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The Rural Landscape of the Frontier of Dacia 
Porolissensis. A Case Study: the Northern 
Sector – territorium Arcoba(da)rense – The 

Valley of River Someșul Mare*

Horațiu Cociș

Abstract:The present study aims at reevaluating the situation of the rural settlements located in the area 
of the northern frontier, with special focus on those distributed along the valley of River Someșul Mare. From an 
administrative perspective these settlements were included in the entity known as territorium Arcoba(da)rense, 
an entity that orbited around the ancient settlement of Arcoba(da)ra/Ilișua (Bistrița-Năsăud County), largely 
located behind the threefold line of the frontier and in the proximity of its elements. Thus, the study intends to 
discuss the northern frontier from the perspective of its rural landscape, mainly analyzing the manner in which 
the civilian areas were organized in this border area.
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The northern area of the frontier of Dacia Porolissensis was structured, from the perspective of 
civilian areas, in two distinct administrative units: regio Ansamense1 and territorium Arcoba(da)rense2. 
Regio Ansamense is attested by two inscriptions put up by beneficiarii consularis3 and the unit desig‑
nated a civilian, not a military territorial structure behind the limes4, pertaining to vicus Samum (or 
castellum Samum)5.

Another territorial unit, known as the territorium Arcoba(da)rense neighbored regio Ansamense. 
The civilian settlement developed in connection to the auxiliary fort in Ilișua and is attested by 
an intensely discussed inscription6 dated 246 A.D.7. The inscription reveals the fact that this ter-
ritorium was administered by two magistrates and a certain degree of autonomy and self-adminis‑
tration can be identified, just like in the case of Samum. In both of these cases from the northern 
area of the frontier of Dacia Porolissensis one finds civilian communities enjoying quasi-municipal 
organization and self-government, communities that had developed in the proximity of the mili‑
tary centers in Cășeiu (Samum) and Ilișua (Arcoba(da)ra) respectively, that have contributed with a 
certain territory. In the case of the present study, focus shall fall on the territorium Arcoba(da)rense 
from the perspective of landscape structuring, namely of the rural settlements that compose this 
border landscape.

Besides other examples from Romanian literature when specialists have tried to delimitate 

*	 English translation: Ana M. Gruia.
1	 See mainly Isac 1994, 205–215; Opreanu 1994, 69–78; Isac 2003, 48–58; Vătavu 2011, 225–234.
2	 Nemeti 2014.
3	 CIL III 827 = 7633: Deae [Nem]esi / reg[in(ae)] M. Val(erius) Va/len[ti]nus b(ene)f(iciarius) / co(n)s(ularis) [mi]l[es] le[g(ionis)] 

/ XIII G(eminae) Gordi(anae) / aed[il(is)] col(oniae) Nap(ocae) / agens sub sig(nis) / Samum cum reg(ione) Ans(amensium) 
v(otum) s(olvit) l(ibens) m(erito) / [I]mp(eratore) d(omino) n(ostro) M(arco) A[nt(onino)] Gordi(ano) Augus/[to et A]viol[a] 
co(n)s(ulibus) XIII (?); Rusu 1956, 120–123, no. 1, fig. 1: I(ovi) O(ptimo) M(aximo) / P(ublius) Ae(lius) Marcellinus / b(ene)
f)iciarius) co(n)s(ularis) leg(ionis) V M(acedonicae) / Gord(ianae) agens Sa/mo cum reg(ione) Ans(amensium) / sub seg(nis) pro 
salute sua / et suorum v(otum) l(ibens) p(osuit) / Arriano et Papo co(n)s(ulibus).

4	 Opreanu 1994, 72–73; Nemeti 2014, 89.
5	 S. Nemeti choses the formula castellum Samum, as more appropriate, according to him, than vicus Samum (see Nemeti 

2014, 89).
6	 Protase et al. 1995, 27–114; Wollman, Ardevan 2006, 667–678; Nemeti, Bărbulescu 2007, 163–167; Dana, Nemeti 2016, 

