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Viminacium, a Roman town and important military center of the Upper 
Moesia, was established at the confluence of Mlava with the Danube, close to the 
contemporary vi llage of Stari Kostolac 1 . It was located at the important military 
route leading from Singidunum to the south, towards Naissus (Fig. 1) .  Three roads 
were crosscutting this area, connecting the town to the east, west and south regions 
of the Roman Empire. At the same time, Viminacium was an important military 
and civil Danubian port2. 

Viminacium was the camp of Legio VII Claudiae erected on the right bank 
of Mlava, and settled almost continuously from the 2nd to the 4th century. Its size 
was approximately 442.20 x 385.60 m. Legio VII Claudiae arrived to Moesia in 
sixth and seventh decade of the 1 st century A.D., from Dalmatia. However, an ear
lier turf and timber camp was erected on the same place, by one of the first Moe
sian legions - IV Scythica or V Macedonica. A civil settlement was established 
beside the military camp, as it was noted in epigraphic sources. Its traces have 
been archaeologically confirmed to the west of the camp. 

The settlement received a municipal status under Hadrian in 1 1 7. A status of 
colony was obtained by the end of 239 under Gordian III. A permission to mint 
coins was then obtained too. In the course of sixteen years (239-256) the mint 
emitted coins with portraits of Emperors (since Gordian until Vallerian) at the 
obverse. The most frequent representation at the reverse is a female figure - per
sonifying the town, flanked by lion and bull - symbolizing the two Upper Moesian 
legions3. 

In the course of 500 years, the cemeteries beside the camp and canabae 
(Pecine, Vise Grobalja, Na rupi, Kod bresta), span over the 1 st and the 41h 
centuries4 (Fig. 2). There have been uncovered so far 2973 cremation burials. 
Among them 782, i .  e., 21 % belong to type Illa, while 1 72 1  belong to type Illb, i .  
e . ,  63% of the total number. The Viminacium cemeteries contain the following 
types of cremation graves, according to their form and construction: 

I - Graves in the form of shafts with circular or rectangular groundplan 
(radius of circular shaft graves is between 0.90 m and 1 .60 m. The size of the shaft 
graves with rectangular groundplan is 1 .60 m x 1 . 1 0 m and the depth is between 2 
and 1 0  m); 
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II - Ums - mainly ceramic ( one of bronze, and one of glass ); 
Ilia - Rectangular and ellipsoid (simple) pits with bottom and sides burned 

(the most frequent orientation NE-SW. Average size of the groundplan is 1 .90 m x 
1 . 1  O m, and the pit depth is 0.40 - 0.50 m); 

Ilib - graves en etage, similar in forrn to type ma, but with a smaller inner pit 
( orientation is the same as with type ma, average size of the groundplan is 2.20 m x 
1 .20 m and inner pit size is 1 .00 m x 0.60 m, the pit depth reaching 0.50 - O. 70 m)S. 

I - Shaft graves are very rare, which is understandabfo knowing that this is 
the most complex and the most expensive mode of burial. This grave type is 
recorded in Singidunum and also Sirmium. These are the eastem most places of 
the type characteristic for Gallia. 

II - Um burials are also rare. The latest ums were dated by the Trajan coins. 
They are represented by insufficiently baked hand made pots of crude fabric. 
Large red and gray baked pots of kaolin manufactured on potter's wheel were also 
used. Ums made on potter's wheel belong to a class ofkitchen pottery used primar
ily in a domestic context. After being damaged they reused as ums6. Grave goods 
are exceptionally rare in this type of buri al (coi ns, lamps, pottery, bronze 
amulets)7. 

llla, IIlb - The mast frequent grave forrn in the Viminacium cemeteries are 
simple and en etage pits with the red and gray 2-5 cm thick, and heavily burned 
walls (Fig. 3, 4). This type of graves is referred to as the Mala Kopasnica-Sase 
type, according to a typology established by M. Garasanin. According to it, types I 
and II correspond respectively to types IIIa and Illb at Viminacium. Garafanin's 
type III was nat recorded in these cemeteries8. Types Illa and Illb in the Viminaci
um cemeteries appear since mid-first until mid-third century. There are a few vari
eties of these grave forms. Simple rectangular grave pits with rounded comers 
were often covered by soii to form a small mound. Less often they had a covering 
tile, either flat or ridged. Using a board or an amphora split longitudinally for cov
ering was extremely rare. Graves en etage were covered in the same manner. Cov
ering the inner etage by a number of tiles fitted horizontally into a mud mortar, 
was also rare occasion. Burial pit was burned together with mud mortar and the 
entire grave construction. This variety of graves had a flat or ridged covering tile. 
This also represents the !atest type of a grave form, appearing since mid-second 
until mid-third century9. Graves en etage with a lower etage constructed separate
ly are later than the other graves of en etage type, and they are contemporary with 
the earliest skeletal inhumations marked by the same grave constructionlO. One of 
the varieties of this type is a grave pit with three etages, registered in two of the 
Viminacium cemeteries. 

