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Mariana Egri

Abstract. The article is analysing a particular variant of the so‑called ampullae 
oleariae that is quite frequently discovered in sites from Roman Dacia, starting 
from some examples discovered in the area of the Liber Pater sanctuary 
at Apulum (Alba Iulia, Romania). Despite being commonly identified as 
lighting devices belonging to the Loeschcke XIII type, two other hypotheses 
regarding their possible function have more recently been proposed. The 
analysis is examining all of these hypotheses, taking into consideration the 
morphological and technological details of the artefacts in question, as well 
as their contexts of discovery.

Keywords: Roman Dacia, Apulum, tallow lamp, candle‑holder, ampulla olearia.

Introduction

The article is discussing a group of ceramic artefacts discovered in 
the area of the Liber Pater sanctuary at Apulum (Alba Iulia, Romania), 
whose precise function is still debated in archaeological literature. 
Morphologically, these small wheel‑made containers are broadly defined 
by a number of particularities: a squat carinated body with a wide flat base, 
a more‑or‑less wide central filling hole, and a small triangular horizontal 
handle attached to the maximum diameter and perforated (Fig. 1).

In Romanian archaeological literature, they are frequently grouped 
together with other quite similar small containers whose main morpho-
logical differences are the taller, more‑or‑less globular or pear‑shaped 
body, the usually wider filling hole and the vertical perforated handle 

The so‑called ampullae oleariae from 
the area of the Liber Pater sanctuary 
at Apulum (Alba Iulia, Romania)
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(Fig. 2). The latter are encountered in many civilian and military sites across most of the Roman 
Empire, though are more common in the north‑western provinces and along the middle and lower 
Danube, being identified as “tallow lamps”. The majority of them are dated to the 2nd or 3rd century 
AD, though earlier finds that are dated to the second half of the 1st century AD are also attested1.

The former variant with a horizontal handle and a carinated body is far less common. 
Besides the finds from the Liber Pater sanctuary, other identical pieces were previously discov-
ered at Apulum (Fig. 1/8)2. Some are also known from other sites in Roman Dacia, for example 
at Tibiscum, Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa, Porolissum (Fig. 1/4, 6), Buciumi (Fig. 1/5), Napoca, 
Ilişua (Fig. 1/2), Căşeiu (Fig. 1/7), Romita and Micia3, being dated to the 2nd or 3rd century 
AD. Another example is known from Pannonia, being published as a tallow lamp4.

Regarding the functionality of this heterogeneous group, three main hypotheses have been 
put forward since the publication of Loeschcke’s ceramic lamps typology more than a century ago. 
When analysing the discoveries from Vindonissa, he identified them as wheel‑made nozzle‑less 
lamps which burned tallow or animal fat instead of oil, and classified them into the type XIII, 
with three variants (Fig. 2/1)5. However, it is worth noting that no example with a horizon-
tal handle was present among the finds from Vindonissa. Another more detailed classification, 
which split the Loeschcke XIII type into seven variants based on the body shape, was proposed by 
Goethert‑Polaschek, this time using the finds from Trier and its surroundings (Fig. 2/2)6. Again, 
no example with a horizontal handle was identified. Nowadays it is largely accepted in archaeo-
logical literature that the variants with a vertical handle and a globular or pear‑shaped body were 
used as tallow lamps.

Another hypothesis suggested that the carinated pieces with a horizontal handle were in 
fact used as ampullae oleariae – small containers for ointments and other wax or animal fat‑based 
cosmetics or medicine – on the account of being quite frequently discovered in public baths7, 
though no evidence was actually provided for such contexts of consumption.

Lastly, the third and most recent hypothesis suggested their use as candle‑holders, since very 
few of them bear the sooty traces which are commonly encountered on other types of ceramic 
lamps8, though one has to note that this kind of detail is seldom registered systematically in 
archaeological reports.

Most discussions regarding the more likely function of these artefacts have usually taken 
into consideration their primary morphological features, while other aspects, for example the use 
traces or the contexts of discovery, have seldom been examined. That being said, the aim of this 
paper is to explore the validity of the aforementioned hypotheses on the basis of a case study – a 
group of six small ceramic artefacts discovered in the area of the Liber Pater sanctuary at Apulum, 
in Roman Dacia.

