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LEAD COMMERCIAL SEALING 
FROM KOVACHEVSKO KALE

Oleg ALEXANDROV*, Simeon STANCHEV**

*University of Veliko Tarnovo „St. Cyril and St. Methodius“, 2 T. Tarnovski Str., 5000 
Veliko Tarnovo, Bulgaria; oleg_alexandrov@abv.bg

**Historical Museum – Popovo, 97 Bulgaria Blvd., 7800 Popovo, Bulgaria; 
simeon.stanchev94@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

As a result of the three-month campaign in 2021, an early Christian basilica 
was discovered at the Kovachevsko kale fortress. It was built in the eastern part of 
the late Roman balneum, dated shortly after the Gothic Wars of Valens. During 
the excavation of via sagularis (between the fortress wall and the basilica) seven 
coins (dated from the second half of the 4th and the beginning of the 5th century), 
iron ring, small bronze chain and one lead sealing were found in proximity. The 
lead sealing is in the shape of a truncated cone with a diametre of 11 – 13 mm. A 
three-line inscription in Greek is preserved on the obverse: ΣΕΒ/ΑΣ[...]/Ν. Cities 
called Sebastón/Sebastopolis are known from throughout the Roman Empire, 
but our focus is mainly on the cities of the Late Antiquity period in Asia Minor, 
which were major producers and exporters of various goods.

A complete coincidence in terms of the period and other features is found 
with Elaiussa Sebaste (Ἐλαιοῦσα Σεβαστή), also called Σεβαστηνῶν πόλις or simply 
Σεβαστῶν. The peak of the city’s economic development is recorded at the very 
end of the 4th to 7th centuries, focusing on the production of wine, olive oil and 
glassware. These data testify to the arrival of goods (probably through interme-
diaries) from the significant Mediterranean centre to the Late Roman fortress of 
Kovachevsko kale at the end of the 4th – first half of the 5th century.

Keywords: Late Antiquity, Elaiussa Sebaste, Kovachevsko kale, commercial 
sealing, trade links

The Late Roman fortress of Kovachevsko kale is located in present-day 
Northeastern Bulgaria, 6 km west of the town of Popovo, Targovishte dis-
trict. It was built during the reign of Emperor Constantine I (306 – 337) 
on the important thoroughfare connecting the Roman and Late Roman 
cities of Nicopolis ad Istrum and Marcianopolis. The fortified area is 4 ha. 

https://doi.org/10.53250/nse21.243-250
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The fortification system is of impressive dimensions: the perimeter of the 
fortress walls (with a thickness of 3.20 m and an assumed height of over 
12 m) is 1 km (of which 220 m have been excavated); 17 towers (of which 
5 excavated); two main gates (of which the Western Gate has been com-
pletely explored). 

Since 2014, large-scale research has been carried out inside the for-
tress. In the period 2014 – 2016, a huge horreum (with dimensions 24 x 
53 m and an area of 1200 sq. m) was partially uncovered. The horreum 
functioned as intended in the second and third quarter of the 4th century 
(Alexandrov 2017, 11 – 78). In the period 2017 – 2019, a synchronous Late 
Roman complex with a balneum (covering an entire insula of 500 sq. m) 
was excavated (Alexandrov 2019, 7 – 71).

As a result of the three-month campaign in 2021, it was established 
that by the end of the 4th century the east part of the complex with the bal-
neum had been rebuilt into a three-aisled early Christian basilica, which 
existed until the Hun invasions in the middle of the 5th century (fig. 1). 
It largely repeats the easternmost parts of the Late Roman balneum. The 
early Christian church was built shortly after the end of the Gothic Wars 
and the pacification of the area in 382 during the reign of Emperor 
Theodosius I (379 – 395), as evidenced by the numismatic material found 
on and below the brick floor (Alexandrov 2023, 9 – 97).

After the complete uncovering of the basilica, the survey has been 
focused on excavating the street (via sagularis) north of the church and 
south of the fortress wall. The research of the street began in the 90s of 
the last century with the discovery of the northern fortress wall and the 
towers adjacent to it, but it was limited in the southern direction. When 
excavating the layer 0.10 m above the level of the ancient street (el. 221.70 
m) in square III –14 (fig. 2), several metal objects were found: 7 coins1, a 
lead sealing2, an iron ring3 and a bronze chain4. All of them were found 
at the same level (with a difference of a few centimetres) and can certainly 
be attributed to the same context.

