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Placing the gods. 
Sanctuaries and sacralized spaces 

in the settlements of Apulum

Csaba Szabó
PhD Candidate, University of Pécs (HU) - Erfurt Universität, DE

E-mail: szabo.csaba.pte@gmail.com

Abstract: With more than six hundreds votive monuments, the 
conurbation of Apulum has one of the richest material evidence of religious 
practices and experiences from the 2-3rd centuries A.D. in the Danubian 
provinces. Although, the number of the monuments are unusually high, 
their distribution, position and role in different spaces – namely, in temples, 
sanctuaries and sacralized places – are very problematic. In this article the 
author will present a possible typology of places and spaces where religious 
activity was carried on in the settlements of Apulum, presenting also the 
currently known list of sanctuaries and sacralized places in the conurbation.

Keywords: Apulum, Roman Dacia, sanctuaries, Roman religion, urban 
religion.

There is an apparently simple question: where did Romans 
worship their gods? The answer, however is more complex than 
one can expect. Indirectly, the question was already raised 
by ancient authors, focusing on the spatial presence of the 
divine and the meaning of what a sacralized space means in 
legal and/or religious terms1. The great variety of Latin terms 
and notions (templum, aedes, fanum, spelaeum) or iconographic 
representations describe spaces and places where divinities 
were present or worshiped indeed, suggest that this question 
wouldn’t have a precise answer already in antiquity. 

1 On the omnipresence of the sacred and its problematic meaning in Seneca’s 
letter to Lucilius, see: Myonoupulos 2008, p. 45-76 especially p. 54-57. On the 
notion of what is a „sanctuary” see: Rüpke 2013, p. 212-225; Moser, Feldman 
2014, p. 3-14, Andringa 2015, p. 29-40.
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First of all, three modern notions need to be clarified: temple, 
sanctuary (Heiligtümer), sacred landscape2. A temple is a place 
built for a special purpose: serving as the house of the divinity 
or as a sacred geography, a templum, cut from the physical 
reality of the profane world, protected by special Roman laws 
(res religiosae, res sacrae3). It is defined by specific architectural 
elements and repetitive actions, rituals, communities, their 
collective memory and durability4. It is an institutionalized 
agglomeration and intensification of the sacred. Sanctuary, 
shrine or heiligtümer are modern constructions5, usually used 
for smaller buildings, where architecture doesn’t play anymore 
a crucial, definitive role in creating a sacred space. It can be 
a building or place built intentionally for religious purposes 
with various local and individual architectural features, 
but also transformed houses, compartments, rooms. These 
modern notions – most often used for sacred places of ethnic 
divinities or small group religions – can be very confusing 
when it correlated with ancient Latin terminologies or the 
archaeological reality.

Sacred landscape is a more wider notion, where religious 
activity is not related necessary to a building with a special 
function and legal protection, dedicated to one or more 
divinities, but it focused on a phenomenological concept 

2 Andringa 2015, p. 29-30. 
3 Gaius 2.2-5, 8-9: ”Summa itaque rerum diuisio in duos articulos diducitur: 

nam aliae sunt diuini iuris, aliae humani.Diuini iuris sunt ueluti res sacrae et 
religiosae. Sacrae sunt, quae diis superis consecratae sunt; religiosae, quae diis Manibus 
relictae sunt. Sed sacrum quidem hoc solum existimatur, quod ex auctoritate populi 
Romani consecratum est, ueluti lege de ea re lata aut senatus consulto facto.[…] 
Sanctae quoque res, uelut muri et portae, quodam modo diuini iuris sunt”. See also: 
Inst. 2.1.8. On the difference of the two notions, see: Catalano 1978, p. 440-553; 
Bloch 2006, p. 48-64; Basista 2010, p. 9-10.

