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MINIATURE MIRRORS FROM APULUM-
DEALUL FURCILOR CEMETERY

Marina Musteață1, Adrian Cosmin Bolog2

Abstract: Apulum, one of the largest urban settlements of Roman Dacia, housed a population with many 
ties around the empire. This could be observed in the city’s cemeteries, including the one situated on Dealul 
Furcilor. Thus, studies of the funerary treatment of the deceased individuals are necessary for the archaeolo-
gists and historians to uncover the ways in which the individual and collective identities were expressed. 
Two graves included in the cemetery’s monograph, initially published as M612 and M670, have both 
among their grave goods a miniature lead mirror. The miniature mirrors are a type of artefact with a 
disputed function. One reason for this situation is the small size that could question their practical function 
as objects used to reflect someone’s image. The second reason is related to their many contexts of discovery, 
such mirrors being found in funerary, votive and also domestic contexts.
Keywords: miniature mirrors, graves, social identities, burial practices, Roman Dacia.

1. Introduction

The article discusses two Roman graves from Apulum – Dealul Furcilor cemetery, each 
including in their inventory one miniature mirror3. These mirrors are made of lead and have a 
small diameter, which make them hard to be considered toiletries. Such artefacts were found all 
over the Roman world in many different contexts, and having different shapes, so questions about 
their function have been raised4. It is thought that they could be votive gifts, some of them being 
found in sacred areas and having inscriptions dedicated to different female deities, like Venus, 
Selene, Isis etc5. The magical function is brought into discussion when such mirrors are found 
in funerary contexts, some of them being associated with women and children6. It is also known 
that the material from which they are made was considered to have magical powers, its perceived 
features being considered suitable for the transmission of messages to the world of spirits7. If the 
context is unknown, the inscribed love or erotic messages could also indicate this function8. When 
appearing in military camps, it is said that they merely had a practical function9, but in this case, 
their durability could be questioned, the lead being softer that other metals10. Sometimes, mirrors 
bear inscriptions that betray the fact that they were probably gifts offered to women11.

1  Institutul de Arheologie și Istoria Artei Cluj-Napoca, Str. M.  Kogălniceanu, nr.  12–14, Cluj-Napoca, 
marinamusteata@yahoo.com; 

2  Muzeul Național al Unirii Alba Iulia, Str. Mihai Viteazul 12–14, Alba Iulia, adrian_bolog@yahoo.com
3  BOLOG 2017 105–114.
4  TREISTER 1994, 423; GRAHAM 2018; STREINU ET AL. 2020, 180–182.
5  BARATTA 2010, 91–92; KOSANOVIĆ/MILOVANOVIĆ 2017, 204.
6  OTA 2009, 32; GRAHAM 2018; STREINU ET AL. 2020, 178.
7  GAGER 1992, 3–4; GRAHAM 2018.
8  KOSANOVIĆ/MILOVANOVIĆ 2017, 204.
9  NEMETI 2017a, 60.
10  GRAHAM 2018.
11  DANA 2015.
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But who really knows what they were made for? A simple answer would be, the person 
who made them. Their manufacturers are not always a mystery. Some of the mirrors have inscrip‑
tions that reveal the names of the craftsmen, like in the cases from Arelatina, Cuccureddus, 
Moyland, and Sucidava. In Giulia Baratta’s opinion, they were freemen that worked in the 
officinae of the Roman world12. Anyway, not many mirrors discovered so far have such details 
inscribed on them, and the same thing is available for the motives, further research being needed. 
Therefore, although they are much harder to interpret than a written text, the answer should 
probably be searched also in the archaeological contexts of discovery. 

Considering all of these observations, one scope of this article is to clarify the signifi‑
cance of the mirrors in the burials from Apulum – Dealul Furcilor cemetery. The second scope 
is to identify the social identities of the deceased individuals from the researched graves. 

Methodologically, the article is divided into three parts, the first part discussing the 
previous publications focused on the lead mirrors discovered in Roman Dacia, or the ones that 
included them among other finds.

The second part consists of the description and contextual interpretation of the graves 
and their inventory based on previous information published in the cemetery’s monograph13 
and some new information, including the reassessment of two ceramic vessels and the iden‑
tification of the coin from the first grave (M612). For the descriptions of the artefacts, it was 
used the catalogue of the monograph. The drawings were also taken into consideration when 
the information from the catalogue was too brief. In the graves’ description are also mentioned 
the results of an anthropological study conducted by Drd. Ileana Buzic from the “1 December 
1918” University of Alba Iulia.