Grave goods were added after placing the cremated remains into the burned 
grave pits. Regular grave goods were: lamps, coins, pottery and glass vessels. 

248 



Necropolis Type Type Graves in the Ums Type Illa Total 
III a Illb fonn of shafts and IIIb• 

Vise grobalja 5 1 0  1066 38 1 62 1 776 
Pecine 267 630 23 37 203 1 1 60 
Kod bresta 5 19  6 30 
N a  rupi 6 1 7 
Ukupno 782 1 72 1  29 75 366 2973 

• These graves were very damaged and it was impossible to recognize whether they belong to type Ilia or Illb. 

Omaments, censers, cosmetic kit, instrurnents, small boxes, keys, sea-shells 
and wall frescoes were placed additionally, depending on profession and financial 
status of the individual. Weapons, tools and statuettes were rarely placed as grave 
goods. Coins and jewelry were often burned together with the deceasedl l .  
Weapons are rarely registered within cremation graves. There were found (iron 
and arrowheads) in 1 9  graves, i. e. in less than 1 % of the total number of graves. 
Placing of weapons into graves was not a Roman custom12, and such graves thus 
may imply that local population practiced different burial rites having diminished 
in the course of romanization process. 

Ali cemeteries at Viminacium contain parallel burial, both of the cremated 
and skeletal remains of the deceased. Contemporary graves with skeletal remains 
contain the same types of grave goods. Coins were often found in the mouth, and 
rarely in the hand of the deceased. Jewelry and metal parts of gannent, such as but
tons, pins, belts were placed at the spots corresponding to their function, while 
other items were arranged around the body of the deceased. The same arrangement 
was registered in the case of cremations. It seems therefore, that a burial procedure 
for cremated remains was based in the older tradition of skeletal burials. This 
assumption may be confirmed by an anatomica} arrangement of bones in the case 
of incomplete cremations, as well as by the size of cremation graves13, The size of 
the Mala Kopasnica-Sase type of graves correspond to that of skeletal inhumation 
pits. Sometimes they are even larger than simple skeletal burial pits14. A burial of 
non-cremated finger, a rite called "os resectum", was noted in some graves. 

Graves with cremation in the Viminacium cemeteries were neither oriented 
in particular direction, nor had a durable above-ground marker. Multilayer burials 
are conspicuous. Graves are close one to another, crosscutting and damage followed 
shortly after a burial, within the same chronological time span, and only a sequence 
of burial could then be reconstructed. This fact explains the lack of above-ground 
markers, i. e., that grave mound itselfhad a role oftemporary marker. 

Graves containing both the cremated and the skeletal remains were also 
noted in the Viminacium cemeteries. According to their sequence, the cremation 
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was primary, i. e., body of tbe deceased was posed over cremated remains previ
ously brought from the stake. Sligbtly burned bones of the deceased, placed in a 
still red-bot grave pit, confirm that burials were simultaneous. Anthropometrical 
analysis implied tbat mainly tbe women were cremated wbile tbe males were 
buried. lt may be explained by mixed marriages of indigenous woman and arriving 
orientals 15 .  In two cemeteries (Vise grobalja and Pecine) tbere are graves witb 
deceased cremated or buried, containing also the secondary interred skulls 16. They 
were found both in male and female graves, so it is difficult to explain tbem as bat
tle tropbies. lt is also difficult to interpret tbem as skulls of tbe previously deceased 
slaves placed into graves of tbe ricb men, because tbey were also registered in 
graves containing no grave goods. A ritual significance of interment of skulls 
remains unclear because of tbe lack of analogies and tbe lack of data from tbe 
sources1 7. 

Graves of tbe Mala Kopasnica-Sase type are constructed mainly in a similar 
way, but the interpretation of tbem varied. M. Macrea and D. Protase argued tbat 
graves of the Mala Kopasnica-Sase type from the site of Apulum (type Ula at 
Viminacium) are of bustum typel B. According to situation noted at tbe cemeteries 
of Romula and Matrica, M. Babeş and J. Topăl noted that tbe graves en etage of 
Illb type are of bustum type. On the other band they argue that walls of graves of 
tbe type Ilia were burned wbile cleansing tbe sacral space by ritual fire, wbile the 
cremated remains were brougbt from the stake19. D. Benea, C. Tătulea and I. An
driţoiu2 also tbink that walls of graves of the Mala Kopasnica-Sase type from Dro
beta and Micia were burned wbile cleansing the sacral space with "ritual fire".  L. 
Bârzu argues, on tbe basis of material from Mediaş Bratei2 1 ,  tbat tbe cremated 
remains were brougbt from tbe stake to tbe grave pit. Sbe explained tbat burial 
procedure consisted of the following steps: first tbe grave space was cleansed by 
"ritual fire" (burned walls), tben animal bones were placed at its bottom (remains 
of "partial" sacrifice). Finally, remains from tbe stake were brougbt wben already 
cooled22. 

