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The Roman city of Gorsium-Herculia is located about 70 kilometers south-
west of Budapest in Hungary.1 According to our archaeological evidence, 
the region was inhabited as early as the Neolithic Age. Neolithic pottery 
fragments have been found scattered around the site. Similar finds indicate 
the existence of people in the region from the late Bronze and early Iron 
Ages. 

Although the village of the Celtic Eravisci has not been located yet,2 

Celtic tribes are known to have lived in the area long before the Romans 
appeared on the scene. During the reign of the emperor Claudius, some-
time between A.C. 46-49, a military post was established at Gorsium by 
the ala I Scubulorum. The original defensive earthbanks and palisades 
were demolished by the Romans themselves around A.D. 106. Some of 
the remains of the fossa (ditch) are still to be seen at the site. Soon a 
new and permanent town replaced the original military stronghold. The 
building activity was continuous from about A.D. 107 on, during the reign 
of Emperor Trajan, when the legio X Gemina started the construction of 
the forum. By this time the Romans had defeated the Dacians and man-
aged to establish a continuous defensive line along the western banks of 
the Danube. Consequently, the military importance of Gorsium became 
negligible. 

When Trajan decided to divide the province of Pannonia into two admin-
istrative regions Gorsium became the religious centre of Pannonia Inferior, 
while Aquincum remained the administrative, economic and political cen-
tre. Gors ium's new sanctuaries were constructed, in all probability, under 
the supervision of the proconsul Hadrian who later, in A.D. 124 as em-
peror, re-visited the city. Knowing Hadrian 's fascination with architecture, 
it is conceivable that the arrangement of the central sanctuary (templum 



provinciae) was planned according to his ideas.3 

The peaceful development of Gorsium was abruptly halted during the 
Marcomann wars (A.D. 160-180). By near the end of the war Gorsium, 
a long with numerous other settlements in Pannonia, was destroyed. Both 
the city centre and the suburbs were almost completely burnt down by the 
Sarmatians. As the result of the peace settlement, the Sarmatians freed 
100,000 captured prisoners. Some of these prisoners had been taken from 
Gorsium and, upon their return to the city, they must have participated 
in the rebuilding activity of the following decades. Most of the newly 
constructed buildings were of cut stone and not mud brick as previously. 

It is known that Septimius Severus started out from Pannonia in April 
A .D. 193 to become the new ruler of the empire. Almost a decade later, 
on his way back to Rome from the Parthian wars in A.D. 202, Septimius 
Severus and his family followed the line of Roman fortifications along 
the Danube in Moesia and Pannonia. He made only one detour f rom 
the strictly military trail when he left Intercisa (the modern Dunaujvaros) 
to visit Gorsium. By this time the structures of the templum provinciae 
had been rebuilt with the financial help of the emperor and his older son 
Caracalla. In A.D. 214 Caracalla once more visited Gorsium on his way 
to the renewed war against the Parthians. 

The new golden age of the first half of the third century ended in A.D. 
258. During the revolt of Ingenuus against the emperor Gallienus the 
situation at Gorsium deteriorated. This is the time when the treasury of 
the city, 3134 double denarius, was hidden under the floor of a building 
and remained there until 1968. Exploiting the considerably undermined 
and weakened central authority of the emperor in Rome, the Sarmatian 
Roxolani overrun and devastated Pannonia, including Gorsium, in A.D. 
260. 

The full scale rebuilding of the city started only around the end of the 
third century when in A.D. 295 the emperor Diocletian refounded the city. 
It is known f rom the late third century Itinerarium Antonini that at this 
t ime Gorsium was renamed in honour of Dioclet ian 's co-emperor Max-
imian, whose secondary, assumed name, was Herculius. The rebuilt city of 
Herculia became larger and more imposing than the former Gorsium. The 
sizes of the spacious new public buildings indicate that any of them could 
have housed a large number of people at a given time. Some sources even 
suggest that the grand palatium in the northwest sector of the city served 
as the residence of the governor of Valeria.4 By the time of Constantine 
the Great, the city had reached its zenith with an estimated population of 
eight thousand inhabitants. 

The importance of Herculia at this time is also indicated by the substan-
tial development of local industry, which relied less and less on imported 
merchandise. The local pottery makers, glass blowers, iron workers, bone 



carvers, and others produced a large amount of good quality material which 
probably insured the survival of the city beyond the fourth century. 

After the military triumph of Constantine the Great at the Milvian bridge 
in Rome (A.D. 312) the inhabitants of Herculia made arrangements to 
accommodate Christianity. Two basilicas can be dated to the fourth century; 
the first one was completed within fifteen years of Constantine's victory. 