The third part presents a typologically classification of the studied mirrors and their 
analogies from the Roman world. The possible functions of similar mirrors found in the archaeo‑
logical contexts of Roman Dacia, including those found in the two selected graves from Apulum 
are also discussed.

Finally, it has to be said that physical access to the artefacts was not possible in this pan‑
demic context, so the analysis is mainly based on the drawings and photographs published in 
the cemetery’s monograph or taken during the excavation of the archaeological site.

2. Lead mirrors in Roman Dacia 

The lead mirrors discovered on the territory of Roman Dacia are mentioned and 
sometimes typologically classified in archaeological monographs, though many are included 
in articles that have them as the main subject. They are thus attested at Apulum14, Drobeta15, 
Ilișua16, Obreja17, Potaissa18, Slăveni19, Soporu de Câmpie20, Sucidava21, and Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa22.

12  BARATTA 2010, 91–95.
13  BOLOG 2017.
14  BĂLUȚĂ 1997, 562; OTA 2009, 32–33 – for the picture of the mirror, see BOUNEGRU ET AL. 2011, 

128; BOLOG 2017, 105–114.
15  BENEA 1974.
16  DANA 2015; GAIU 2017, 61.
17  PROTASE 1971, 155.
18  BĂRBULESCU 1994, 149; NEMETI 2017a, 60. 
19  POPILIAN 1971, 636.
20  PROTASE/ȚIGARA 1959, 387.
21  TUDOR 1948; TUDOR 1959.
22  ALICU/COCIȘ 1987, 146.
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One old but often cited publication that takes into consideration the lead mirrors from 
Roman Dacia is including 72 artefacts, both complete and fragmentary ones, discovered at 
Sucidava23. In this article, one type of mirrors was identified according to their shape, and over 
20 types according to their decoration. They were generally dated between the 2nd and the 3rd 
centuries AD and were ascribed a practical or a votive function according to their morphology. 
Because of their great number and the fact that some of the mirrors bear the names of their 
manufactures, Brutus and Lollianus, it has been suggested that multiple workshops were active 
in Sucidava. Most of the analogies for the mirrors from this site are found in Bulgaria, and 
because of that it was supposed that a relation was established between the workshops from this 
area of the Roman world. Other workshops specialised in casting lead mirrors were presumed at 
Apulum, Drobeta (between the reigns of Septimius Severus and Gallienus), and Gârla Mare24.

At Apulum were discovered not only lead mirrors, but also moulds with one or three 
valves to produce them25. The first mould was found in the Municipium Septimium, and the 
second one in the Colonia Aurelia Apulensis. A mould from the Museum of Sebeș collections, 
with an unknown place of discovery, also resembles the one found in the Colonia Aurelia26. The 
presence of these artefacts attests a local production of at least two types of lead mirrors, the first 
one having a star-shape, and the second having a round rim, geometrical motifs, and a denti‑
form decoration on the circumference27. 

Sometimes, the published lead mirrors from Roman Dacia have an unclear context of 
discovery, but when the context is known, it can be observed that the situation from the rest of 
the Roman world is also encountered in Dacia. That is, lead mirrors are found in the following 
contexts: burials28, settlements29, votive contexts30, and military forts31. It can be therefore 
noted that each mirror could have had different or multiple functions (votive, ritual, practical), 
according to the context in which it was found, the relations with other artefacts, and their 
morphology. Their state of preservation, for example when the mirror is found folded or has the 
reflecting surface broken, could indicate an unusual utilisation of the artefact, and maybe an 
intentional damage32.

3. Graves M612 and M670 at Apulum-Dealul Furcilor

The Roman cemetery on Dealul Furcilor is situated in modern Alba Iulia (Fig. 1–2)33, 
between the two Roman urban settlements. The first one was formed to the south of the Mureș 
River, gaining the municipium rank under Marcus Aurelius, and becoming colonia under 
Commodus. The second settlement, formed around the military camp of Legio XIII Gemina, 
gaining the municipium rank under Septimius Severus. The cemetery is the biggest in the area 
and its limits are not yet fully discovered34.

23  TUDOR 1959, 417–432.
24  BENEA 2008, 237–240.
25  CIUGUDEAN 1994; BĂLUȚĂ 1997.
26  BENGA 2003, 94.
27  BENEA 2008, 238.
28  BENEA 2008, 240; OTA 2009, 32.
29  BĂLUȚĂ 1997, 562.
30  TUDOR 1959; ALICU/COCIȘ 1987, 148–149.
31  BĂRBULESCU 1994, 149; GAIU 2017, 61; NEMETI 2017a, 60.
32  GRAHAM 2018.
33  BOLOG 2017, 14.
34  HAMAT/ BOUNEGRU 2016, 135.
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The discoveries made in this cemetery are partially published in a monograph, one of 
the most well-known contributions to the investigation of funerary practices in Roman Dacia35. 
According to the published catalogue, there are two graves that contained miniature lead mir‑
rors, M612 and M670.