Majority of yugoslavian autbors (Lj . Zotovic, M. Gara8anin) assume tbat 
cremation took place at tbe stake located on a special spot within tbe cemetery, and 
tbat bumed grave walls were a consequence of cleansing by ritual fire. A few 
graves were registered witb walls covered by boards, fixed to the walls by a large 
number of nails .. This fact may explain a large number of nails in some graves, 
althougb anotber explanation goes to a large number of nails proceeding from a 
sedan cbair, or baving a ritual meaning with apotropaeic content23. Rejection of an 
idea that tbese graves are of bustum type may be found in a discussion by C. Wells 
conceming a "dimensional minimum" for this type of graves24, pointing to tbe sit
uation at Viminacium (loc. Vise grobalja), wbere a large location for the stake bas 
been registered. A space of 15  m x 1 5  m bas been explored, but it may be assumed 
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it was larger. The width of the burned soil layer was between 20 and 60 cm. More 
tban 300 bollows are registered as a support for the poles. Poles represented a part 
of the stake construction. If one asswnes tbat eacb ::;take bad 4 corner poles, than 
about 70 persons may bave been cremated there. Cremations took place in a rather 
sbort time span, implied by coins of Hadrian, A. Pius and Faustina I. 

There are various bypotheses about ethno-cultural attribution of graves of 
tbe Mala Kopasnica-Sase type. It is difficult to relate tbis form of graves to a spe
cific ethnical element, because tbey are recorded in a large area witb various ethnic 
groups of population. K. Sagy25 was the first to try an ethnical determination of the 
Mala Kopafoica-Sase graves. He assumed tbat tbe earliest graves of this type 
appeared in the Rhineland, deriving from the Late Iran Age witb pit en etage. He 
was tbe first to assume that the Mala Kopasnica-Sase type graves, especially those 
en etage, may be related to the Celtic burial tradition. This idea was advocated in 
early studies of D. Srejovic and M. Baum26. It was not entirely rejected, because of 
a possibility of merging various customs and processes in the Pannonian basin27. 

In tbe earlier Romanian arcbaeological literature an opinion prevailed tbat 
tbese were autochtonous Daco-Getic grave form (O. Floca, K. Horedt, M. Macrea, 
M. Rusu, D. Protase in earlier works)28. In bis recent works, D. Protase explains 
tbey reflect a Greek influence29, wbile L. Bârzu30 and A. Rusu31 argue for an Illyr
ian influence. M. Babeş relates tbe graves type I to tbe settlers of Illyrian origin, 
and tbe graves en etage, in bis opinion - a bustum type, to a population of tbe 
Greek-Thracian origin. J. Topăl restrained in ber work from ethnical determination 
of tbese graves32. 

M. Garasanin and Lj . Zotovic started from the assumption that a large nwn
ber of tbese graves lies in the Dardanian territory, understood as the Illyrian fron
tier zone. Dardanian space is culturally and arcbaeologically outstanding, and may 
be directly related to the Daco-Mysian culture space. I. Mikulcic pointed to a par
ticular significance of the researcb of graves en etage for determination of their 
genesis, because of their specificity and wide distribution. He assumed tbat tbe 
Thracian element bad a decisive role for tbe form of tbese graves33. A majority of 
our autbors assume tbat this grave form and its origin sbould be studied in a frame
work of tbe Mysian-Dardanian culture complex. I. Mikulcic proposed a term of 
Tribalo-Mysian, reducing thus a role of the Dardanian component34. 

The noted grave form is specific for the Mysian-Dardanian area, i. e., geo
grapbically belonging to tbe Morava valley, Kosovo, upper Vardar valley, a part of 
tbe lower Danube area, and to tbe soutb-east Pannonia. lt is assumed tbat tbis 
grave form spread from tbe primary Mysian-Dardanian area into eastem Dalmatia, 
Dacia and northem Pannonia. The appearance of tbese graves in Dacia is related to 
settlers from tbe Balkan provinces (Pirusti, Dardani). In Pannonia, tbese graves are 
registered witbin large towns (Aquincum, Brigetio, Intercisa, Poetovio) witb a bet-
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erogeneous ethnic structure. Graves of the Mala Kopasnica-Sase type are singled 
out as small insullae within the noted cemeteries, probably reflecting their differ
ent ethnic origin. 

