.
2   MOGA 1998.
3   OTA 2012.
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Fig. 1. Site location plan of the investigated area (after BÂRCĂ et alii 2023).

Fig. 2. Aerial photo of the excavated perimeter (after BÂRCĂ et alii 2023).
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many archaeological sites where yielded finds date to 
several historical periods, dominated by Roman burial finds 
associated with the northern cemetery of the ancient town 
of Apulum4.

GENERAL DATA ON THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL FINDS 

Subsequent to the archaeological excavations carried 
out within the area of the investment project, a number 
of 216 archaeological features (see Fig. 3) were identified 
and completely investigated, chronologically spanning the 
periods of the Bronze Age, the Second Iron Age, the Roman 
period, the post-Roman period (4th–5th/6th century AD) 
and the modern period5.

Statistically, Roman date remains are most numerous 
within the excavated area, burial features being 
predominant. A total of one hundred graves6 were identified 

4   For an overview of the research and finds yielded by this area with complete 
references see BÂRCĂ et alii 2023, 76; PLANTOS et alii 2024, 208-209.
5   BÂRCĂ et alii 2023, 77-83; PLANTOS et alii 2024, 210-218; GUDEA et 
alii 2024.
6   To these also add a few finds that, judging by the shape and location of the 
pits, are likely to have been infant graves, which due to taphonomic factors 

and investigated, consisting of sixty-one inhumations and 
thirty-nine cremations7. To these add a series of funerary 
structures in the form of flat circular or rectangular ditches, 
some containing graves inside8. The Roman date finds belong 
to the period of the 2nd century – middle or third quarter of 
the 3rd century AD, while the identified graves are part of 
the northern cemetery of Apulum. The cemetery is related to 
the canabae type settlement there, which became municipium 
(Municipium Septimium Apulense) during the reign of 
emperor Septimius Severus, located on territory directly 
administered by the army, in the immediate vicinity of XIII 
Gemina legionary fortress9. 

or looting, may explain the absent remains of the deceased or their grave 
goods at the time of research.
7   The inhumations were ascribed to forty-eight children, while thirteen 
belonged to adults (BÂRCĂ et alii 2023, 78-81; PLANTOS et alii 2024, 211-218).
8   BÂRCĂ et alii 2023, 79-80, Pl. 27; 31; PLANTOS et alii 2024, 214-215, Pl. 
XIX; XXI with complete references. Such burial structures were discovered 
at Alba Iulia and the neighbouring areas as well, investigated in previous 
years. Funerary enclosures with ditches of various flat shapes, with or 
without graves in their interior, are frequent in the Sarmatian environment 
(see in this respect with complete references BÂRCĂ/SYMONENKO 2009, 
107-108, 215-218; BÂRCĂ/COCIȘ 2013; BÂRCĂ/GRUMEZA 2014; BÂRCĂ 
2015; BÂRCĂ 2020; BÂRCĂ et alii 2024, 179-186).
9   ARDEVAN 1998, 49-50; for a more in-depth analysis see OTA 2012.

Fig. 3. Plan recording the excavated areas/perimeters and layout of investigated features (after BÂRCĂ et alii 2023, with the completion of 
the find spot of the zoomoprhic brooch).
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DATA ON THE BROOCH AND FIND CONTEXT 

The brooch was discovered on the outline level of feature 
20710, a drainage ditch (Fig. 3). It was delimited in plan on a 
north-south alignment that followed the terrain layout and 
slope and had a U-shaped profile. The feature was identified 
by the presence of black soil within the archaeologically 
sterile yellow layer. Roman date archaeological materials 
(pottery fragments) were discovered inside the ditch. Given 
that the item was identified on the outline level of feature 207 
and not in its filling, it is possible that the brooch originated 
from a looted or subsequently disused grave, especially since 
certain sections of the Roman cemetery are overlaid by post-
Roman period features as well.

The brooch is made of bronze and consists of two parts. 
The body depicts a running bull, decorated with a row of 
four round alveoli with enamel inlay11. Two of these still 
preserved traces of blue enamel, while the other two contain 
yellowish enamel with a slightly convex shape12. The brooch 
was hinged, with a rectangular catchplate, cast together 
with the body. Unfortunately, the hinge, pin and part of the 
brooch body did not survive (Fig. 5)

Since finds of enamelled zoomorphic brooches are 
relatively rare within the territory of the province of Dacia, 
we decided to conduct a chemical composition analysis of 
the item here, with two samples being collected. The EDS 
(Energy Dispersive X-Ray spectroscopy) analysis performed 
on the specimen indicates that it was made from a copper-
based alloy (Cu), which also contains varying amounts of 
tin (Sn), lead (Pb), iron (Fe), phosphorus (P) and zinc (Zn)13, 
the presence of phosphorus being most likely due to soil 
contamination (Fig. 6-7).