By the time of the death of the emperor Valentinian in A.D. 375 the last 
golden age of the city was over. After the decisive defeat of the Roman 
army at Hadrianopolis in A.D. 378, the years of gradual decline started 
in Herculia and in the province as a whole. Some of the inhabitants left 
the shrinking city for safer regions, others moved within the city walls for 
better protection. In spite of the uncertain political climate, the life of the 
city can be traced without any difficulty to the mid-fifth century. In the 
early decades of the fifth century, the roads were repaired once more and 
a few new buildings were erected within the city walls,5 This is the t ime 
when a baptismal basin was added to the larger basilica (build in the second 
half of the fourth century), implying the presence of a bishop in Herculia.6 

From the fifth century on, waves of different ethnic groups —such as the 
Huns, eastern Goths, Svabians, Langobards, and Avars —appeared in the 
region travelling on the well-preserved roads. By the last quarter of the 
fifth century, even some of the dead were buried within the city walls. The 
graves of Langobards and Avars so far located, indicate that these groups 
lived only within the fortified walls of the former great city of Gorsium-
Herculia. 

The significantly reduced population of the settlement witnessed the 
conquest of Pannonia by the Magyars (Hungarians) in the ninth century. 
By the late tenth or eleventh century, the stones of Gorsium-Herculia be-
came a quarry to construct the first seat of the Hungarian kings at nearby 
Szekesfehervar. Yet the greatly reduced population of Gorsium-Herculia 
continued to exist but only in and near the former city centre. According 
to Mediaeval documents the name of the place was changed to Foveny. To 
serve the religious needs of the locals, a small church was constructed above 
the eastern end of the former Roman tabemae (shops) in the second half 
of the thirteenth century. The final and complete depopulation of Foveny 
took place during the Ottoman invasion of Hungary in the mid-sixteenth 
century. 

The existence of the once flourishing city was forgotten for centuries. 
It was rediscovered only in 1866 when Floris Romer visited the site and 
subsequently described it. The first small scale excavations at Gorsium-
Herculia took place in 1934-39 and then in 1954. These explorations 
ascertained the existence of the large ancient settlement in the region. The 
regular and systematic excavations started in 1958 under the leadership 
of Dr. Jeno Fitz.7 As the result of the ongoing research at the site, today 



about one third of the ancient city is once more revealed and preserved for 
posterity. 

Our Canadian team joined the Hungarian excavators in 1987.8 We have 
completed three seasons of field work within the city walls, east of the 
cardo and south of the decumanus, i.e., the main north-south and east-
west streets. From a 1958 sondage, conducted in this area, originates a 
series of four, bronze coated, iron bells of different sizes and a sickle. 
These finds suggest the existence of a sanctuary, perhaps that of Jupiter 
Dolichenus, in the area.9 Such a hypothesis seems to be more plausible 
now than in the past. During our first season of excavation we located a 
2.60m long and 0.80m wide stretch of a late Roman wall. The following 
two years our efforts were concentrated on the excavation of this wall 
segment. The unearthed length of the wall is now more than 12m and runs 
in an approximately east-west direction. The inner, i.e., northern face of 
the wall shows remains of plaster coating which had a painted decoration. 
Bits and fragments of coloured frescoes were found on the terrazzo floor 
of the building adjacent to the wall. The northeast part of this wall ends 
abruptly showing signs of rough dismantling of the masonry at this point. 
The still well-preserved southwest corner of the wall turns northwest at a 
90 degree angle. At a short distance from the corner the wall is completely 
destroyed down to its foundation course. Less than 2m northwest of the 
corner, and on line with the outer edge of the wall, a column or pillar base 
has been located. A second and analogous base came to light, ca. 5.50m, 
northwest and on line with the first base. Both bases are placed in front 
of a large room of which the width is slightly more than 7m. The length 
of the room has not been determined yet since its eastern sections remain 
unexcavated. The north wall of this room has plaster coating on both faces 
and its width is somewhat less than that of the wall which is to be found 
parallel and to the south of it. As often is the case in archaeology, the 
second wall fragment was located only about 0.15m beneath the present 
surface.1 0 Approximately 0.70m south of this second wall and parallel to 
it, the outlines of an additional wall were discovered on the last day of our 
excavation season. 

The building has an additional feature that should be noted, namely a 
furnace along its massive south wall. The continuous stretch of this wall 
is broken about the half-way point of its present length. Here, besides the 
narrow outer walls of the furnace enclosure, the neatly lined sides of a 
heating flue were located. The existence of an extensive heating system is 
further indicated by the numerous broken heating tiles found amongst the 
debris inside the building. The arrangement of the heating system must 
have been similar to those found in other cities of Pannonia, for example 
at Aquincum. 

