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New Bone Hairpins Discovered on the Territory of 
Colonia Aurelia Apulensis1

Ioan Oprea 

Abstract: The present paper examines a sample of previously unpublished bone hairpins discovered in 
the end of 2014 in the north-western part of the former Roman city of Colonia Aurelia Apulensis, on the spot 
called “The Water Treatment Station”. Such artifacts were discovered on the site in Apulum only in civil housing 
areas and in cemeteries, and they represent approx. 30% of all bone and antler objects discovered there over 
time. Archaeological researches performed over the last two decades have doubled the number of such artifacts, 
so that currently the items discovered on the site of Apulum represent most of the bone hairpins from the 
province of Dacia. Hairpins were part of the everyday lives of ancient women, being objects of practical utility 
and aesthetic value at the same time, and they provide valuable information on the bone-processing industry, 
that era’s fashion, and the factors of Romanization. 

Keywords: Apulum, pieces of jewelry, hairpins, acus crinalia, bone-processing industry. 

The present paper analyzes a number of 38 new bone hairpins, dated to the Roman period, discovered 
in the north-western area of the former city of Colonia Aurelia Apulensis. The archaeological researches that 
have led to their discovery were performed during the months of September-October 2014 on the spot 
called “The Water Treatment Station” in the neighborhood of Partoş, Alba Iulia, an area that currently 
overlaps the former Roman city. The presence of such artifacts has been signaled, in great numbers, over 
the entire site of Apulum, where the most numerous hairpins from Dacia have been found. The items have 
analogies in the majority of sites in the province and are generally dated to the second-third centuries A.D. 

Generally, bone hairpins represent the largest group of artifacts in the category of jewelry and 
dress accessories. Varying in size and shape, decorated with simple geometric figures or, sometimes, 
with more complicated, anthropomorphic and zoomorphic depictions, hairpins were part of the 
everyday life of Roman women from all social categories and were mentioned under various names 
like acus crinalis, spina crinalis, crinale, or comatoria. In some cases they may had other functionalities, 
being used to extract unguents from bottles or to catch cloths, but this are individual cases and cannot 
be interpreted like generalities. D. Ciugudean states in her monograph work on bone and antler arti‑
facts from Apulum, their exclusive role in hairstyling2.

Until nowadays, the Apulum site has revealed the largest collection of bone hairpins from the 
province of Dacia. In 1997, the lot included 148 items3, all founded in the area of the two cities and 
their corresponding necropolises. The majority of the items were discovered in the same contexts 
with pins made of metal, glass, or stone, a fact that proves the fact that their functionality was more 
important than the materials they were made of. The especially prosperous economical situation of 
Apulum during the second and third century A.D. supports this way of valuing artifacts from the 
Roman ancient world. Certainly, the situation did not apply to wealth Roman women, for whom such 
luxury artifacts were necessary for stressing their social status etc.

Between 1997 and 2015, archaeological researches performed in Apulum have revealed an 
equally large number of hairpins and an even larger number of artifacts than all those included in D. 
Ciugudean’s monograph work published in 1997. 

As an equal number of hairpins were discovered during just 18 years as during the entire twen‑
tieth century, one is prompted to reflect on what the production and use of these items in Apulum 
meant during the second-third century A.D. 

1	 English translation: Ana M. Gruia.
2	 Ciugudean 1997, 17.
3	 All the hairpins discovered in Apulum, from A. Cseni’s first excavations of 1997, are included in Ciugudean 1997. 
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A good while of time, bone or antler artifacts from Dacia and Apulum were not in the attention 
of researchers due their cheap fabrication material. Only in the last three decades this types of objects 
were treated as real artifacts. The first typology of hairpins from Dacia was realized in 19914 and 
it envisaged the artifacts discovered in Porolissum. The research from Porolissum has been recently 
completed by L. Váss’ work5. The typologies included in the two studies have mainly used as classifica‑
tion criterion the proportion between the head and body of the pin, while for the other types and sub-
types they have envisaged the development of head ornaments, from simple to elaborate. 

Fig. 1. Typology of hairpins from Porolissum (taken from Váss 2013, 69).

In chronological order, the 1991 work was followed by the monograph work dedicated to bone and 
antler artifacts discovered in Apulum, published in 19976, for which the author used the typologies 
developed by Gudea, Bajusz (1991) and J. C. Béal7. 

D. Elefterescu published another typology in 20088 in an ample study performed on the lot of 
Roman bone artifacts from Durostorum. The author divided the hairpins in three categories: A – pins 
with undecorated head, B – pins with simply decorated head, and C – pins with richly decorated head9. 
The subtypes were created on the basis of the same criteria suggested in the works of 1991 and 1997. 

As for the typology of the hairpins from Apulum, the numerous artifacts discovered there over the 
last two decades have led to the partial modification of the typology suggested by the monograph of 1997. 
Thus, by analyzing more than 110 bone hairpins (among which the items in the present article as well) 
discovered during the archaeological researches performed between 1997 and 2015, I have suggested a 
revised typology for the site of Apulum. It was mainly based on the typology from the 1997 monograph 
for two reasons: 1. the artifacts I analyzed were a continuation and completion of data on bone artifacts 
from the site of Apulum; 2. Some of the bones have analogies or share similar shapes with those already 
analyzed in that work, a fact that can indicate/prove their local production or other aspects etc.

