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The construction of modern Constanta over the ancient Tomis represented 
a drawback in research of the ancient city, a drawback that could be only partly 
overcome by the endeavours of the archeologists1>. Our image of the beginn ings 
and development of the town in ancient times is incomplete and formed-similar 
to a mosaic in which many of the tesserae are missing especially during the 
last 20 years2). The few l iterary and epigraphic sources have only partly con tributed 
to elucidate certain aspects of the economic, social and spiritual life of the ancient 
Pontic town. 

The exceptional geographic position of Tomis, on a promontory, like the 
blade of a knife3) directed south-south east-ward,offered already in antiquity a 
place of caii, � harbour for seamen4), granting moreover to the town throughout 
h istory a foremost place not only among the Black Sea ports but also among 
the large ports of the world. The role of the port in the develo�ment of the 
ancient town whose economic and social life revolved around its harbour ), necessitated 
a general picture of this activity, an image which would certainly be completed 
by subsequent research. 

The first traces of a stable settlement on the headland dates back to the 
second half of the si.xth century B.C., close to the waters of the that formed 
a natural port, l inked directly to the town. From the very beginning Tomis must 
have been an emporion, a harbour and a trading port, without any special arrangement, 
probably ensuring defence by a teichos, the same as other settlements of this 
kind7). It appears in  the stage of emporium in the first epigraphic document (263 
B.C.)8), that shows the town to be a bone of contention between Callatis all ied 
with Histria on the one hand, and Byzantion on the other. Among the various 
theories concerning the causes of the conflict, the most plausible appears to be 
that considered as the main cause the vast trading possibilities of Tomis at that 
t ime10). 

The founding in  the third century B.c_ I I), on the Hinogu hill, near to 
the present day town of Cernavodă, of the stronghold of Axiopolis, whose name 
derives from the ancient course of Axios (black river), that flowed very close 
to Tomis12), would explain the particular importance of the Black Sea port around 
the year 260 B.C. Recent investigations on the hydrogeography of Dobrogea13) 
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and its medieval cartography14) lead to the actual existence, no longer hypothetical, 
of a direct connection on the waterways between the Danube and the Sea, between 
Axiopolis-Cernavoda and Tomis-Constanta. 

In the 17th century, Carasu valley (Biack water15) medieval name of 
the ancient Axios) appears on the map under the name of Lago di Carasu, clearly 
showing a navigable route between the Danube and the Black Sea, thus suggesting 
that this water link existed ali the more so in ancient times16). In these conditions 
Tomis became the main port connecting the Sea with the Danube, taking the 
place of Histria which was confronted by silting up of its harbour17) and diminished 
activity. Lending support to this conclusion is the fact that starting in the 3rd 
century B.C. both Tomis and Axiopolis showed an increased development following 
upon the direct trading connections between them, both benefitting by the fruitful 
active trade along the Danube, a vital artery in the Hellenistic period, the ships 
penetrating with their Greek wares in the indigenous lands18). 

The transition of Tomis from the stage of emporium to that of polis 

probably previous to the first epigraphic mention of the town council (/3ovÂ.7J) 
in the 2nd century B.C. led to the development and establishing of the port. 

The Tomis peninsula has the advantage of offering a natural basin to which 
the inhabitants contributed by adding a breakwater and building piers along the 
shore. Unfortunately, the building of the new port in the 19th century destroyed 
the vestiges of the antique port, and the only possibility of upraising the buildings 
and structures of the ancient port in the open sea used for closing the basin 
is by analogy with other ports in similar geographic positions. Moreover, the shore 
line i tself underwent constant changes under the action of natural agents and 
earthquakes, part of the peninsula being covered by the sea20). The western arm 
of the gulf bas disappeard following the building of the new port21). The arch 
of the gulf was closed by another promontory to the west, still visible today but 
which in  antiquity started from the second and third gate to the modern port, 
exactly where a hundred years ago one could clearly discern the remains of a 
pier, as also marked on a map representing the plan of the port of Constanta 

' before the works for the new port started (Plate 1)22). The 1886 plan reveals 
the break down process associated with subsidence of the western arm of the 
gulf, with the characteristic retreat of the shore to the south of Constanta23). 
Collapse of the western arm started at the site where the plan shows the existence 
of an older pier which the authors of the plan consider to be Genovese, but 
which was probably ancient, since it continues the wall of Tomis assumed to pass 
there (Plate II). 

