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Agriculture was a fundamental activity of the 
Balkan indigenous population, even before these 
territories fell under the Roman domination. The 
new Roman reign brought new organisation meth-
ods, more or less successfully including the local 
population, which depended on the Romanisation 
level of the newly established Roman provinces. 
Therefore, the reconstruction of agriculture in all 
its aspects represents one of the main factors for 
the understanding of the course of Roman influ-
ence in provinces formed in these areas.1

Until recently, little was known about the agri-
cultural activities in Viminacium and its surround-

1 The article is a result of the project: Viminacium, Ro-
man city and military camp – research of the material and 
non material culture of inhabitants by using the modern 
technologies of remote detection, geophysics, GIS, digi-
talization and 3D visualization (no 47018), funded by The 
Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Devel-
opment of the Republic of Serbia. 

ings during the Roman period. The last few years 
of research in this area, however, have expanded 
the knowledge on the importance of rural econo-
my. We can, therefore, speak of farming as a basic 
economic activity which lead to the development 
and significant prosperity of the city, especially 
during the 2nd and 3rd century AD.

During a field survey of the route of the An-
tique road between Viminacium and Lederata in 
2003-2004, archaeologists from the National Mu-
seum of Požarevac, Dragana Spasić-Đurić and 
Dragan Jacanović, recognised the problem of in-
sufficient research and study of content related to 
every-day life outside the urban part of the city 
(Spasić-Đurić, Jacanović 2007: 123–164). By lo-
cating the route of the road and registering sites on 
the left and the right side of the road, they provid-
ed a solid foundation to grasp, through analyses 
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of topographic data and archaeological finds, the 
actual scope of ancient Viminacium and its spatial 
organisation. 

The marginalisation of topics regarding rural 
settlements (vici, villae rusticae), economics of 
agricultural estates, changes in the demographic 
structure, socio-economic aspects of life, etc. has 
been partially reduced in the last few years through 
discoveries of villas on several sites in the wider 
area of the city territory of Viminacium (Jovičić, 
Redžić 2012: 369–385). These discoveries in the 
immediate urban surroundings are indicative of 
the importance of agriculture to the inhabitants of 
Viminacium, but they still do not provide answers 
to questions related to the scope and structure of 
the ager of Viminacium.

Also worth mentioning is an article by A. Me-
dović, which provided results of the archaeobotan-
ical analyses obtained during archaeological re-
search in Viminacium performed after 2000. Even 
though the main goal of these archaeobotanical 
analyses was to show which type of timber was 
used for the construction of the amphitheatre, the 
results obtained showed, among other things, a 
richness of cereals and weeds at the site, which in-
dicated intensive farming production on the wider 

territory of the city (Medović 2014: 95–99, T. I). 
The ancient city and military camp of Vimi-

nacium was situated in the fertile plains of Stig. 
When the city had the status of a municipium 
(117 AD), its territory covered a larger part of the 
plain in the lower course of the Mlava River, on 
the Stig plain while, after acquiring the status of a 
colony (239 AD), Viminacium expanded to cover 
the entire Stig plain and Veliko Gradište (Pincum) 
(Popović 1968: 30). 

The area of Stig was a very important agrarian 
area in Antiquity, just as it is today. It is the sec-
ond largest plain in Serbia, with its northern bor-
der the Danube, to the west the Mlava and in the 
east and south-east the Homolje mountain range 
(Map 1). The fertile valley at the confluence of the 
Mlava and the Danube provided conditions for in-
tensive settling activity in this area during prehis-
tory, as well as later, during Antiquity. The valley 
of the Dunavac often flooded, thus creating fertile 
ploughland, providing suitable living conditions 
which, in turn, resulted in dense settling in this area. 
Good communications with other city centres, first 
and foremost with Singidunum, on one side, and 
the Morava river valley on the other, together with 
the fortification system along the Danubian limes, 

Map 1 – The area of Stig plain. 
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enabled the continuous transit of merchandise and 
safe markets (Map 2). 

In order to obtain more reliable data on the 
development of Roman agriculture in the wider 
area of Viminacium, it is necessary to perform ex-
tensive research, starting with climate, relief, soil, 
and archaeobotanical analyses. 

Concerning climate change in the Roman peri-
od, we know that, at the beginning of the 1st mil-
lennium AD, climatic conditions in some parts of 
Europe were not the same as today. The Climatic 
Optimum of the Roman period was reached in the 
1st century AD. The average annual temperature in 
Europe was higher than today by 1–1.5°C. Accord-
ing to research, the Alps were green in that period 
and the boundary of the glacier was at least 300 m 
higher than today (Schlüchter 2004: 34–47). 

As the period for which there is available me-
teorological data is brief, historical information re-
garding migrating plant species should be consid-
ered. By tracking the history of vegetation, it can 
be established whether the climate changed and, if 
so, when this happened. As evidence of this, data 
shows that, in the early Middle Ages, the inhab-

itants of Greenland were still engaged in animal 
husbandry and farming, and that cooling started at 
some point in the 13th century (Opra 1998: 166). 
However, this change in the average annual tem-
perature of the Earth is not accompanied by uni-
form changes in all parts of the globe. Regarding 
global climate variations, the changes were greater 
in areas closer to the poles. Usually, major changes 
in the climate of regions with a higher latitude are 
followed by the moving of the borders of plants 
and the withdrawal of animals from these regions 
to areas with warmer climates, or vice versa. 