DATING AND DIFFUSION OF ZOOMORPHIC 
BROOCHES 

Zoomorphic brooches are bronze or more rarely silver 
ornaments, some decorated with polychrome enamel, with 
bodies that render various animals in a more or less stylized 
manner: dogs, hares, wild boars, roosters, ducks, pigeons, 
peacocks, owls, frogs, fish, panthers, lions, leopards, deer, 
horses, seahorses, rams, goats, mythical creatures, etc14. 
These brooches are either sprung or hinged, while the 
catchplate is either rectangular or hook-shaped. They are 
made of several components, the catchplate and hinge being 
commonly cast together with the body.

10   In the two preliminary studies it was erroneously mentioned that the 
brooch was discovered in the outline level of feature 203 (BÂRCĂ et alii 
2023, 80; PLANTOS et alii 2024, 216).
11   For enamel production technology and representation manner see 
BATESON 1981, 66-98; HASELOFF sv Email 1989, 198-199.
12   The enamelled decoration on the brooch discussed here was crafted using 
the champlevé technique, which was a method where small indentations 
were made in the metal body of the piece into which enamel was inserted 
for better attachment, the final layer being slightly bulging (for more details 
see BENEA et alii 2006, 16-17).
13   We thank this way as well dr. Lucian Barbu-Tudoran, Associate professor 
with the Molecular Biology and Biotechnology Department of the Babeș-
Bolyai University and fellow of the National Institute for Research and 
Development of Isotopic and Molecular Technologies of Cluj-Napoca, for 
the mirror analysis.
14   For the origin of the figurines depicted on brooches see FEUGÈRE 1985, 
389, 393. 

Zoomorphic brooches were diffused during the first 
centuries AD throughout the Roman world and to a larger or 
smaller extent in the Barbarian environment as well15.

Enamelled zoomorphic brooches, such as the example 
discussed here, are represented in very large numbers 
particularly in the western provinces of the Roman empire, 
whereas those without enamelled elements on the body 
are dominant in the eastern provinces such as Noricum, 
Pannonia, Moesia and Dacia16. In the latter, their number 
and variety are quite significant, most specimens being 
discovered in sites within the territory of Dacia Superior17. 
Following the analysis of finds from Dacia, it was concluded 
that the number of enamelled zoomorphic brooches is 
much smaller than that of plain18 exemplars, including 
in the Barbarian milieu, case also found in other eastern 
provinces of the Roman empire. Parenthetically, it should 
be mentioned that enamelled brooches with geometric 
body forms, represented by numerous types and variants, 
are also predominantly spread in the western provinces of 
the Empire, particularly in northern Gallia, Belgica, Britain 
and the Rhineland, being somewhat rarer in the eastern 
provinces19. The analysis of these brooches evidences 
great typological diversity, a series of regional influences 
(Gallia, Britannia, the Rhineland), as well as the existence 
of production centres in certain provinces, particularly 
in the western part of the Empire. Enamelled geometric 
brooches are also present in the Barbarian milieu20. The 
prevalence of enamelled brooches in sites with a primarily 