The two graves are situated in different parts of the cemetery, the first one (M612) being 
in area 14, and the second one (M670) in area 21 (Fig. 3). The funerary rite of the graves is dif‑
ferent, M612 grave being an inhumation, and M670 a cremation36. 

The first grave (M612) has an irregular shape37 and a simple treatment of the pit 
(Fig. 5/1). According to the monograph, the grave contained the osteological remains of a child 
that are not well preserved. There is also an unfinished anthropological study that cannot yet 
confirm the age of the deceased38. The grave has a NE-SW orientation. Due to these charac‑
teristics, the grave resembles the majority of the children’s graves found in this cemetery39. The 
NE-SW orientation is commonly associated in this cemetery with coins issued between Trajan’s 
and Caracalla’s reigns40. It could indicate the season of the year when the deceased was buried, 
or could be a sign of the cemetery’s organization in a certain time and area41. 

35  BOLOG 2017.
36  BOLOG 2017, 105–114.
37  Although in the monograph it is described as rectangular with rounded corners, the photos of the grave show 

an irregular shape. 
38  Conducted by Drd. Ileana Buzic from the “1 December 1918” University of Alba Iulia.
39  MUSTEAȚĂ 2020b, 48–53.
40  BOLOG 2017, 44, M205; MUSTEAȚĂ 2020a, 134–135.
41  LĂZĂRESCU/TURCU 2013, 129–144; DE JONG 2017, 31–33.

Fig. 2. The location of the cemetery (after BOLOG 2017).
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Fig. 3. 1- The analysed areas (after BOLOG 2017); 2- The location of the two graves (after BOLOG).
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The inventory of the grave consists of the following artefacts: a nail, a miniature lead 
mirror, a ceramic vessel42, three lamps and a coin. Dimensions: Dc=1.25m; Df=1.70m; L=0.94m; 
l=0.77m (Fig. 4). 

The fragmentary iron nail has a straight body and a square cross-section. The lower and 
the top parts are missing. No precise function can be ascribed to the nail, though it could have 
been part of an artefact that was made of organic materials, which did not survive. Dimensions: 
L=4.8 cm, Lsection=0.4cm (Fig. 4/1).

The first lamp (intact) belongs to the Loeschcke X type and was made of a fine orange 
ceramic fabric. The round discus is smooth, has a central orifice, and is delimited from the rim 
through a prominent ridge, which is prolonged on the spout, surrounding it and forming a 
groove. The rim has two knobs that are not placed symmetrically. The elongated spout has one 
wick-hole. The basin is conical. The handle has a palmette shape with a dorsal axial nervure. The 
lamp was made in a bivalve mould. Dimensions: L=8.2 cm; l=4.1 cm; h=4.3 cm. Inventory 
no. R10984 (Fig. 4/2).

The second lamp (intact) also belongs to the Loeschcke X type and was made of a 
fine orange ceramic fabric. The round discus is smooth, has a central orifice, and is delimited 
from the rim through a prominent ridge, which is prolonged on the spout, surrounding it and 
forming a groove. The rim has two knobs43. The elongated spout has one wick-hole. The basin 
is conical. The handle has a palmette shape with a dorsal axial nervure. The lamp was made in a 
bivalve mould. Dimensions: L=9.4 cm; l=4.3 cm; h=4.6 cm. Inventory no. R10985 (Fig. 4/3).

The third lamp (intact) belongs to the Loeschcke X type and was made of a fine orange 
ceramic fabric. The round discus is smooth, has a central orifice, and is delimited from the rim 
through a prominent ridge, which is prolonged on the spout, surrounding it and forming a 
groove. The rim has two knobs. The elongated spout has one wick-hole. The basin is conical. 
The handle has a palmette shape with a dorsal axial nervure. The lamp was made in a bivalve 
mould. Dimensions: L= 8.4 cm; l=4.2 cm; h= 4.4 cm. Inventory no. R10986 (Fig. 4/4).