Graves of the Mala Kopasnica-Sase type are registered already to the end of 
the 1 st century, within the cemeteries of large civil and military centers such as 
Emona, Poetovio, Domavia, Dodea, Ulpiana, Singidunum, Viminacium, Sirmium, 
Naissus, Stobi ,  Intercisa, Acumincum, Aquincum, Apulum, Brigetio ,  in the 
Rhineland, and in Gallia (Fig. 5). They are thus recorded in all important roman
ized centers, where the presence of Italics and a powerful infiltration of the Roman 
culture was also confirmed. 

Graves with ums, graves of the Mala Kopasnica-Sase type, shaft-graves and 
skeletal inhumations were all contemporary in the Viminacium cemeteries. Crema
tion and inhumation were both practiced in all large military centers at the turn of 
} St and 2nd century. In spite of a variety of burial practices, the attitude to post 
mortem life was the same, as confirmed by the same type of grave goods provided 
for a new life of the deceased. Items from the Mala Kopasnica-Sase type of graves 
do not differ from those in other types of graves in the same period. These items 
are of course more luxurious in large civil and military centers, than in the periph
eral regions of the Empire. The graves of the Mala Kopasnica-Sase type are the 
same all over the Illyrian, Thracian, Celtic, Gallic or Germanic regions, notwith
standing the ethnic identity of indigenous population35. Parallel cremation and 
inhumations within large civil and mili tary centers may be explained by an 
already confirmed presence of the Orientals who, on their part, and according to 
their proto-christian beliefs, had never accepted the Roman custom of cremation. 

A thesis that a huria! procedure applied in Mala Kopasnica-Sase type of 
graves was based upon pre-Roman or indigenous cremation tradition cannot be 
omitted. A large distribution of this type of graves, their synchronous appearance 
and nearly the same duration within a territory containing a variety of ethnic ele
ments, as well as the standardized burial procedure, could be explained by a for
eign influence. It could be supported by the following facts: 

1 .  Graves are dispersed within a very large geographical area with a population 
belonging to various ethnic groups; 

2. They spread into the provinces from important, powerful centers. 
Both in Rome itself and its provinces, cremation began to be abandoned in 

the course of the )rd century. Inhumation became dominant since the time of 
Severus, and cremation finally disappeared in the 4th century in Rome and its 
provinces36. Examination of synchronous burials at the Viminacium cemeteries 
between the 1 st and the 4th century implies that grave goods were the same, i .e. ,  
none of the grave types contained a specific material that could denote a particular 
ethnic identity of the deceased. Therefore, the thesis of the origin of this grave type 
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in the Daco-Moesian area cannot be omitted. That could be explained by the lack 
of analogies in the central Roman area. Graves of the Mala Kopa5nica-Sase type 
are not recorded in Italy. 
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Fig. 1 - Viminacium, and its territory, M. Mirkovic, IMS II, Beograd, 1 986, 2 1 .  
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Fig. 2 - The situation of Viminacium, Lj . Zotovic, Viminacium, 1 ,  
Beograd, 1 990, 4. 
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Fig. 3 - Mala Kopasnica-Sase graves type Ilia. Graves Gl-347 and G l-360 are 
from the necropolis Pecine. The others are from the necropolis Vise grobalja. 
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Fig. 4 - Mala Kopasnica-Sase grave type Illb - necropolis Vise grobalja. 
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Fig. 5 - The important sites of Mala Kopasnica-Sase graves type: I .  Singidunum, 2. Guberevac, 3. Margum, 
4. Viminacium, 5 .  Pincum, 6. Boljetin, 7. Usce Porecke reke, 8. Turnu Severin, 9. Prahovo, 10. Nis, 1 1 . Velika 

Grabovnica, 1 2. Mala Kopasnica, 1 3 .  Gracanica, 14. Scupi, 1 5 .  Stobi, 1 6. Demir kapija, 1 7. Duklja, 1 8. Komini, 
1 9. Rogatica, 20. Sase, 2 1 .  Stup, 22. Sirmium, 23. Beska, 24. Puia, 25.  Ribnica, 26. Ptuj, 27. Aquincum, 28. Matrica, 

29. Intercisa, 30. Reşca, 3 1 .  Micia, 32. Sebeş, 33. Alba Iulia, 34. Sighişoara, 35 .  Mediaş, 36. Romula. 
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