15   SELLYE 1939, 49-64; PATEK 1942, Pl. XIX-XXI; LERAT 1956, Pl. XVI-
XVII; LERAT 1979, Pl. XXXIII; SILVÉN 1961, 87-88, 117, Fig. 11; AMBROZ 
1966, 34-35, Pl. 15/9-21; BÖHME 1972, 40-41, type 43, Pl. 27/1045-
1061; ETTLINGER 1973, Pl. 3; JOBST 1975, 113-115; RIHA 1979, 198-
203, Pl. 66/1708-1725; 67/1730-1743; 68/1744-1747; RIHA 1994, 171-
173, Pl. 46/2907-2911, 2913-2918, 2927; BATESON 1981, 41-42, Fig. 6; 
FEUGÈRE 1985, 382-416, type 29, Fig. 58-61, Pl. 157; BOJOVIĆ 1983, 
67-68, Pl. XXX; MATOUSCHEK/NOWAK 1979, 81-110; MATOUSCHEK/
NOWAK 1981-1982, 131-182, Pl. 1-14; MATOUSCHEK/NOWAK 1985-
1986, 101-222; WINTER 1985-1986, 323-370; BOELICKE 2002, 128-130, 
Pl. 52/1111-1118; 53/1119; VADAY 2003, 366-367, Fig. 25; 43; BAYLEY/
BUTCHER 2004, 20, 123-125, 173-175, 211-213; GENĆEVA 2004, 118-
120, Pl. XXVI/9-16; XXVII/1-4; COCIȘ 1986, 161, 167, PL. III/6-7; COCIȘ 
2004, 115-119, type 22, Pl. C-CIII; BENEA et alii 2006, 54-58, Pl. I/3-10; 
GASPAR 2007, 216-220, Pl. 94/2108-2110, 2119-2138; 95/2151-2166; 
BERECZ 2008, 151-161, 174-176; KROPOTOV 2010, 306-308, 319-321, 
Fig. 89/forms 10-30; 92/1, 4-5, 9; SCHMID 2010, 57-59, Pl. 39/310-315; 
40/316-320; PETKOVIĆ 2010, 199-216, Pl. XXXVI-XXXVIII; MACKRETH 
2011, 180-188, Pl. 124-130, Supplementary plate 2; SÁRÓ 2014, 178-181, 
type X, Pl. 13; BÖHME-SCHÖNBERGER 2016, 435-446, 449, Fig. 5/1; 6; 
9; HELLSTRӦ�M 2018, 115-117, Pl. 64/B; 65/A; GRUMEZA 2019, 39, 58, 
Pl. 9/3, Fig. 15/d; KRUNIĆ/IGNJATOVIĆ 2022, 317-318, Fig. 7/4; PAULI 
2024, 166, 170.
16   COCIȘ 2004, 118.
17   COCIȘ 2004, 115-119, Pl. C-CIII, cat. no. 1398-1455.
18   COCIȘ 2004, 118.
19   For enamelled brooch finds on the territory of the province of Dacia see 
COCIȘ 1986, 159-168; COCIȘ 2004, 121-125, Pl. CIV-CVIII; BENEA et alii 
2006, 26-64, 162; for a series of recent finds see MUSTAȚĂ/GĂZDAC 2009, 
224, Fig. 3, Pl. 5/1; COCIȘ/LĂZĂRESCU/CIUTĂ 2023, 368, Pl. 6/76-77; 
BOUNEGRU 2025, 268, 269, 273-274, Pl. II/11; III/16.
20   For the north and north-west Pontic area see AMBROZ 1966, Pl. 15/1-4, 
6-8; KROPOTOV 2010, 308-314, 321-327, Fig. 89/forms 31-36, 89a/forms 
37-72; VORNIC/BUBULICI 2024, 199-200, Fig. 1; VORNIC/MATVEEV/
DERMENJI 2024, 193-197, Pl. III/1-2. For the Sarmatian Barbaricum of 
the Pannonian Plain in 2003 were known two hundred enamelled brooches 
originating from 128 sites (VADAY 2003, 315-421). For finds in the 
Sarmatian environment on the territory of the Banat see GRUMEZA 2014, 
66-70, Fig. 18; BÂRCĂ 2014, 107-108, 154, Fig. 23/1, Pl. 25/1; 72/6.
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Fig. 4. Location of the northern cemetery in relation to the remaining sites at Apulum (after BÂRCĂ et alii 2023).
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military nature within Dacia21 evidences that their bearers 
were predominantly soldiers, as well as individuals closely 
connected to the military environment. This suggests that 
enamelled brooches were carried by soldiers, either from 
their areas of origin or the provinces where their units had 
been previously stationed. Some of these artefacts also 

21   See COCIȘ 2004, 121-125, 207-208; BENEA et alii 2006, 26-62, 64.

reached Dacia through trade22, as imports23. The stylistic 
homogeneity of several types and series of enamelled 
brooches, zoomorphic brooches included, indicates that a 
large number of workshops existed in the western part of the 
Roman Empire, where numerous artisans specialised in the 
making of such artefacts were active. Enamelled brooches 
are dated to the chronological interval between the first half 
of the 1st century AD and the 3rd century AD (particularly 
its middle), with a peak period of use occurring in the 2nd 
century AD, including within the province of Dacia24.