The Loschcke X type of lamps, known also as the Firmalampe, appears in the last half 
of the 1st century AD and continues to be used in the 4th century AD and later, being preferred 
mostly in the 2nd century AD44. The monolychnis Loschcke X type lamps with a palmette handle 
are discovered in many settlements of the Roman Dacia, but the way in which the leaf motif is 
made differs from one place to another45. Most of them are found at Apulum and Ulpia Traiana 
Sarmizegetusa, the motif being probably preferred in the 3rd century AD46.

Most of the analogies for these three lamps come from Apulum. Many similar lamps, 
monolychnis, bilychnis, and trilychnis, have the same style of the leaf, but their context of dis‑
covery is often unclear47. Among them, a bilychnis lamp has a CRESCE(N)S stamp, and a 
trilychnis one has a C(AIUS) DESSI(US) stamp. It is supposed that Crescens’ products were 
brought into Dacia during the reigns of Marcus Aurelius and Commodus. The workshop of 
Caius Dessius was active during the second half of the 2nd century48. A trilychnis lamp, dated 
between the second half of the 2nd century and the first half of the 3rd century, was discovered 
in the canabae49. A handle of a monolychnis lamp, also found in the canabae of the Legio XIII 

42  Although the vessel is listed as a jar in the monograph, the ceramic fragment is too small for a proper 
typological identification (reassessment made by Dr. Mariana Egri).

43  According to the description in the monograph, not to the drawings.
44  ISAC/ROMAN 2001, 376; OTA/BOUNEGRU 2009, 91.
45  CĂTINAȘ 2002, 94.
46  EGRI 2005, 86.
47  BĂLUȚĂ 1961, 198–199; BĂLUȚĂ 1965, 287, figs. IV/9, V/1, IV/11.
48  BĂLUȚĂ 1961, 198–199.
49  OTA/BOUNEGRU 2009, 72, ob. 31.
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Fig. 4. M612 grave and inventory: 1 – iron nail; 2–4 lamps; 5 – lead 
mirror; 6 – ceramic vessel; 7 – coin (after BOLOG 2017).
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Gemina, dated to the second half of the 2nd century, resembles the motif from the studied 
lamps50. Palmetta handles were also discovered in the Liber Pater sanctuary, from Colonia Aurelia 
Apulensis51.

Lamp offerings could indicate a belief in the protective role of light in the afterlife. The 
objects could have had an active role in the funerary ceremony, or could have just been symbolic 
gifts52. Their number could be related to a different funerary ritual that implicated more partici‑
pants with similar roles in the ceremony53.

A heavily worn archetype for casting bivalve lamp moulds that have a similar pal-
mette handle to the ones from the cemetery was discovered on the territory of Colonia Aurelia 
Apulensis, close to a large building. This artefact was dated to the period between the reigns of 
Hadrian and Antoninus Pius54.

Another analogy comes from the praetorium of the castrum from Gilău, being dated to 
the 3rd century AD55. Another lamp with a similar palmette handle, but with two wick-holes, was 
found in the Aesculapius and Hygeia sanctuary at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa56. Two handles 
of some unknown types of lamps but having a similar palmette motif, from Micia, resemble the 
one from Apulum57.

The fragmentary lead mirror has a circular frame bordered by two concentric ribs. 
Between them is a decoration with radial and hemispherical striations. On the circumference, 
the rim has a dentiform decoration. There is a horizontal handle on the back of the frame. 
The support plate and the reflecting surface are not preserved. Dimensions: h=1 cm; dext=3.4. 
Inventory no. R10820 (Fig. 4/5 – Fig. 5/2).

The fragmentary ceramic vessel was made of a semi-fine orange ceramic fabric and was 
fired unevenly. The flat base has a diameter of 8 cm. The height of the preserved fragment is 
5.2 cm (Fig. 4/6). Ceramic vessels are one of the most encountered artefacts in this cemetery, 
in the case of both child and adult graves. The offering of vessels could indicate the belief in the 
afterlife and the need of the dead to be fed58, though they could also express the status of the 
deceased59. The breaking of the vessel probably was part of the funerary ritual, representing an 
intentional act of destruction60. 