4 On Roman temples, see: Stambaugh 1978, p. 554-608; Stamper 2005, 
Schollmeyer 2008.

5 There are countless variations in the contemprary academic discourse 
for religious places such as „cult place”, „cultic site”, „religious architecture”, 
„sacred architecture”, „architecture of the sacred”. Others, such as the iseum, 
serapaeum, mithraeum, dolichenum, are also modern constructions.
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(ritual, experience), where the sacred is attested6. It could 
be the city wall, the amphitheatre, a street, funeral contexts,  
a house, a horreum or any other building or natural place and 
physical entity, where religious experience is practiced7.

The large number of votive stone monuments (more than 
600 objects) produced and displayed in less than two centuries 
in the settlements of Apulum suggest that the interior of 
the places where religious activity was carried on was very 
crowded and the number of these places were more numerous, 
than the number of the surely attested sanctuaries. It can 
suggest also a constant dynamic of objects within these spaces, 
where the “sacredness” of an altar or dedication could easily 
transformed into a secular, “profane” building material8. The 
display and position of these objects within an inner space of 
a building is impossible to reconstruct, even in such cases as 
Pompeii, where the interor reconstruction of the sacralized 
spaces is very problematic9.

 The great variation and coexistence of different types of 
sacralized places and spaces makes almost impossible – and 
in the sense of ritualization and performance – even useless to 
create a typology. One can distinguish in such a great urban 
center as Apulum sacred spaces based on the civic – private 
(domestic), legal – illegal, artificial – natural, open air – closed, small 
– monumental, military - civilian contrasts. The majority of the 
spaces, where religious activity – even the repetitive ones – 
were carried on in the settlements of Apulum is impossible to 
attest due to the severe destruction of the conurbation10. Spaces 

6 Elsner 2012, p.1-26; Moser, Feldman 2014.
7 An old but still one of the widest definition of sacred landscape for Roman 

context is: Cancik 1986, p. 250-265.
8 On the cultic and secular nature of objects in the context of the role theory, 

see: Weiss 2015, p. 83-87, especially citing the idea of J. Z. Smith in footnote no. 
92. As the example of the Maryport altars shows however, one must consider 
also the possibility of “religious waste” and reused altars.

9 Andringa 2012, p. 83-118.
10 On the distruction of the ancient city see: Szabó 2014a; Ciută 2013.
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Fig. 11
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Fig. 1. Praetorium consularis. Reconstruction after F. Schäfer. The black 
dots represents the places, where votive monuments were found: Schäfer 
2014, 273, abb. 281.

Fig. 2. The shrine of Liber Pater. After Haynes 2005, p. 41.

Fig. 3. The mithraeum from the Municipium Septimium Apulense. 
After: http://apulumithraeum.blogspot.com. Last accessed: 7.11.2015.
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Fig. 4. Part of the aedes principiorum from the excavations of 2011 
(source: http://castrul-apulum.ro/. Last accessed: 13.11.2015).

Fig. 5. Fragmentary inscription mentioning the temple (aedes) of 
Fortuna: lupa 11276.

Fig. 6a. Jupiter Capitolinus found probably in the end of August, 1867 
in a temple of the Colonia Aurelia Apulensis (lupa 17354).

Fig. 6b. The altar of Aulus Tapetius Amethystus (IDR III/5, 167): lupa 
11504.

Fig. 6c. The altar of Aulus Tapetius Epius (IDR III/5, 168): lupa 11505.

Fig. 7. IDR III/5, 153 mentioning the rebuilding of a temple of IOM 
(lupa 11481).

Fig. 8. Jupiter tronans, probably serving as a cult statue in a temple of 
the Municipium Septimium (lupa 19222)

Fig. 9. Hypothetical reconstruction of the mithraeum from the garden 
of Oancea (by the author).

Fig. 10. IDR III/5, 709 mentioning the rebuilding of a mithareum (lupa 
12244)

Fig. 11. Sanctuaries and sacalized spaces in the territory of the legionary 
fort and the Municipium Septimium Apulense.

Fig. 12. Sanctuaries and sacralized spaces in the NV corner of the 
Colonia Aurelia Apulensis.

Fig. 13. Sanctuaries and sacralized spaces in the center and South of the 
Colonia Aurelia Apulensis.