The changes I have made are meant to simplify the research of hairpins and were inspired by 
the models suggested by D. Elefterescu and L. Váss. Thus, the categories of items were structured 

4	 Gudea, Bajusz 1991.
5	 Váss 2013. 
6	 Ciugudean 1997.
7	 Béal 1983. 
8	 Elefterescu 2008. 
9	 Elefterescu 2008, 223. 
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according to the decoration degree of the head, from simple to composite. The structure was not influ‑
enced by economical or cultural factors and it implies no chronological value10. By suggesting this 
model of structuring and analysis we wish to render permanent a single typology for the hairpins from 
Apulum that I aim to complete in the future with new items and types according to the artifacts that 
will be discovered subsequently.

Our typology suggests the classification of the hairpins into four main types, with the corre‑
sponding subtypes thus: 

A. Pins with undecorated head
A.1.Pins with flat head
A.2. Pins with rounded head
A. 3. Pins with conical head
B. Pins with simply decorated head
B.1. Pins with spherical head
B.2. Pins with lozenge-shaped head and two collars
B.3. Pins with pyramidal head and one or two collars
B.4. Pins with incised head ending in a button
B.5. Pins with disk-shaped head
C. Pins with richly decorated head
C.1. Pins with cone-shaped head delimited by the body with mouldings
C.2. Pins with cone-shaped head, pointy and decorated with incisions
C.3. Pins with baluster-shaped head
C.4. Pins with pyramidal head delimited with mouldings
C.5. Pins with ring-shaped head delimited by the body with one moulding
C.6. Pins with ring-shaped head delimited with a baluster
D. Pins of special stylistic value
D.1. Pins with anthropomorphic motifs
D.2. Pins with decoration covered in precious metal foil

The majority of items from Apulum can be included in the first three main types, while the fourth 
main type was created in order to stress the artifacts of special stylistic and material value, as for 
example the pins decorated with anthropomorphic motifs or those covered in precious metal foil11. 

Repertory of items discovered on the spot called “The Water Treatment 
Station”, Partoş neighborhood, Alba Iulia

The following description files was used in describing the artifacts: name; 1. place of discovery 
(STEP- the water treatment station); 2. inventory number; 3. dimensions; 4. description of the item; 
techniques employed in its making; 5. dating; 6. bibliography. 

Type. A. Pins with undecorated head
A.1. Pins with flat head.
1. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 9.2 cm; 4. affected by the 

acidity of the soil, unevenly processed; cutting, carving, smoothing; 5. first half of the third century 
A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. I, 1).

2. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 8.4 cm; 4. the tip is slightly 
rounded, the body narrows slightly towards the tip; cutting, carving, smoothing; 5. first half of the 
third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. I, 2).

3. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 4.2 cm; 4. fragment, the head is 
split, the body strongly corroded; carving, turning; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously 
unpublished (Pl. I, 3).

10	 The lack of classification criteria based on geographic, economic, or chronological factors has also been mentioned in 
Elefterescu 2008, 224. 

11	 See the two hairpins decorated with anthropomorphic motifs in Bounegru et al. 2011, 54, no. 24–25 and the pin decorated 
with gold leaf on p. 62, no. 57.



152    ◆    Ioan Oprea 

4. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 9.6 cm; 4. one splinter in the 
lower part and the traces of carving, highly visible, have been but gently smoothed; 5. first half of the 
third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. I, 4).

5. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 7.8 cm; 4. fragment; no tip, 
with visible carving traces, slightly smoothed and polished; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. 
previously unpublished (Pl. I, 5). 

6. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 4.6 cm; 4. fragment; blackened, 
with smoothed traces of carving; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. I, 
6).

7. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 8.3 cm; 4. body thickness 
varies slightly and shows traces of corrosion, the flat head is slightly narrower than the item’s middle 
part, the tip is rounded; carving and smoothing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously 
unpublished (Pl. I, 7).

A.2. Pins with rounded head.
8. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 5.3 cm; 4. fragment, with color 

spots, strongly corroded; carving, smoothing, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previ‑
ously unpublished (Pl. I, 8).

9. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 9.2 cm.; 4. body thickness 
varies slightly, the tip was probably re-sharpened; carving, smoothing, polishing; 5. first half of the 
third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. I, 9).

10. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 6.7 cm; 4. fragment, the 
broken tip has been rounded, the body thickness is almost even; carving, smoothing, polishing; 5. first 
half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. I, 10).

11. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 6.6 cm; 4. fragment, the lower 
part has been burnt; carving, smoothing, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously 
unpublished (Pl. I, 11).

A. 3. Pins with conical head.
12. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 6.7 cm; 4. fragment, traces 

of firing in the breakage area; carving, turning; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously 
unpublished (Pl. I, 12).

13. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 11.5 cm; 4. the body narrows 
evenly, forming a very sharp tip; carving, turning, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. 
previously unpublished (Pl. I, 13).

14. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 8.9 cm; 4. fragmentary item, 
without a tip; carving, turning, smoothing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpub‑
lished (Pl. I, 14).

15. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 6.9 cm; 4. fragmentary item 
without a tip, the lower part of the item is thickened; carving, smoothing, polishing; 5. first half of the 
third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. I, 15).

16. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L  =  7.5  cm; 4. fragmentary 
item without a tip; carving, smoothing, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously 
unpublished (Pl. I, 16).

17. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L  =  11.7  cm; 4. broken and 
restored body, unevenly processed; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished 
(Pl. I, 17).

18. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 5.3 cm 4. fragmentary item, 
burnt in the area of the head, lacking a tip; carving, turning, polishing; 5. first half of the third century 
A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. I, 18).

19. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 4.8 cm; 4. fragment, no 
tip, slightly corroded; carving, turning, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously 
unpublished (Pl. I, 19).

20. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 8.6 cm 4. the tip was broken 
and re-sharpened; carving, turning, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously 
unpublished (Pl. I, 20).
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21. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 3.1 cm; 4. fragment; carving, 
turning, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 21).

22. Hairpin; 1. STEP, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 10 cm; 4. body thickness varies, the body is in 
some places slightly crooked, the tip is blunt; carving, smoothing, polishing; 5. first half of the third 
century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 22).

23. Hairpin; 1. STEP, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 7.1 cm; 4. fragment, the body is corroded; carving, 
smoothing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 23).

Type. B. Pins with simply decorated head
B.2. Pins with spherical head.
24. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 4.9 cm; 4. spindle-shaped 

body and spherical head; carving, turning, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previ‑
ously unpublished (Pl. II, 24).

25. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 9.3 cm; 4. fragment, spindle-
shaped body, broken; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 25).

26. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 5.4 cm; 4. fragment, spindle-
shaped body, broken in the lower part; carving, turning, polishing; 5. first half of the third century 
A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 26).

27. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 5.1 cm; 4. fragment, spindle-
shaped body, broken in the lower part, strongly corroded; carving, turning, polishing; 5. first half of 
the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 27).

28. Hairpin; 1. STEP, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 8.6 cm; 4. fragment, the body is thickened in the 
upper part, the head is slightly conical in the upper part; carving, turning, polishing; 5. first half of the 
third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 28).

29. Hairpin; 1. STEP, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 7.2 cm; 4. fragment, the body is spindle-shaped, 
broken in the lower part, spherical head; visible traces of carving; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 
6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 29).

30. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 7.1 cm; 4. fragment, the 
spherical head is roughly processed, one can note very flattened decoration under the head; visible 
traces of carving, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 30).

31. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 8.7 cm; 4. fragment, the body 
is uneven, the tip is broken in the lower part and rounded, polished; carving; 5. first half of the third 
century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 31).

32. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 10.6 cm.; 4. fragment, the 
body is thickened in the upper part, the tip is broken and slightly worn, the head is oval; 5. first half of 
the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 32).

33. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 8.3 cm; 4. the body is thick‑
ened in the upper part, the spherical head is slightly conical, the tip has been re-sharpened; carving, 
turning, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 33).

Type. C. Pins with richly decorated head
C.1. Pins with cone-shaped head delimited by the body with mouldings.
34. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L  =  11.4  cm; 4. the body is 

crooked in the lower part, the head is separated from the body with two mouldings, different in thick‑
ness; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 34).

C.2. Pins with cone-shaped head, pointy and decorated with incisions.
35. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 14.5 cm.; 4. the pine cone is 

decorated with incisions and is separated from the body with two mouldings, different in thickness, 
the tip is slightly worn; carving, turning, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously 
unpublished (Pl. II, 35). 

C.3. Pins with baluster-shaped head.
36. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 4.0 cm; 4. fragment, the body 

is broken in the lower part and shows traces of carving; carving, turning, polishing; 5. first half of the 
third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished (Pl. II, 36).
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C.5. Pins with ring-shaped head delimited by the body with one moulding.
37. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 12.1 cm; 4. fragment, the 

body is crooked in the lower part, the ring-shaped head is delimited from the body by a flattened 
moulding; carving, drilling, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously unpublished 
(Pl. II, 37).

C.6. Pins with ring-shaped head delimited with a baluster.
38. Hairpin; 1. STEP – civilian habitation, 2014; 2. no inv. no.; 3. L = 13.2 cm; 4. fragment, broken 

ring-shaped head, the body is thickened in the upper part and thinner only towards the tip, the fabric 
is spongy; carving, drilling, smoothing, polishing; 5. first half of the third century A.D.; 6. previously 
unpublished (Pl. II, 38).
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Plate I. Bone Hairpins Discovered on the Territory of Colonia Aurelia Apulensis.
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Plate II. Bone Hairpins Discovered on the Territory of Colonia Aurelia Apulensis.
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