After the structure was destroyed or abandoned parts of it were used as 



a burial ground. Two human skeletons came to light in the area, one of an 
adult person and the other of a baby. Above the b ab y ' s rib cage was found 
an amphora stopper, presumably it was the favouri te toy of the deceased. 
The rectangular outl ines of two more graves are visible in the terrazzo 
floor; c i rcumstances al lowing, these burials will be excavated in 1990. All 
the graves have an east-west direction and they are presumably the resting 
places of Avars who lived in the region before the Magyars . 1 1 The general 
disposition of the burials agrees with other g raves we had excavated during 
the previous years of field work. These burials were all single pit graves, 
without any signs of permanent grave markers . The earlier magnificent 
tomb stones of the Roman period have disappeared forever. 

The d imensions and construction technique of the walls of our build-
ing are ana logous to the largest structures of Gors ium-Hercul ia (e.g., area 
sacra, palatium). Fur thermore, the massive wal ls were painted and as noted 
above, there was a heating system for the large room(s). We also know 
that the structure faced the forum to the west and had columns in front of 
the facade. These facts and the series of bel ls located here, suggest that 
the structure was a ceremonial type of public building. 

Naturally, as our excavation becomes more and more extensive, besides 
the possible answers, there will be new quest ions. Already in the east-
ernmost t renches of our work ing area, new wal ls and floor surfaces are 
emerging. Thei r function, their relation to each other and to the earlier 
and later structures, will have to be explained. In addition to the size and 
construction technique of the walls, the var ious small finds will also help 
to solve s o m e of the puzzles . 1 2 Consequent ly , it is hoped that by accom-
plishing our immediate goal, i.e., the comple te excavation of the strate 
down to the level of the fourth century late R o m a n building, new informa-
tion will emerge concerning the history, social structure and daily life of 
Gors ium-Hercul ia . 

NOTES 

1 For further bibliography see the relevant volumes of Alba Regia from 1958 to 
1989. See also the guide book to the excavations by J. Fitz, Gorsium-Herculia-
Tdc (Budapest, 1980). 

2 The pre-Roman settlement of the local Eravisci might be located about 800m 
northwest of the later Roman city on the east bank (of the formerly much more 
substantial river) Sarviz. This observation was made by Dr. Gyula Fiilop, the 
associate director of the St. Stephen's Museum in Szekesfehervar, in the summer 
of 1989. 

3 The overall arrangement of the temple district of Gorsium recalls the plan of the 
large heroon at Pergamon. See E. Akurgal, Ancient Civilizations and Ruins of 
Turkey (Istanbul, 1970), pp. 72-76. 

4 See J. Fitz, Gorsium-Herculia (Szekesfehervar, 1976), p. 100; and J. Fitz, Gor-
sium (Sz6kesfehervdr, 1983), p. 7. 



5 One of the factors of the early importance of Gorsium-Herculia was the meeting 
of a number of important trade and military routes. However, after A.D. 378 the 
crossing of these roads at the city probably caused more anxiety and harm than 
benefit to the now exposed population. 

6 See Fitz, Gorsium-Herculia, p. 104. 
7 The excavations are conducted under the auspices of the St. Stephen's Museum 

in Szekesfehervar. 
8 See the brief summaries of our work in English by J. Fedak, "Excavations at 

Gorsium-Herculia in Hungary," EMC/CV 32 (1988): 175-79 and J. Fedak, "The 
Second Season of Excavations at Gorsium-Herculia in Hungary," EMC/CV 33 
(1989): 251-53. 

9 See J. Fitz, "The Excavations in Gorsium," Acta Archaeologica Hungariae 24 
(1972): 16, 39-40. 

10 1 emphasize this fact since the average earth fill in other sections of our excavation 
area was at least 1.20m deep. 

11 See Fedak (supra N. 8), p. 177. 
12 Our small finds, besides quantities of roof and heating tiles, include various 

animal bones, numerous pottery and glass fragments, scraps of metal, a few 
silver and bronze coins, a late Roman amphora stopper, a fully preserved Avar 
clay vase and a single bone token. In addition to these finds amongst the pottery, 
the decorated terra sigillata and glazed sheared fragments help us dating the 
various features. 

13 Once that goal is achieved we shall proceed, wherever possible, to uncover the 
pre-fourth century levels beneath the late Roman ceremonial type of building. 