1  Goethert‑Polaschek 1987, 164; Eckardt 2002, 239; Regep‑Vlascici 2008, 341. 
2  Băluţă 1983, 37, pl. 53/4–6; 1989, 260, nos. 107–108; Moga et al. 2000, 165, pl. 16/c.
3  Regep‑Vlascici 2008, with previous bibliography; Neagu, Bocan 2017, 113–114, 123, no. 36, pl. IV/36. 
4  Iványi 1935, 20, pl. 56/2.
5  Loeschcke 1919, 305–308, Abb. 12 and Taf. XX/1037–38, 1042–1043.
6  Goethert‑Polaschek 1987, 164–183.
7  Băluță 1989, 260.
8  Roman 2006, 49–50, nos. 188–192; Isac, Roman 2008, 154, pl. 115/20.
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The archaeological site

The sanctuary was first identified in 1989 in the Colonia Aurelia Apulensis (modern 
neighbourhood of Partoş in Alba Iulia) by an archaeological team directed by Alexandru 
Diaconescu (Babeş‑Bolyai University of Cluj‑Napoca). The site was partially unearthed in 
1991 and 1992, while further extensive interdisciplinary investigations were carried out between 
1998 and 2003 by an international archaeological team co‑directed by Alexandru Diaconescu, 
Ian Haynes (then at the Birkbeck College London) and Alfred Schäfer (then at the Humboldt 
Universität Berlin)9.

Aside from the sanctuary and its ancillary structures (buildings, courts and cult‑related 
pits), the investigations also brought to light an earlier‑dated manufacturing area and parts of 
the surrounding street network. All these archaeological contexts produced an outstandingly rich 
and diverse inventory, including more than 4500 small finds made of ceramic, glass, bone, stone, 
iron, bronze and lead, which were analysed in different specialist reports for the forthcoming 
monograph10. Archaeological evidence indicates that the sanctuary was more likely used between 
the late 2nd century and the middle of the 3rd century AD.

The six artefacts included in this case study were discovered in the sanctuary and its nearby 
cult pits containing refuse from the sanctuary’s activities.

The finds

Just one of these small containers is complete, while the other five are fragmentary preserved, 
though their shape can be easily recognized. The catalogue below lists their main morphological, 
technological, chronological and contextual characteristics:

1. SF no. 2951
Description: a squat carinated body with a quite large central filling hole, a wide flat base, 

and a small triangular horizontal handle attached to the maximum diameter, which is perforated.
Dimensions: D = 54 mm; H = 17.5 mm
Fabric: light grey, fine, well fired (APFR1)
Preservation: complete
Burnt traces: no
Context of discovery: sanctuary
Dating: late 2nd – early 3rd century AD

2. SF no. 2714
Description: a squat carinated body with a wide flat base, and a small triangular horizontal 

handle attached to the maximum diameter, which is perforated.
Dimensions: D = 55 mm; Hp = 13 mm
Fabric: light grey, fine, well fired (APFR1)

9  Schäfer, Diaconescu 1997; Diaconescu et al. 2005; Haynes 2005.
10  Höpken 2004; Ciauşescu 2004; Egri 2005; 2016; 2019–20; Fiedler 2005; 2014; Schäfer 2014; Haynes 2014.
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Preservation: fragmentary
Burnt traces: no
Context of discovery: cult pit
Dating: early 3rd century AD

3. SF no. 4249 / 4257 (Fig. 1/1)
Description: a squat carinated body with a wide flat base, and a small triangular horizontal 

handle attached to the maximum diameter, which is perforated.
Dimensions: D = 75 mm; H = 28 mm
Fabric: grey, fine, well fired (APFR1)
Preservation: fragmentary (broken in two halves, top side missing)
Burnt traces: no
Context of discovery: cult pit
Dating: early 3rd century AD

4. SF no. 4389
Description: a squat carinated body with a small triangular horizontal handle attached to 

the maximum diameter, which is perforated.
Dimensions: D = 70 mm; Hp = 12 mm
Fabric: grey, fine, well fired (APFR1)
Preservation: fragmentary
Burnt traces: no
Context of discovery: cult pit
Dating: early 3rd century AD

5. SF no. 5024
Description: a squat carinated body with a narrower central filling hole and a wide flat base; 

the horizontal handle is missing.
Dimensions: D = 70 mm; H = 29 mm
Fabric: grey, fine, well fired (APFR1)
Preservation: fragmentary (half preserved)
Burnt traces: no
Context of discovery: cult pit
Dating: early 3rd century AD

6. SF no. 4580
Description: a squat carinated body with a flat base.
Dimensions: D = 70 mm; Hp = 10 mm
Fabric: grey, fine, well fired (APFR1)
Preservation: fragmentary
Burnt traces: no
Context of discovery: cult pit
Dating: early 3rd century AD
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Discussion
In order to identify the more likely function of these six artefacts, a number of features have 

to be discussed. From the morphological point of view, there are important differences between 
the circular tallow lamps originally included by Loeschcke in his type XIII and the artefacts in 
question11. The former have a taller, more‑or‑less globular or pear‑shaped body and a vertical 
perforated handle attached to the maximum diameter. On the other hand, the latter artefacts have 
a flatter, strongly carinated body with a wider base and a small triangular horizontal perforated 
handle attached to the maximum diameter.

