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The ancient city of Colonia Ulpia Traiana Ratiaria is
the most significant Roman and Byzantine centre
in what is today north-western Bulgaria. Ratiaria
was established in the first century CE as a Roman
military camp and a civilian settlement quickly grew
around it. It was in fact one of five colonies founded
by the emperor Trajan in 106 CE. The full name of the
settlement is known from an inscription dating to
125 CE - "Colonia Ulpia Traiana Ratiaria”. In the 2nd
and 3rd centuries Ratiaria was a model Roman town,
enjoying great prosperity as an emerging craft and
trade centre.

After 272 CE Ratiaria was proclaimed capital of the
newly established province of Dacia Ripensis and
was the primary headquarters of the military and
administrative governors of the region. By the fourth
century, Ratiaria had become an important Christian
centre and written sources mention several local
bishops (e.g. Paulinos, Sylvester, Palladius). Writing in
the first half of the fifth century, the historian Priscus
refers to Ratiaria as a “large and populous city.” An
inscription, discovered during the excavation of
the western wall, proclaims: “Ratiaria of [Emperor]
Anastasius will flourish forever”.

The first excavations at Ratiaria were carried out by
the archaeologist V. Velkov between 1958 and 1962.
Excavations were also variously undertaken between
1976 and 1991, including work conducted by Italian
specialists. During this period, the Eastern Gate of
the city, parts of the Eastern defensive wall, and an
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impressive building interpreted as the residence of
the Governor of Dacia Ripensis, were unearthed.
Studied architectural remains have been restored and
preserved. In 1991 the excavations were cancelled.

Unfortunately the last 20 years have seen the site
subjected to an ever escalating invasion of treasure-
hunters engaged in the illegal traffic of cultural
artefacts. Recent investigations have shown that
an area some 2 km. (East-West) by 1 km. (North-
South), covering virtually the entire site, has been
systematically ransacked. In some instances, treasure-
hunters have dug trenches 10 metres deep, revealing
the remains of numerous buildings.

In 2009 the Bulgarian Archaeological Association
(BAA) started the campaign: “Help preserve the
largest archaeological site in Northern Bulgaria
- Colonia Ulpia Traiana Ratiaria”. More than 600
scientists from all over the world have signed the
petition to save Ratiaria (http://www.ipetitions.com/
petition/ratiaria/). Reports describing this cultural
catastrophe have been published in many leading
international journals and other media. Voluntary
donations were received by the BAA from the United
States, Canada, England, Ireland, Austria, France,
Germany and Spain to help save Ratiaria.

The problem is not new, however. It has been going
on for at least 20 years and occasionally the Bulgarian
government is forced to take action. Primarily, the
duty lies with the Regional Heritage Museum of Vidin