I t  may be assumed that the breakwater was attached to the two arms 
of the gulf, lengthening them so as to clase the basin. Similar natural gulfs, used 
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as ports in ancient times, were to be found at Fiumicino, the port of Rome 
(Plate III, 6)24), Centumcellae (Plate I I I, 1)25), Teracina (Plate I I I, 4)26), Caesarea 
in Palestine (Plate III, 5)27), Caesarea in Mauretania (Plate I I I, 3)28), Leptis Magna 
in Lybia (Plate I I I, 2)29). Dredging and the building of a pier for the new port 
towards the Casino totally destroyed the ancient breakwaters so that it is no longer 
possible to reconstruct their shape and size. The physico- geographical characteristics 
of the Tomis gulf would suggest that the ancient breakwaters were built in a 
s traight l ine. 

The shores of the Tomis gulf were consolidated by piers for a landing 
place. Some thirty years ago V. Canarache described the remains of monumental 
walls, 2 meters high in places, built of huge blocks of stone, between the second 
and third entrance to the modern port. He considered these walls to be the remains 

of the ancient breakwater30). These walls can still be seen today near to the 
fence surrounding the new port, but their orientation does not suggest that they 
belonged to the piers, but rather to a tower or large building, connected with 
the port, and lying along the enclosure wall. 

The same as old ancient ports Tomis must also have had a beacon or 
l ighthouse, similar to the lighthouse that appeared on the coins of Histria31) during 
the empire. Nothing precise is known about the wharfes, shops and handicraft 
workshops that must have existed in the port during the Hellenistic period. Archeological 
diggings during the sixties of the cliffs facing the Ovidiu square revealed a tall 
Roman bmiding (fourth century A.D.), with shops and warehouses on the ground 
floor and a large terrace paved with mosaic on the first floor. The bui lding was 
certainly a trading center. Joined to this building were the thermae, contemporary 
with the mosaic. By analogy with some of the more important ports of the Empire, 
Forum Iuti i32) and Leptis Magna33), it may be assumed that within the same 
area other build ings were raised administrative, hospital, tempte34), handicraft 

works. As is was a favourable harbour of refuge against storms, it may be assumed 
that in the antique Tomis, already in the Hellenistic period, workshops existed 
for repairing the ships and shipyards for building and equiping ships35). What 
bas been assumed only for the Hellenistic period, begins to be outlined in the 
Roman period when a o1xor rwv lv 8oţtet vaVICA1Jpwv was found in Tomis36), 
i n  the second century A.D.37), as well as independent shipbuilders such as Theocritos 
the son of Theocritos)38). 

The multiple meanings of the word vavcl1Jpor39) Jet us see not only the 
broad meaning of the term indicating transport contractor, but also the more 
restricted meaning designating the last operations before the ship sails off on 
its way: its equipment40). The antique texts give a number of details regarding 
the material used for building traders; the huli was preferably made of pinewood, 
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or the wood found in the region41), the masts and yards were made of firtree 

or pîne wood, as well as the oars42), the boards being caulked with plant fibers 

or wool stuck with wax or vegetal tar43). Thc ships' huli was rubbed with wax, 

tar or a mixture of these two substances44). 
Some archeological findings auest to the existence within  the Tomis area 

of forests in  the period of autonomy45), the forests continuing to exist in  the 

center and south of Dobrogea under the Romans, as revealed by the Column 

of Trajan on which severa! kinds of trees46) are represented in the scenes of 

the Dobrogea campaign. Laberius Maximus' Horotesia also attests to the existence 

of forests in the north of Dobrogea in the first century A.D., and in addition 

gives details regarding certain species among which are the firlree and the pine47). 
The existence of Dobrogea forests is also confirmed by the adoration of 

the hunting deities in the Pontic cities48). 
Under these conditions it may be assumed that at least part of the wood 

necessary for repairs and the building of ships carne from the region, the other 

part was brought from the left banks of the Danube along the navigable Carasu, 

or overland. 
The discovery in rooms 3 and 4 of the Building with mosaic of eight 

two armed iron anchors, of the admiralty type49), 120 amphorae with iron nails 

and cramps, pîne resin, resin turpentine, as well as several large pieces of colophoni0), 

thus completes the list of materials used for the building and repair  of ships. 