The lead sealing (fig. 3) is of particular interest. It has the shape of a 
truncated cone with diametre of 11 – 13 mm and height 5 mm. Its weight 
is 3.1 g. On the obverse, part of an inscription in Greek has been pre-
served – three lines, with the letters ΣΕΒ written on the first line, ΑΣ on 
the second, and Ν on the last. A very small hole is preserved in the middle 
of the seal, through a cord was passed for attachment. 

This is most likely a trade sealing associated with a city named Sebasta/
Sebastopolis. From epigraphic and narrative sources, cities with this 

1 �  Field Inventory Number (FIN): 129, 130, 131, 137, 138, 139, 140
2 �  FIN 187
3 �  FIN 135
4 �  FIN 136
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name are found throughout the Roman Empire5. But our attention has 
been directed to the prosperous cities of Asia Minor during this period, 
which were also the principal producers and exporters of various goods. 
Sealings from this region are often found within the province of Moesia 
Secunda6. 

In the second half of the 4th to the 7th centuries, almost all cities located 
along the Aegean coast flourished. This is the case with Elaiussa Sebaste 
(Ἐλαιοῦσα Σεβαστή), also named as Σεβαστηνῶν πόλις (Borgia 1999, 72, 77) 
or simply Σεβαστῶν (Borgia 2010, 144) on the preserved epigraphic monu-
ments found near the port. The peak of the city’s economic development 
was recorded from the very end of the 4th to the 7th centuries, focusing 
on the production of wine, olive oil (Baratta 1999, 129 – 141) and glass 
products (Gencler-Güray 2015, 230 – 234). Trade connections were also 
established between Elaiussa Sebaste and the North African parts of the 
empire (Kizilarslanoglu 2016, 84). 

The coins discovered around the lead sealing (Plate 1) are mostly from 
the middle/second half of the 4th century and the beginning of the 5th 

5 � A commercial lead sealing from Transmarisca, originating from the city of Σεβέννυτος in Egypt, 
was also recently published (Varbanov, Mitev 2021, 287 – 293).

6 � 59 lead trade sealings found at Altinum, Cius, Durostorum, Halmyris, Ibida, Noviodunum, Sucidava 
and Tomis, originating from 17 different cities located on the western coast of the Aegean Sea, 
have been published. All examined sealings are in Greek with two- and three-line inscriptions 
(Chiriac, Munteanu 2014, 299 – 330). 

Fig. 1. The early Christian Basilica at the end of the excavation in 2021  
(aerial photo).

Обр. 1. Раннохристиянската базилика в края на проучванията през 2021 г. 
(поглед отгоре). 
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Fig. 2. The situation plan of the excavation in 2021. 
Обр. 2. Ситуационен план на проучванията през 2021 г.

Fig. 3. Lead sealing with an inscription from the excavation of Kovachevsko kale in 
2021. 

Обр. 3. Оловна търговска пломба с надпис от разкопките на „Ковачевско 
кале“ през 2021 г.
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century (the latter dating to the reign of Emperor Theodosius II, see the 
Catalogue), when the city in Asia Minor also experienced its economic 
peak. It is difficult to say what goods the newly discovered seal was used 
for, but it indicates the presence of goods originating from this significant 
Mediterranean centre (through a network of trade connections) in the 
Late Roman fortress Kovachevsko kale.

CATALOGUE OF THE COINS (Plate 1/Табло 1).

1. Uncertain Emperor (Constantine Dynasty)
O: [DN] CONST[AN…P]F AV[G] (badly damaged legend)/Pearl diademed, draped, 

cuirassed bust right. 
R: [FEL TEMP RE-PARATIO]/Soldier spearing fallen horseman.
Unclear mintmark, 348 – 361 AD.
Æ, 4.72 g, 21 – 23 mm
FIN 129/13.09.2021, sq. ІІІ – 14, N – 2.00 m, E – 4.50 m, el. 221.70 m (above a via 

sagularis south of the northern fortress wall).

2. Constantine І (Commemorative) 
O: [DN CONSTANTI]NVS PF AVGG/Veiled bust right
R: VN-MR/Constantine shrouded, standing front, looking right. 
Unclear mintmark, 347 – 348 AD.
Æ, 1.73 g, 14 mm
FIN 130/13.09.2021, sq. ІІІ – 14, N – 1.80 m, E – 4.20 m, el. 221.70 m (above a via 

sagularis south of the northern fortress wall).