Enamelled zoomorphic brooches from Dacia are believed 
imports from Gallia and Britannia25, although the origin 
of some specimens from the Rhenish regions cannot be 
excluded. Regarding the zoomorphic exemplars from Dacia 
undecorated with enamel, it must be noted that most 
are likely local products26. One argument in this regard is 
provided by the casting moulds for such brooches with a 
spring-fastening system from the workshop at Napoca, 
intended for casting rabbit-shaped body brooches27. To 
these are added those from Apulum, used to cast hinged 
brooches that depict a stylised running horse28. Production 
of various types of undecorated zoomorphic brooches is also 
archaeologically attested in other provinces of the Roman 
empire29.

The brooch discussed here (Fig. 5) belongs to type 29a in 
M. Feugère’s typological classification30, being a new variant. 
Unfortunately, among the numerous enamelled zoomorphic 
brooches discovered over time in both the provincial Roman 
and Barbarian environments, we could not find an identical 
to the one from Apulum. A bull-shaped zoomorphic brooch, 
which is not, however, enamelled comes from Villiers-le-
Duc, fanum du Tremblois (Côte-d’Or)31. It is silver-made and 
has its body decorated by engraving32, being mentioned by 
M. Feugère in the list of unique zoomorphic exemplars33. 
According to the same author, the brooch is an artefact 
of workshop C, whose highly homogeneous production 
is technologically early and marks the beginnings of the 
production of plain zoomorphic brooches, unenamelled34. 
Another zoomorphic brooch, un-enamelled, which also 
renders a running bull, left, originates from Nijmegen35 

22   Trade with enamelled artefacts in the Roman empire would experience 
a significantly high inflow, including even commercially, from west to east, 
beside terra sigillata, once with the second half of the 2nd century until mid-
3rd century AD (HASELOFF sv. Email 1989, 204). 
23   For the view on existing workshops supporting the production of 
enamelled artefacts in Dacia during the last decades of the 2nd century – 
first half of the 3rd century AD see BENEA et alii 2006, 64, 161, 162; BENEA 
2009.
24   See COCIȘ 2004, 121-125.
25   COCIȘ 2004, 118.
26   COCIȘ 2004, 118.
27   COCIȘ 2004, 118, Pl. CLXXI/3; COCIȘ 2019, 27-28, Pl. 69/698, 699.
28   COCIȘ/BOUNEGRU 2017, 216-217, Pl. 6/1-2; 7/1a–1d; COCIȘ 2019, 41-
42, Pl. 103/25-26; 104/28a-28d.
29   See in this respect COCIȘ 2019.
30   FEUGÈRE 1985, 382-385, Fig. 58-61. Group a was ascribed items 
with plain body rendering one animal only, while group b exemplars with 
complex body depict animals fighting in groups.
31   FEUGÈRE 1985, 394.
32   ROLLEY/DEYTS 1973, cat. no. 104e, Pl. XXVI.
33   FEUGÈRE 1985, 394.
34   FEUGÈRE 1985, 388-389, 393-394.
35   DELMAIRE/NOTTE et collab. 1996, 42, Fig. 12/1.

Fig. 5. The enamelled zoomorphic brooch of Apulum (drawing and 
photo).
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Fig. 6. SEM-EDS analysis, surface.
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Fig. 7. SEM-EDS analysis, surface.



Studies

Journal of Ancient History and Archaeology	 No. 12.4/2025172

Fig. 8. Zoomorphic fibulae with a bull-shaped body, simple (1) and enamelled (2-5) 1. Nijmegen; 2. Lizy; 3. Vaulx-Vraucourt, La Voie Jaqueline; 
4. National Museum of Archaeology (Saint-Germain-en-Laye); 5. Nuits-Saint-Georges, Les Bolards (1-4 – after DELMAIRE/NOTTE et collab. 
1996; 5 – after M. Feugère, Brooch, zoomorphic: bull (Artefacts: FIB-4368), [https://artefacts.mom.fr/result.php?id=FIB-4368]).

https://artefacts.mom.fr/result.php?id=FIB-4368
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(the Netherlands) (Fig. 8/1). To the latter add another 
five bull-shaped, enamelled zoomorphic brooches of Lizy36 
(Fig. 8/2), Vaulx-Vraucourt, La Voie Jaqueline37 (Fig. 8/3), 
Nuits-Saint-Georges, Les Bolards38 (Fig. 8/5) (France), the 
Rhineland39 (Germany) and the specimen of unknown origin 
in the collection of the National Museum of Archaeology40 
(Saint-Germain-en-Laye, France) (Fig. 8/4). All five fibulae 
have their bodies decorated with round enamelfilled cells, 
similar to those on the piece from Apulum, yet they belong 
to variants different from our specimen. The decoration 
type with round alveoli on the body, with enamel inlay, 
similar to that of the specimen from Apulum, is found on 
several variants of zoomorphic brooches from the Roman 
provincial environment, especially from the western part of 
the Empire41.