The much worn coin is a bronze sestertius issued by Antoninus Pius in AD 159. Obverse: 
ANTONINVS AVG [PIVS PP TR P XXII], laureate head, to the right. Reverse: [VOTA 
SVSCEPTA DEC III], veiled emperor to the left, standing and sacrificing at flaming tripod, 
[S]C in field, [COS III] in exergue61. Dimensions: 9.05 g; 26.7 × 25.2 mm; axis=662. Inventory 
no. 8787 (Fig. 4/7). The offering of coins could indicate the belief in the myth of Charon, or in 
other related beliefs. Their location in graves is important for this supposition because it can help 
in determining the relations between the grave-goods and, through that, their role and time of 

50  OTA/BOUNEGRU 2009, 69–70, ob. 19.
51  EGRI 2005, 86.
52  ȘÖFÖROĞLU/SUMMERER 2016, 259–264; RIFE/MOORE MORINSON 2017, 51.
53  POPA 2018, 18; FAHLANDER/OESTIGAARD 2008, 7.
54  BĂLUȚĂ 2002, 273–275, Pl. VI/55.
55  ISAC/ ROMAN 2001, 376–384.
56  ALICU/NEMEȘ 1977, 30–72. The sanctuary has three phases of utilization and it is not clear in which one 

the lamp was found.
57  BOCAN/NEAGU 2015, 155; GHEORGHIȚĂ 1975, 52, fig. III/8.
58  PARKER PEARSON 1999, 10; CARROLL 2006, 4.
59  LEPETZ ET AL. 2011, 110–112.
60  RUSU-BOLINDEȚ 2014, 241.
61  RIC III 1010 (identified by Dr. Mariana Egri).
62  OARGĂ/BOLOG 2013, 213, no. 30 (only offering a brief description).
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Fig. 5. 1- M612 grave; 2 – lead mirror (after BOLOG 2017).

using in the funerary rituals63. 
Unfortunately, the exact 
place of this coin is not 
recorded, so it cannot be said 
whether it was placed just 
after the death of the indi‑
vidual, during the burial, or 
during the grave filling up. 
In this situation a single coin 
was offered, a well encoun‑
tered practice in Dacia64 and 
also in this cemetery65.The 
depiction from the reverse of 
the coin can also say some‑
thing about the intentions of 
the mourners. In this case, 
it was depicted the emperor 
standing and sacrificing at 
flaming tripod. This could be 
a message related to religious 
behaviours, noticed quite 
frequent at Apulum66. 

The second grave 
(M670) is a cremation on the 
ustrinum, and has a circular 
shape with a simple treat‑
ment of the pit. The orienta‑
tion of the grave is NW-SE. 
The cremated remains were 
scattered on the bottom 
of the pit. The inventory 
includes a miniature lead 
mirror and four ceramic ves‑
sels. Dimensions: Dc=0.68m; 
Df=0.95m; L=1.17m; 
l=1.00m (Fig. 6)67.

The fragmentary 
lead mirror has a circular 
frame bordered by two con‑
centric ribs. Between them 
is a decoration consisting 
of radial striations with 
spherical ornaments in the 

middle. On the circumference, the rim has a dentiform decoration. On the back of the frame is 
63  STEVENS 1991, 215–229; PÎSLARU 2003, 44–49; ALFÖLDY-GĂZDAC 2018, 60–61.
64  ALFÖLDY-GĂZDAC 2018, 64.
65  MUSTEAȚĂ 2020a, 108.
66  ALFÖLDY-GĂZDAC 2018, 68–71.
67  BOLOG 2017, 114.
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Fig. 6. M670 grave and inventory; 1 – lead mirror; 2 – 5 ceramic vessels (after BOLOG 2017).

a horizontal handle. The support plate and the reflecting surface are not preserved. Dimensions: 
h=1 cm; dext=4.2 cm. Inventory no. R11036 (Fig. 6/1). 

The first pitcher (intact) has a fine ceramic fabric of an orange colour and is uniformly 
fired. The vertical rim is decorated with a wide groove and has a diameter of 3.4 cm. The neck 
is short and narrow; the undecorated handle is attached to the neck and above the maximum 
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diameter of the vessel. The body is globular and has a diameter of 9.2 cm. The annular base has 
a diameter of 4.2 cm. The height of the pitcher is 11.8 cm. Inventory no. 10977 (Fig. 6/2).

The second pitcher (fragmentary) has a fine ceramic fabric of a yellowish colour and is 
uniformly fired. The body is globular and the base is annular, with a diameter of 4.6 cm. The 
height of the preserved fragments is 1.4 cm (Fig. 6/3).

The third pitcher (fragmentary) has a fine ceramic fabric of a yellowish colour and is 
uniformly fired. The globular body has a maximum diameter of 9.4 cm. The annular base has a 
diameter of 4.6 cm. The height of the preserved fragment is 6.4 cm (Fig. 6/4).

The last vessel68 (fragmentary) has a fine ceramic fabric of a yellowish colour, is uni‑
formly fired and has an orange slip. The body has an ovoid shape. The flat base has a diameter 
of 4.7 cm. The height of the preserved fragments is 9 cm (Fig. 6/5). 

