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VIII. THE THEORY OF DACO-ROMAN CONTINUITY  

    According to this theory, the Rumanian language is the continuation of Latin 
spoken between 106 and 271 A.D. in Dacia Traiana. In the preceding chapters, 
we have seen that several circumstances – such as the existence in the Rumanian 
language of all more important innovations in Late Latin, the typical Balkan 
features of this language, the lack of geographical names of Latin origin north of 
the lower Danube etc. – are incompatible with the theory. In the following, the 
theory of continuity will be analysed in some detail.   
1. The notion of “Daco-Roman” is not well defined; see for example the 
definition given by Protase (2000, p. 5, fotnote 1): [we consider to have been 
Daco-Roman] “all the communities formed by Roman provincials […] and 
Romanized local Dacians […] and those free Dacians living along the borders, 
who came after the abandon of the province by Emperor Aurelian and who 
settled in former Dacia Traiana, became Romanized, Christianized and thus 
were, before the immigration of the Slavs, integrated into Carpatho-Danubian 
Romanity.”  

The area of formation of Romanian is shown as “north of the Danube”; or 
(for example by Cătănescu 1996, p. 44): “in the Romanized territory north, as 
well as south of the Danube”. It is often stated that the Romanization of the 
Dacians started already before the occupation of (part of) Dacia and continued 
after the Romans left. It must be mentioned, however, that C. Daicoviciu 
opposed this view, stating that no Romanization could have occurred outside of 
the Roman empire. 
2. A critical analysis. 

(a) Roman Dacia. The question of the presence of Dacians in the province: 
according to the information we have about Roman Dacia, the number of 
Dacians living there was insignificant: no civitates peregrinae (which were 
important settlements of natives in other Roman provinces) were formed; no 
Dacian gods were worshiped (in other provinces, worship of the autochtonous 
gods was usual); there are only a few Dacian names on inscriptions (below 2%; 
in other provinces 20–25% of these names belong to the autochtonous, pre-
Roman population). – A. Philippide (I, 1923, p. 641) has analyzed the historical 
sources about the different peoples who lived in the Balkans and in the Roman 
province of Dacia (106–271 A.D.) and concluded: „Among the enormous mass 
of immigrants, the autochthonous Dacian population formed an insignificant 
minority.”   

The question of the presence of Dacian or Thracian elements in the 
Rumanian language:  These ancient Balkan languges are poorly known. Among  
almost 200 Thracian words in Russu´s Rumanian-Thracian dictionary (1967), 
not a single one has a Rumanian counterpart.  
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Chart nr. 3. – The Roman province of Dacia (106–271 A.D.) The frontiers of 
present day Rumania as well as those of the Republic of Moldavia in the East 
(with about 66% Rumanians in the population) are shown. – (After E. TÓTH, 
ERT, 1989, p. 38.) 

 
„The fact that we do not possess ancient or medieval attestations of the 
autochthonous lexical elements is a grave gap in the documentary material 
which could throw some light upon the problem of the beginnings and the 
ancient phase in the development of the Rumanian and Albanian idioms and 
popular communities” (Russu 1967, p. 215).     
(b) After the Romans abandoned Dacia in 271 A.D. 
Rumanian archaeologists have asserted the existence of Daco-Romans in a 

number of settlements in Transylvania after the Romans left the province. Free 
Dacians are assumed to have migrated to the territory and even the 
Romanization of these is supposed, which is, however, not proved, and very 
unlikely. These theories are based mainly on archeological material of Roman 
provincial character. Such material is, however, found in large parts of Europe 
in the epoch in question, because Roman products were exported to the 
“Barbarian” peoples and even imitated by these. The asserted settlements of 
“Daco-Romans” were left and depopulated after a short time (about a century). 
Beginning with the 5th century, “the Roman traditions disappear” (Protase 2000, 
p. 70).   



 

 

4

4

On the basis of historical records and archaeological finds, the history of the 
territories north of the lower Danube after the Romans left Dacia may concisely 
be described as follows:  

Following the evacuation by the Romans, free Dacians settled in some parts 
of the territory. In the 4th century, Goths lived in Ucraina, Moldova and 
Transylvania (the Sânt Ana de Mureş–Cerniahov culture). The Goths were 
Christianized in this century. Iordanes (Getica, XXV, §131) indicates that the 
Goths living in Transylvania did not know Latin. 

The Gothic Kingdom was, in the year 376, defeated by the Huns. 
After the defeat of the Hun empire in 453, and the death of Attila, the 

Gepidae, another Old German people, settled in a large territory from the river 
Sava to the Eastern Carpathians (the kingdom of the Gepidae, 475–567 A.D.). 
Iordanes, Getica (quoted by Fontes II, p. 419) writes: “This Gothia, by our 
ancestors called Dacia, which is now called Gepidia…” 

The kingdom of the Gepidae was defeated in 568 by the Avars, but Gepidae 
lived in Transylvania until about the year 675. Thus, Old Germanic people lived 
in Transylvania for more than three centuries. Their settlements were in the 
Transylvanian Basin and in the valleys of the great rivers – in the same 
territories, in which Daco-Romans are assumed to have been living. At least  a 
number of Old-Germanic lexical elements would have been borrowed by these 
(the Albanian shepherds on the Balkans borrowed a large number of Latin words 
from the Latin-speaking people living in the valleys and on the plains). The lack 
of an Old Germanic influence in Rumanian is one of the circumstances which 
are incompatible with the theory of Daco-Roman continuity, as pointed out 
among others by the Swedish Romanist Alf Lombard.     

The Avars occupied the territories of the Gepidae; Avar settlements were 
discovered mainly in the central areas of Transylvania. In the valley of the river 
Mureş, north of Alba Iulia, existed a late Avar center (around the year 700). The 
Avar empire was defeated in 795–796 by the Francs. Avars are mentioned in the 
chronicles as late as in 822. 