The different positioning of the handles probably made Băluță to identify the pieces with 
a horizontal one as ampullae oleariae, the perforation apparently facilitating their suspension on 
a carrying string or chain12. This could have only been possible if the content was viscous enough 
and a kind of sealing was also used. On the other hand, Regep‑Vlascici considered that the perfo-
ration allowed the “lamps” with a horizontal handle to be affixed on a flat surface using a nail, 
though no other type of Roman lamp was secured in place in this way; after all, with a few excep-
tions, lamps were largely made to be portable. As a matter of fact, the perforation greatly improved 
the user’s grip given the quite small size of the handle, thus minimising the risk of dropping the 
container, spilling out the content and perhaps starting a fire, irrespective of the vertical or hori-
zontal positioning.

Among these so‑called “tallow lamps” from Roman Dacia, one example discovered in the 
rural manufacturing centre at Cristeşti stands out due to the absence of any handle (Fig. 1/3). 
Instead, the artefact has three symmetrically placed perforated knobs around the central hole13, 
resembling the knobs which are regularly appearing on the shoulder of the lamps belonging to 
the Loeschcke IX and X types. Their position indicates that the artefact in question was more 
likely made to be suspended using strings or chains, but is not automatically meaning that it was 
used as a lamp, since small ampullae oleariae were also commonly suspended on strings or chains 
to be carried more easily.

The most recent hypothesis suggests that the artefacts in question could have been used as 
candle‑holders, mostly based on the near total absence of any burnt traces or soot deposits on 
the finds from Dacia Porolissensis, only the example from Căşeiu displaying this kind of traces14. 
Likewise, none of the finds from the Liber Pater sanctuary bears any traces of being used as a 
lamp. It is important to note though that such important details are rarely registered in archae-
ological reports or studies.

On the other hand, this would be a rather unusual shape for a Roman provincial candle‑holder. 
A number of variants of the ceramic candle‑holders were used during the 2nd–3rd centuries AD, 
their defining morphological feature being the central cylindrical socket that is slightly higher 
than the shallow bowl on which it was set, which was most likely meant to collect the melted 
tallow or wax for reuse15. The enclosed body of the tallow lamps or of the pieces from the Liber 

11  Loeschcke 1919, 305–308, Abb. 12.
12  Băluță 1989, 260. 
13  Man 2000, 62, no. 45, pl. XV/45. 
14  Roman 2006, 144, no. 191. 
15  Goethert 1988, 487–495. 
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Pater sanctuary would not have been able to do this. At the same time, the central filling hole 
is almost always wider (25 to 32 mm) than the diameter of the central cylindrical socket (20 to 
24 mm) of the candle‑holders.

Concluding remarks

Summarising the above discussion, the first important observation is that the small 
wheel‑made containers with a squat carinated body, a wide flat base, a more‑or‑less wide central 
filling hole, and a small perforated triangular horizontal handle attached to the maximum diam-
eter should be classified separately from the different variants of the Loeschcke XIII type.

Based on the available evidence, it seems that the type in question is primarily present in 
Dacia Superior, with a very small number of examples in the surrounding regions. They are only 
attested so far in urban and military centres, though this could be a consequence of the state of 
research, which favours this kind of sites. While some of the finds are associated with cult or 
bathing contexts, others come from regular houses or military barracks. The six finds included in 
the case study come from archaeological contexts directly related to the Liber Pater sanctuary, so 
they were most likely used in cult‑related activities, but this is not really helpful since both light-
ing devices and ointment containers could have been used in this kind of contexts.

Their more likely function is difficult to ascertain based just on their morphology or contexts 
of discovery. They could have equally been used as lamps or/and ointment containers; after all, their 
shape is versatile enough to adapt to both functions. On the other hand, their use as candle‑hold-
ers is less likely mainly due to the absence of an important feature, namely the ability to collect 
the melted tallow or wax.

A clear answer to this problem could be provided by a systematic analysis of the organic 
residue recovered from the interior of a significant number of similar containers coming from 
different contexts of consumption.

Acknowledgements: This work was supported by a grant of the Romanian Ministry of Education 
and Research, CNCS‑UEFISCDI, project number PN‑III‑P4‑ID‑PCE-2020–0566, within 
PNCDI III.

Abbreviations

APFR1 – ceramic fabric code (Apulum Fine Reduced no. 1)
D – diameter
H – height
Hp – preserved height
SF no. – small‑find number in the site inventory
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Figure 1. “Ampullae oleariae” from: 1. Apulum‑Liber Pater (photo M. Egri); 2. Ilişua; 3. Cristeşti (both after Isac, 
Roman 2006); 4. and 6. Porolissum; 5. Buciumi; 7. Căşeiu (all after Roman 2006); 8. Apulum‑Partoş  

(after Moga et al. 2000)
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312   ■   Mariana Egri

Figure 2. Ceramic tallow lamps of the Loeschcke XIII type: 1. Geneva and Vindonissa (after Loeschcke 1919);  
2. Trier (after Goethert‑Polaschek 1987)
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