3. Uncertain Emperor (Constantine Dynasty)
O: DN CON[…]/Bust right.
R: VOT/XX/MVLT/XXХ/Four-line inscription in wreath.
Unclear mintmark, 347 – 348 AD. 
Æ, 1.45 g, 14 – 15 mm 
FIN 131/13.09.2021, sq. ІІІ – 14, N – 1.80 m, E – 4.00 m, el. 221.70 m (above a via 

sagularis south of the northern fortress wall).

4. Constantius ІI 
O: [FL IV]L CONSTANTIVS NOB C/Laureate, draped, cuirassed bust right.
R: GLORIA EXERCITVS/Two helmeted soldiers standing facing each other, each 

holding a spear and a shield at their sides, two standards between them.
Mintmark: SMATZ
Antioch, 330 – 335 AD.
Æ, 1.85 g, 16 – 15 mm
RIC VIII 88 
FIN 137/14.09.2021, sq. ІІІ – 14, N – 2.00 m, E – 3.80 m, el. 221.70 m (above a via 

sagularis south of the northern fortress wall).

5. Honorius 
O: DN HONORI-VS [PF] AVG/Pearl diademed, draped, cuirassed bust right. 
R: [VIR]TVS [EXERCITI]/Emperor standing left, head right, holding spear and 

resting left hand on shield, crowned by Victory, standing left at his side. 
Unclear mintmark, 395 – 401 AD.
Æ, 2.18 g, 17 – 18 mm
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FIN 138/14.09.2021, sq. ІІІ – 14, N – 2.00 m, E – 3.60 m, el. 221.70 m (above a via 
sagularis south of the northern fortress wall).

6. Theodosius ІІ 
O: [DN TНE]ODO-SIVS PF [AVG]/Pearl diademed, draped, cuirassed bust right. 
R: Cross in wreath.
Unclear mintmark, 425 – 435 AD.
Æ; 12 – 11 mm; 1.06 g 
FIN 139/14.09.2021, sq. ІІІ – 14, N – 2.00 m, E – 3.50 m, el. 221.70 m (above a via 

sagularis south of the northern fortress wall).

7. Theodosius ІІ 
O: Completely defaced obverse.
R: Cross in wreath.
Unclear mintmark, 425 – 435 AD.
Æ; 10 – 11 mm, 0.55 g
FIN 140/14.09.2021, sq. ІІІ – 14, N – 2.00 m, E – 4.40 m, el. 221.70 m (above a via 

sagularis south of the northern fortress wall).
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ОЛОВНА ТЪРГОВСКА ПЛОМБА ОТ „КОВАЧЕВСКО КАЛЕ“

Олег АЛЕКСАНДРОВ, Симеон СТАНЧЕВ

РЕЗЮМЕ

В резултат на тримесечната кампания през 2021 г. в крепостта 
„Ковачевско кале“ бе напълно разкрита раннохристиянска базилика 
(обр. 1). Издигната е в източната част на комплекса с балнеума (обр. 2) 
скоро след готските войни на император Валенс от 376 – 378 г. По време 
на разкопките на пространството между крепостната стена и базиликата 
(via sagularis) бяха открити седем монети, датирани във втората половина 
на IV – началото на V в. (Табло 1), железен пръстен, малка бронзова 
верижка и една оловна търговска пломба. Оловната търговска пломба 
е с форма на пресечен конус с диаметър 11 – 13 мм (обр. 3). На лицевата 
страна е запазен триредов надпис на гръцки език – ΣΕΒ/ΑΣ[…]/Ν. 
Градове, наречени Себастοн/Себастополис, са известни от цялата Римска 
империя, но фокусът ни е основно върху градовете от периода на Късната 
античност в Мала Азия, които са основни производители и износители 
на различни стоки. Пълно съвпадение по отношение на периода и други 
особености се открива с Елеуса Себасте (Ἐλαιοῦσα Σεβαστή), наричана още 
Σεβαστηνῶν πόλις или просто Σεβαστῶν. Върхът на икономическото развитие 
на града е регистриран в самия край на IV до VII в., като се фокусира 
върху производството на вино, зехтин и стъкларски изделия. Тези данни 
свидетелстват за достигането на стоки (вероятно чрез посредничество) 
от значимия средиземноморски център в късноримската крепост 
„Ковачевско кале“ в края на ІV – първата половина на V в.
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Plate 1. Coins found near the commercial sealing.
Табло 1. Монети, открити в близост до търговската пломба.
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