The Slavs migrated to the territory of present day Rumania beginning with 
the 6th century (the Suceava-Şipot culture). The first settlements of Slavs in 
Transylvania can be dated earliest to the 7th century. In the Hungarian (Székely) 
toponymy of the territory of the Székelys in south-eastern Transylvania, there 
are names of Slavic origin: e.g. Kászon (> Rum. Căsin), Rika (from Sl. rijeka 
´brook´) etc. In north-western Trasylvania, western Slavs settled. In the 9th 
century, a part of southern Transylvania was occupied by Bulgarians, who at 
that age spoke their original Turk language.  

The Slavs who settled in the 6th century in the Balkans borrowed a large 
number of Latin toponyms. North of the lower Danube there is not a single 

place name or geographical name of Latin origin. Only ancient names – those 
of the great rivers – were preserved. The phonetic features of these names 
indicate that they were mediated to the Hungarians, the Saxons and the 
Rumanians by a Slavic population. 
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In the 10th–11th centuries, Patzinaks (Pecenegs) lived in Muntenia and in 
some parts of south-eastern Transylvania. Patzinak toponyms have survived to 
our days, as well as names containing their ethnic name: there are, outside of the 
Carpathians, Rom. Peceneaga, Pecenevca (borrowed from Slavic); within the 
Carpathians in Hungarian: Besenyő (borrowed by Rum. in the form of Beşineu), 
as well as in German: Beschenbach (> Hung. Besinbák > Rum. Beşimbac). 

Towards the end of the 11th century, the Cumans, who, as the Patzinaks, also 
belonged to Turk peoples, occupied the extra-Carpathian territories, which in 
contemporary chronicles are named Cumania. The Cumans played an important 
role in the organization of the Rumanians (N. Iorga, 1927–1928). The first 
borrowings of lexical elements by Rumanians north of the Danube were from 
Cumanian (e.g. beci ´cellar; jail´, toi ´climax; middle´); the number of toponyms 
of Cumanian origin is higher: e.g. Caracal, Comanul, Valea lui Coman etc. This 
indicates that in the time of the Cumans, i.e. in the 12th or the 13th century, 
Rumanians lived in (parts of) Muntenia and Moldova. In the early 13th century, 
the Cumans were members of the Christian Church (the Bishopric of the 
Cumans was organized at Milcov, in Moldova). The Cumans were defeated by 
the Tartar invasion in 1241–1242. 

A population living of agriculture and animal husbandry, the Hungarians 
started to settle, in the early 10th century, in the central areas and in the valleys 
of Transylvania. They met Slavs in several places, as shown by the number of 
Hungarian toponyms of Slavic origin. Most of the ancient place names and 
geographic names in Transylvania are, however, of Hungarian origin. The oldest 
stratum of these names was formed between the 11th century and the middle of 
the 13th century (toponyms with the suffixes -d and -i were formed in this 
period, those without a suffix were formed until the end of the 13th century). 
Names of different populations appear in Hungarian toponyms: these are, until 
the mid-13th century, Hungarians, Turk peoples, Slavs, Germans etc. The ethnic 
name of the Rumanians (“Vlach”) appeared for the first time in 1292: Vlachi de 

Elye, possessio olachalis Elye. 
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Map nr. 4. – The Hungarian settlements in the 13th century in Transylvania 
(names in nominative, names formed with -i, names formed with the name of a 
Catholic Saint). – ┴ ┴ ┴   = the limits of the territories of the Hungarian 
settlements. The map shows that the Hungarians settled mainly in the central 
low-lands and in the valleys of the rivers (From ERT 1989, p. 172.) 
 

The name of Transylvania appeared in a document dated in the year 1075, 
in the Latin form of Ultra siluam ´beyond the forest´. In the same century, 
Partes Transsilvaniae appeared, and thereafter, the documents of the Hungarian 
kingdom use the name Transsilvania. The people did not speak Latin; the 
Hungarian name of the territory was Erdőelve ´territory beyond the forest´, 
documented for the first time in the Gesta Hungarorum by Anonymus: 
Erdeelvv, in its modern form: Erdély. The popular Rumanian name of 
Transylvania, Ardeal, first documented in 1432: Ardeliu, is the borrowing of 
this. 

 
Other assumptions made on the basis of Daco-Roman continuity: A number 

of presuppositions have been made without any substantial evidence, for 
example: Latin was a lingua franca in former Dacia; Christianity was spread 
there in Latin in the 4th century; the population north of the lower Danube had 
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had, in the 4th to the 6th centuries, close contacts with the Romans living in the 
provinces south of the Danube etc.                            

The assumption of the Daco-Roman origin in the Rumanian language of the 
basic notions of the Christian faith (e.g., Maria Cvasnîi Cătănescu 1996, p. 56) is 
wrong. A number of such terms, for example (present day Rumanian) păgîn 
´heathen´,  biserică ´church´,  păresimi ´Lent´ were created earliest in the 4th 
century, when Dacia no longer was part of the Roman Empire.  These term were 
inherited as a part of Latin during the 4th to the 7th centuries on the Balkan 
Peninsula. 

As regards the Gesta Hungarorum of Anonymus: the aim of this author was 
not to describe the settlement of the Hungarians in the Carpathian Basin – his 
work belongs to the romantic tales in fashion in Western Europe in the 11th–
12th centuries. He was not able  to write an historical record, since his 
knowledge about the situation in a remote past (three centuries earlier) was very 
scarce. He knew nothing about persons, events, battles that we know from 
reliable sources; and what the anonymous author describes in his Gesta cannot 
be found in other texts about the epoch in question. 

 
 