The pitchers can be included in the ministerial category, including vessels used “for 
storage and for pouring wine and water”, and in funerary contexts as offerings vessels69. The 
first pitcher has relative analogies at Băneasa, Buciumi, Cioroiu Nou, Dinogetia, Drobeta, and 
Romula, dated in the last case from the middle and the second half of the 2nd century AD70. 
They were also found at Napoca, being dated to the second half of the 2nd century AD71. The 
ceramic vessels from its inventory, as in the previous case, could indicate a belief in the afterlife 
and the need of the soul to be fed, or could be a funerary gift that symbolized the new status 
of the deceased. In this case, three of the vessels carried probably liquid offerings. One of the 
pitchers is complete, and the other three vessels are broken. When it comes to the funerary cer‑
emony, probably after the cena feralis (the funerary banquet), the vessels used by the mourners 
were burnt or destroyed72. This could be a possible example of a ritual that caused the destruc‑
tion of the discussed pitchers. Another potential ritual could be involving the washing of the 
cremated remains with wine73. This ritual can only be confirmed by some biochemical analyses. 
The complete vessel was probably laid after the cremated remains were put into the grave. 

4. Analysis of the miniature lead mirrors

Due to their shape, the two miniature lead mirrors belong to the 5Y type in the Glenys 
Lloyd-Morgan typology. In Dacia, most of their analogies came from Apulum, five similar arte‑
facts being found in the praetorium consularis74, though all with an uncertain dating75.

For the first mirror (from grave M612), another similar analogy also comes from 
Apulum, more exactly from a place called “Lăbuș”, in Partoș (in the Colonia Aurelia Apulensis), 
where a lead mirror was found in a mould valve. This discovery has no proper archaeological 
context and its dating is similar to that of the mirrors from the praetorium consularis76. This 
mirror attests the existence of a workshop specialised in casting lead mirrors in this area77. 
Another analogy comes from Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, where a fragmentary mirror was 

68  Although the vessel is listed as a pitcher in the monograph, the ceramic fragment is too small for a proper 
typological identification (reassessment made by Dr. Mariana Egri).

69  RUSU-BOLINDEȚ 2007, 423.
70  POPILIAN 1976, 97.
71  RUSU-BOLINDEȚ 2007, 424.
72  SCHEID 1984, 131.
73  RUSU-BOLINDEȚ 2014, 241.
74  BĂLUȚĂ 1997, 562–563.
75  For the dating, see OTA 2009, 32–33.
76  BĂLUȚĂ 1997, 561–563; For the dating, see OTA 2009, 32–33.
77  BĂLUȚĂ 1997, 563.
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found in the EM24 building, probably the basilica located near the Asklepeion, being dated 
between the 2nd and the 3rd centuries AD78.

For the second mirror, a perfect analogy comes from the Apulum-Dealul Furcilor cem‑
etery, from the fill of a child inhumation grave (infans I category) dated to the second half of the 
2nd century AD79. A second very similar analogy was found at Ilișua, in the castrum80. A relative 
analogy was found at Potaissa, also in the castrum, where a fragmentary mirror with a similar rim 
decoration was discovered in a porticus situated between two barracks81.

This type of mirrors is also found in other parts of the Roman world, one analogy 
coming from the Hungarian National Museum’s collections. Unfortunately, the context of dis‑
covery and the dating of the artefact are unknown. In the catalogue of this collection, it is 
considered that this type is a transitional one to a group of star-shaped mirrors. Other analo‑
gies from the rest of the empire come from Carnuntum82, Durostorum83, and Emona (from a 
funerary context dated between the 2nd and the 3rd centuries AD)84.

Considering that most of the analogies from Dacia come from Apulum, it can be pre‑
sumed that this shape is local, being made by the local artisans85. The fact that similar artefacts 
were also found in Pannonia and Moesia Inferior may suggest some kind of exchanges between 
the three provinces, either through trading or the mobility of the individuals that made or used 
them. The presence in certain places of an artefact is not only suggesting this kind of mobility, 
but also the transformation of its original function through practice86. In Dacia, this type of 
mirrors is found in civilian contexts, sacred areas, graves, and also in military camps. Their func‑
tions, according to the contexts in which they are found, are discussed below. 

The first analogies come from a civilian environment, the praetorium consularis at 
Apulum87. Unfortunately, these mirrors have no certain context of discovery, and their rela‑
tions with other artefacts are not mentioned. According to their decoration, only the first three 
mirrors resemble the ones found in the cemetery, the last two having no dentiform decoration. 
All of the mirrors have a broken reflecting surface, an explanation for this feature being hard 
to formulate in this case. The mirrors found in this area could have had multiple functions, 
the Governors’ Palace from Apulum having over 260 of uncovered constructive structures88 in 
which they could have been found. 