Within the mosaic building in as far as one can judge by the material discovered 

there and shops and workshops for repair and fittings. The repairs for the 

quick works could be dane with lhe ship afloat, but for repair and careening 

of the huli and keel, the ships were drawn ashore and leaned over, or for the 

smaller crafts careened in drydocks that sheltered them in winter time, as was 

the case of the reconstructed docks in the Attic port of Zea (Plate IV, 2)51 ). 
The building material in the edifice with mosaic, in the immediate vicinity 

o
'
f the landing wharf, clearly showed that here was the town agora52). A Tomis 

decree speaks about a college of archontes53) who might be the magistrates whose 

task it was to organize a fair on the great Panegyries of Tomis55). 
Most of the imported as well as the exported wares: cereals, wine, oii, 

honey, fish, wood, ceramies, marble, common metal objects entered and left 

the ancienl port loaded on ships. Sculptured monuments and the monetary pondera 

of Tomis help us to gain an insight regarding the types of ship that anchored, 

or were repaired or built in the port of Tomis56). Among them are ships recorded 

of the corbita, candicaria, lapidaria, scapha piscatoria or scapha speculatoria57) type. 
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The discovery in the spring of 1987 in a grave dating back to the Roman 
period, of a bronze strigi/ upon which two ships were incised58) (Plate V), completes 

the catalogue of ships of the ancient Tomis known up to date. 
The first of the two ships on the strigil formed part of the category of 

symmetrical crafts, with a single mast59), listed among the merchant, navis oneraria, 

the corbita type60). The huli was symmetrical a basket-like shape61), with a high 

prow (stolos) at the extremity of which a sharp triangle was carved with its tip 

inward, suggesting curving of the prow in this direction (akrostolion)62). On the 
huli two obl ique lines divided in three parts, the prow part being hatched with 

thin l ines that suggested the volume, the mass of the front part, the middle part 

was marked by two horizontal lines suggesting the panels of which the huli is 
built, and the third, the stern contained the governing system from which only 

half of the rudder oar could be seen. The stern ended in a stylized cheniscui3), 

with three oblique, unequal yards from which a scarf hung. The captain's cabin 

(diaeta) was l ikewise in the stern, represented by two concentric circle sections, 

decorated towards the stern by three circular marks. Six small, triangular incisions 

towards the prow, suggesting hightening of the side plating. 
The rigging had a single mast (malus) fixed in the center of the ship. 

Towards its upper extremity was the yard (antemna) fixed to the mast by lifts 

(ceruchi). One of the ends of the yard (cornua) was fixed to larboard and starboard 

by two arms (versoriae). The mast was anchored by six ropes (candelae) towards 

the prow and three towards the stern. Two sails were fixed to the mast and 

a triangular one (the supparum) on the upper part of the yard, and a large rectangular 
one (uela, carbassa) to the lower part of the mast. Both the large sail, swollen 
by a wind blowing from the stern, and the smaller sail are decorated by thin, 

finely chiseled l ines64). 
An anchor of the admiralty type with two arms hangs from the stern, 

slightly curved outwards65). 
A second ship below the other is smaller and stylized but can be l isted 

in the category of the oneraria class, corbita type. 
Of hemispheric, symmetrical shape, the ship bas an exaggerately long akrostolion, 

curved outward, with a short aphlaston curved inward and slightly widened at the 

end. A broken line above edge of the huli suggests the lower end of a sail, 
not shown because of the lack of space, or a sail furled around a mast resting 

on i ts supports (?) 
There is no reason to doubt that large ships of the oneraria class, such 

as those attested to have anchored in the antique callatis66), also laaded at the 
breakwaters of Tomis. 
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The exceptional economic importance of Tomis was increased twofold with 
time especially after the firm settling of the Roman rule in Dobrogea due 
to its strategica! importance which, starting from the second century A.D., conferred 
upon the city its position of center of the Dobrogea shore line defence67). The 
epigraphic documents only partly clarify the military status of the Tomis port 
but nevertheless show that Tomis was one of the harbours of the Moesia fleet68) 

whose task was surveillance of the Danube and western shores of the Black Sea 
northward up to Chersonese69). 

That the Moesia fleet also had sea ships is demonstrated by the Noviodunum 
inscription where Liburna Armata 10) is mentioned, as well as the Column of 
Trajan which shows Liburnae vessels used along the Danube in the first Dacian 
war. 

The retreat from Tomis of certain veterans of the fleet such as Valerius 
Valens, and especially the appointment as prefect of the Moesia fleet of P. Aelius 
Ammonius72), former prefect of the Flavia Gaetulorum stationed at Tomis, appears 
to indicate apart from the unquestionable fact that it  was the largest port on 
the Black Sea shores - the presence of a permanent Moesian fleet in Tomis i n  
the third century A.D.73). Moreover, the exceptional importance of  the town in 
the third-fourth centuries A.D., as well as the communication along the waterway 
with Axiopolis, where nautae universi Danubii is attested to, bas a double character, 
both civilian and military74). It is not excluded that here, at Tomis should have 
been the High Command of the Classis Flavia Moesica. 
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