36   DELMAIRE/NOTTE et collab. 1996, 42, Fig. 12/2.
37   DELMAIRE/NOTTE et collab. 1996, 40, 41, cat. 49, Fig. 11/49.
38   M. Feugère, Brooch, zoomorphic: bull (Artefacts: FIB-4368), [https://
artefacts.mom.fr/result.php?id=FIB-4368],accessed on 21/12/2025.
39   M. Feugère, Brooch, zoomorphic: bull (Artefacts: FIB-4368), [https://
artefacts.mom.fr/result.php?id=FIB-4368], accessed on 21/12/2025
40   DELMAIRE/NOTTE et collab. 1996, 42, Fig. 12/3.
41   For a few examples see PATEK 1942, Pl. XX/5, 10-11; XXI/5-6; BÖHME 
1972, Pl. 27/1059; RIHA 1979, Pl. 67/1731-1734, 1779; 68/1747; 
BATESON 1981, Fig. 6/13, 16; MATOUSCHEK/NOWAK 1981-1982, Pl. 
5/10, 12/40, 14/50; MATOUSCHEK/NOWAK 1985-1986, 208/1, 7-9; 
209/1-3, 13; 216/1-2; FEUGÈRE 1985, Fig. 58/4a, 4b, 6a, 6b, 6c, 7c, 7d, 
59/8, 10a, 11a, 11b, 12a, 12b, 12c, Pl. 157/1975, 1978, 1979; GENĆEVA 
2004, Pl. XXVII/3; GASPAR 2007, Pl. 95/2160-2165; KROPOTOV 2010, 
Fig. 89/form 21, 29; MACKRETH 2011, Pl. 125/8071; 127/8123, 11687, 
14440; 128/8133; BÖHME-SCHÖNBERGER 2016, 449, Fig. 5/2; 6.

Zoomorphic brooches begin to appear in the Roman 
empire as early as the second quarter of the 1st century AD, 
as proven by finds from Tiberius-Claudius contexts42, while 
enamelled zoomorphic specimens, based on finds published 
over the course of time, emerge sometime during the second 
half of the 1st century AD.

Within the class of zoomorphic brooches, continuous 
development is also notable between the 1st century and 
the middle or second half of the 3rd century AD, marked by 
a progressive increase in decorative complexity (techniques 
and colours): from plain brooches, finely incised or discreetly 
enamelled with a single colour in the 1st century – early 2nd 
century AD, to exemplars with more elaborate enamelling43 
featuring polychrome patterns starting from the second half 
of the 2nd century AD, sometimes reaching mottled and 
highly ornate compositions during the 3rd century AD.

In the province of Dacia, enamelled zoomorphic brooches 
were used throughout the 2nd century AD, with some 
remaining fashionable during the first decades of the 3rd 
century AD as well. Regarding plain zoomorphic brooches 
without enamelled decoration, it must be noted these were 
utilised in Dacia until mid-3rd century AD44.

The distribution area and archaeological contexts in 
which zoomorphic brooches were discovered within the 
territory of Dacia evidence that their bearers were both 
civilians and soldiers.

42   FEUGÈRE 1985, 393.
43   Predominate two-coloured enamelled items.
44   COCIȘ 2004, 118-119.

Fig. 9. Map with the spread of enamelled zoomorphic fibulae in the shape of a bull. 1. Lizy; 2. Vaulx-Vraucourt, La Voie Jaqueline; 3. National 
Museum of Archaeology (Saint-Germain-en-Laye); 4. Nuits-Saint-Georges, Les Bolards (France); 5. Rhineland (Germany); 6. Apulum (Alba 
Iulia).
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The appearance, features and enamelled decoration of the 
brooch of Apulum (Fig. 5) are indicative of a date during the 
peak use period of enamelled zoomorphic brooches, when the 
enamelling process was well-established. The exemplar here 
frames sometime during the 2nd century AD, most likely its 
second half and is an import from Gallia, where zoomorphic 
brooches with this decoration type are most numerous. Last 
but not least, it is worth mentioning that the discovery of 
the brooch within the perimeter of the northern cemetery at 
Apulum impedes us to securely ascribe the affiliation of its 
bearer to a military or civilian environment.
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