One analogy for the first mirror was found in the basilica located near the Asklepeion at 
Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa89. The relations with other finds or the exact context of discovery 
are also not mentioned. It can only be supposed that the mirror had a votive function, because 
it was discovered in a sacred area. The mirror was found without a reflecting surface, so it can 
be supposed that it was utilised in some kind of ritual. Like the other mirrors, this one has a 
decorated rim and a very fragmentary dentiform motif on the circumference, a greater impor‑

78  ALICU/COCIȘ 1987, 148–149; For the location of the basilica, see: DIACONESCU 2010, 8; BĂEȘTEAN 
2015, 86, fig. 2.

79  OTA 2009, 33.
80  GAIU 2017, 61.
81  NEMETI 2017a, 60.
82  NOWOTNY 1910, 113–115; MUȘEȚEANU/ELEFTERESCU 2012, 107; https://www.kulturdatenbank.

at/entry/11751 (accessed 22.09.2021).
83  MUȘEȚEANU/ELEFTERESCU 2012, 107.
84  NOWOTNY 1910, 108; BÓZSA/SZABÓ 2013, 95–96.
85  Other studies already showed that this type of mirrors was produced in Apulum. See BĂLUȚĂ 1997; BENGA 

2003, 94.
86  EGRI 2019, 11.
87  BĂLUȚĂ 1997, 562–563.
88  RUSU-BOLINDEȚ 2018, 103.
89  ALICU/COCIȘ 1987, 148–149.
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tance being put into the decoration of the frames, than in the size of the reflective surface. The 
dentiform feature represents the reason why all these mirrors are included in a category which 
makes the transition to the star-shaped mirrors90. The physical features may have something to 
do with the reason for which this mirror was offered to the gods, since this kind of artefacts were 
often seen as “active material agents in the complex negotiation of the meanings and knowledge 
associated with religious practices”91. The shape could also be just an indicator for certain aes‑
thetic preferences92. 

One of the analogies was found in a grave at Apulum93, this being the only case with a 
more detailed information about the context of discovery. The deceased individual was a child 
buried “in a brick sarcophagus” having slack lime on the bottom. A coin issued by Lucius Verus 
was found near his head, and a miniature mirror in the filling of the grave. The mirror has the 
reflecting surface broken, so probably it had a ritual function during the burial. It can also be 
observed that the mirror is not located near the body of the child, or the coin. Its location is 
important because when objects are put together, they form an assemblage that has certain roles 
to fulfil94, and in this case the role of an amulet would probably be to protect the soul of the 
child. Because it was found in the fill, the mirror was offered later, during the filling up of the 
grave, and probably the gesture was more private, known only by the person who made the 
offering. However, its magical role could not be excluded, because of the material from which is 
made, which was related to magical acts95, and because some amulets could protect only by their 
presence, without being exposed openly96.

When they are found in military camps, like in the case of the mirrors found at Ilișua 
and Potaissa, it is assumed a more practical function97. However, other functions should not be 
ignored. For example, in the castrum from Potaissa votive acts are attested, an altar dedicated 
to the genius of the centuriae being found in the same area (S08/2014) as the lead mirror98. 
Relations between the mirror and the altar are not recorded, so the function of this mirror 
cannot be surely known. Their protective role should also be presumed because men also used 
amulets in Roman times, when their power was needed99. For example, the mirrors could reflect 
the eyes of the user, allowing him to look at someone standing behind, or could “protect against 
the evil eye cast by someone else”100.

Having these cases in mind, it can be seen that the miniature mirrors, according to 
their context of discovery, but also according to the relations formed with other finds and their 
features, can have multiple functions. In this light, the mirrors found in the two graves from 
Apulum, M612 and M670, have to be closely analysed, every detail being important.