67–93.
7	 Piso 2007, 163–167.
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geographically certain urban centers from Dacia such as Sarmizegetusa8 or Potaissa9, discussions 
regarding the extent of the territorium of interest here have recently appeared in specialized literature. 
Thus,in the absence of working tools such as inscriptions put up by magistrates, termini that marked 
the border between two territoria, or traces of the centurations (inexistent in the case of quasi-urban 
settlements, S. Nemeti attempts to delimitate this territorium by mapping the Roman settlements, the 
spots with relevant discoveries, the water divides called divergia aquarum and introducing them into 
a center-periphery algorithm called “Thiessen poligons”10. He has thus theoretically delimited, among 
other things, the territorium of Arcobadara11. His analyses have determined the fact that this territory 
extended geographically to the north up to the line of towers and burgi along the Ponița – Salva line12, 
that to the west it bordered the regio Ansamense, to the south-west the area administered by the center 
in Gherla and to the east the territory with the center in Orheiul Bistriței13. The method is not defini‑
tory, but correlated with the other centers in Dacia Porolissensis such as Gherla, Cășeiu, and Orheiul 
Bistriței, it can reveal the relative geographic extent of the territorial and administrative units.

The area of interest for the reconstruction of the territorium is basically the line of River Someșul 
Mare, though some of the discussed cases are located west of this line, at the same time beyond the 
theoretical border of the territorium. Thus the reconstruction of the rural landscape in the area of the 
northern frontier is marked by the discoveries in the perimeter of the settlements of Urișor (Cluj-
Napoca County) to the west and Năsăud (Bistrița-Năsăud County) to the east.

The rural settlements in the area of the frontier are mainly located along the Roman road built 
along the valley of the Someș. The route of this road has been discussed in a recent article14. Thus, 
in our area of interest, the Roman road has been observed in several places over decades. From west 
to east, the road has been observed in the area of the settlement of Urișor (Cluj County). One frag‑
ment of the road leading towards the fort in Samum has been signaled in the center of the village15 
and towards the south it most probably joined the Dej-Arcoba(da)ra-Orheiul Bistriței-Brâncovenești 
route16. The next settlement to the east where road fragments have been signaled, though briefly, 
is Mănășturel (Cluj County). These were first mentioned by K. Torma who noted the fact that the 
road followed the course of the Someș17. An area better known from the perspective of the road line 
is around the fort in Ilișua where following his 1858–1862 researches Torma drew a ground plan 
that contains among other data that are extremely important for the auxiliary fort itself18, pieces of 
information regarding the road network. The Hungarian researcher in question has identified this 
network along the Uriu-Ilișua-Cristeștii Ciceului route (Bistrița-Năsăud County)19, probably with a 
branch taking off by the settlement of Uriu leading to the fort and then turning north-east to meet 
again the road following the course of the Someș in the area of the settlement in Cristeștii Ciceului. 
In the proximity of the fort K. Torma mentions the existence of two towers, that he has researched 
archeologically, theoretically located east of the military center. The first tower is located on Măgura 
Ilișuei20 and the second at the feet of Dealul Dosului21. In theory, these towers are located so as to 
supervise both road traffic on the above mentioned sector and to connect with the advanced chain of 
towers in the area of Negrilești (Bistrița-Năsăud County). Inter-visibility analyses of the “Cummulativ 
Viewshed Analyses” type have revealed the fact that these towers provided good coverage of the road 
in the area of the Someș Valley.

As it has been suggested before, the Roman road split somewhere by the settlement of Beclean 

8	 Piso 1993, 63–82. See also Bogdan Cătăniciu 1991, 59–67; Ardevan 1998, 45–55. For recent analyses of the centuriation 
in Sarmizegetusa see Diaconescu 2010, 133–162; Marcu, Cupcea 2011, 543–560.

9	 Nemeti et al. 2003, 69–75.
10	 For the method applied to archaeology see for example Fulminante 2005, 7–17.
11	 Nemeti 2014, Pl. I.
12	 Zăgreanu et al. 2017, 25–45.
13	 Nemeti 2014, 134–135.
14	 Fodorean 2016, 289–304.
15	 RepCj 1992, 471.
16	 Fodorean 2006, 207–212.
17	 Torma 1880, 117, Király 1889, 208.
18	 See Boda 2013, 75–106.
19	 Torma, 1964, Pl. II.
20	 Torma 1864, 13; Pl. II, Z.
21	 Torma 1864, 13; Pl. II, L.
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