The mirror from the first grave (M612), because it is made of lead, could have had a 
magical function101. The grave belonged to a child, so the artefact could have acted like a protec‑
tive amulet, the children being most of the time in need of amulets102. This role could be also 

90  BÓZSA/SZABÓ 2013, 95–96.
91  GRAHAM 2017, 120.
92  LERNER 1996, 11.
93  OTA 2009, 33.
94  GRAHAM 2020, 210–211.
95  GAGER 1992, 4.
96  RUSTOIU 2019, 123.
97  NEMETI 2017a, 60.
98  The mirror was found in S08/2014, c4, h. 0.35 cm, cf. NEMETI 2017a, 60; the altar was found in the south-

western corner of the area, cf. NEMETI 2017b, 23.
99  DASEN 2015, 178.
100  GRAHAM 2018.
101  GAGER 1992, 3–4; NÉMETH/SZABÓ 2010, 102.
102  DASEN 2015, 178; CARROLL 2018, 99–100.
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expressed by the association of the mirror with other protective artefacts, like the three lamps103. 
In this situation, the mirror was found broken, which could be interpreted as a ritual killing of 
the artefact104. The mirror could have had an active role during the burial, but the reason why it 
was broken cannot be known for sure, many beliefs being hidden under a ritual act105. Because 
these mirrors are often associated with female burials, it can be presumed that the child had a 
female gender. If this is the case, the mirror could indicate beliefs related to fertility and beauty. 
It is also suggested that miniature mirrors could have been personal objects that were offered as 
grave-goods when their female owner died106. 

In the case of the second mirror, although the grave (M670) has a different funerary 
rite and grave-goods, some of the previous remarks could be still valid. One of them is referring 
to its ritual function. The mirror probably was included into a ritual from which resulted the 
breakage of the reflecting surface107. The second function could be the magical one, because of 
the material from which is made, the artefact probably being an amulet offered for the protec‑
tion of the deceased individual’s soul. Since most of the lead mirrors are found in female graves, 
it can be assumed that the deceased individual was also a woman. If this is the case, the mirror 
could be associated to issues related to fertility and beauty, thus being an “appropriate” grave-
good for women. The mirror could have also been a personal object that accompanied the owner 
in death108. The rest of the grave-goods, namely the ceramic vessels, indicate a belief related to 
the hunger of the souls109. This could be an indicator of a different social identity of the deceased 
individual. 

5. Conclusions

The main purpose of this article was to discuss the most likely functions of the two min‑
iature lead mirrors discovered in two graves from Apulum-Dealul Furcilor cemetery. In order 
to identify their roles, one has to take into consideration similar discoveries found in Roman 
Dacia and their interpretation, their characteristics, their relations with other artefacts, and their 
morphology.

In Roman Dacia, these mirrors are found in civilian110, military111, votive112 and funerary 
contexts113, but most of the time their context of discovery and the relations with other artefacts 
are not mentioned in publications. Because of that, the functions of these mirrors were only 
supposed by some of the researchers, not many contextual variables being taken into consider‑
ation in their interpretation. However, based on the recorded information, these mirrors could 
have had multiple functions, being used in rituals, in votive acts, they were magical artefacts, 
acting like amulets, and they also could have been used as toiletries. 

The mirrors from the two graves probably had two main functions, the ritual one and 
the magical one. It is worth noting that in the first grave the mirror is associated with other 
artefacts related to the need of protection in the afterlife, the three lamps and the coin. Their 
association could indicate actions driven by the age identity of the deceased individual, a child 

103  RUSU-BOLINDEȚ 2014, 241; ȘÖFÖROĞLU /SUMMERER 2016, 259.
104  GRAHAM 2018.
105  LANERI 2007, 5; WEEKES 2017, 290.
106  GRAHAM 2018.
107  GRAHAM 2018.
108  NÉMETH/SZABÓ 2010, 102–112; GRAHAM 2018.
109  PARKER PEARSON 1999, 10.
110  BĂLUȚĂ 1997, 562.
111  GAIU 2017, 61; NEMETI 2017a, 60.
112  ALICU/COCIȘ 1987, 148–149.
113  OTA 2009, 32.
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probably having a bigger need for this kind of protection. The mourners could have also been 
more superstitious, thinking at an easy passage into the afterlife of their loved one.

In the second grave, the age identity of the deceased is not known, but the mirror could 
have still acted like an amulet, protecting the deceased individual’s soul. If the individual had a 
female gender, the mirror offering could also indicate beliefs related to the fertility and beauty.

The ritual function could be identified based on the preservation state of the reflective 
surface, which most of the times is broken. It has been suggested that in the funerary contexts 
this action could be compared to the ritual killing of an artefact114, but other explanations could 
also be valid. The magical function comes from their material that was used in the transmission 
of the curses to the spirit world, and had features that were considered magical115. Because they 
are mostly found in female burials, maybe the mirrors could indicate this gender. 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
Cm 	 = centimetre
Dc 	 = contouring depth
Dext 	 = exterior diameter
Df 	 = final depth
Lsection 	 = section length
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