Based on paleobotanical research, it can be 
concluded that the climate in the Mediterranean 
has been stable for the last few thousand years. 
Consequently, the southern border of the grape 
growing region and the olive growing region’s 
northern border have not changed since biblical 
times. According to scientific knowledge, the 
northern border of the region of olive cultivation 
in Italy is in the same place today as it was during 
the ancient period (Opra 1998, 165). From data 
on global climate variations and its change around 
Greenland and its stability in the Mediterranean, 

Map 2 – Roman road Singidunum-Viminacium. 
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nothing can be concluded regarding climate vari-
ations in the area of the Central Balkans. Grapes 
and chestnuts are characteristic of hot regions. 
Oak thrives in colder areas and can withstand 

very low temperatures, but bears little fruit. Ac-
cording to historical data, oak forests existed in 
the Balkans before the arrival of the Romans. The 
5th century Byzantine historian Priscus speaks 
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of dense woods north of Naissus (Острогорски 
1955, Прискос, Фрг. 8: 291). The fruits of the 
forest are used for animal feed, but also for peo-
ple. Bearing in mind the presence of these cul-
tures today, we can conclude that the climate in 
the Balkans has not changed much in the last two 
thousand years. 

Several decades long rescue excavations of 
the Antique city of Viminacium have brought to 
light a large number of findings with a variety of 
functions. Since the archaeological excavations 
are conditioned by the works on the Drmno sur-
face mine, the discoveries of city necropoles and 
other urban structure have provided the most vis-
ible results so far. However, in the last few years 
the scope of research has been broadened into the 
wider area of the city territory, which has resulted 
in very the important discoveries of several villas. 
The founding of agricultural estates outside of the 
city is linked to the period of economic prosperity 
during the 2nd and the first half of the 3rd century, 
when most of the inhabitants of the wider city ter-
ritory lived and worked on them. Relative political 
security in this period enabled, among other things, 
the development of farming, which represented 
one of the basic activities in the area of the fertile 
plain of Stig in the province of Moesia Superior. 
In an indirect manner, dedications to agricultural 
deities also bear witness to this fact: to Liber and 
Libera (Pilipović 2006: 89; Mirković 1986: 73, no. 
27) and Silvanus (Mirković 1986: 198, no. 300). 

This remarkably favourable micro-unit rep-
resented an ideal place for agricultural estates 
of the villa rustica type with the farm buildings 
and manufacturing workshops necessary on such 
homesteads. As the political, military, economic 
and religious centre of a wider territory, the city 
certainly depended on its rural area, which repre-
sented the basic source of food for the city popu-
lation. The remains of villas have been discovered 
at various locations within the city ager in the 
course of archaeological research at Viminacium 
in recent years (Jovičić, Redžić 2012: 369–385: 
Korać, Golubović, Mrđić 2018: 41–71), (Fig. 1). 

A confirmation of intensive farming activities 
in the wider city area of Viminacium can also be 
seen with the finds of farming tools, discovered in 
various different locations. These are mostly tools 
used in farming production: spades, sickles, bill-
hooks, picks, mattocks, axes and pickaxes (Fig. 2, 
3). The finding conditions show that a large num-
ber of these tools have been present at locations 
where objects intended for farming activities were 
registered.2

The agricultural orientation of the area of Vimi-
nacium required a large number of people to work 
on the land. It is probable that the workforce con-
sisted mostly of free peasants at first, who lived 
on the estates or in their vicinity. In this context, 
it should be mentioned that the role of the free 
peasants/tenants has yet to be defined, and all the 
information related to this topic is based on as-
sumptions. The peasants/tenants most probably 
cultivated the land of the municipal aristocracy, 
but afterwards, with the progress of Romanisa-
tion, their numbers diminished, first and foremost 
because of their ever increasing participation in 
military service. We may, therefore, assume that 
the use of a slave workforce increased. This is 
supported by epigraphic data from the 3rd century, 
where it is stated that when land was assigned to 
soldiers, they would also receive, at the same time, 
slaves and cattle (Mirković 1968: 138, note 14).

More information on the development of 
farming activities in the wider city territory of 
Viminacium is also provided by the results of ar-
chaeobotanical analyses performed within archae-
ological research in the last few years (Medović 
2014: 95–99). On the basis of results obtained 
from Viminacium, together with other sites in Ser-
bia from which earth samples have been taken, it 
is possible to enumerate all the important cereals 
which were grown in the Roman period (Medović 
2008: 151–173; Medović 2010: 101–113). The 
first analyses have shown that the area around 

2 An especially large number of farming tools has come 
from the site of Nad Klepečkom, where a large villa was 
registered. 
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Fig. 2 – Agricultural tools from the sites: 1, 2, 4, 5 – Nad Klepečkom; 3 – Pećine 
(Doc. of the Institute of Archaeology, Belgrade, Project Viminacium, drawings).



49

Archaeology and Science 15 (2019)Ilić - Roman Agriculture: A case study...(43-52)

Fig. 3 – Agricultural tools from the sites: 1 – Burdelj; 2 – Rit; 3, 4. – Nad Klepečkom 
(Doc. of the Institute of Archaeology, Belgrade, Project Viminacium, photos).
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Viminacium was very suitable for plant economy. 
Even though the main goal of these archaeobotan-
ical analyses was to show which type of timber 
had been used for the construction of the amphi-
theatre, the analysis provided data on the presence 
of cereals and weeds as well. The results showed 
the presence of five cereals (loose six-row bar-
ley, rye, bread wheat, oats and broomcorn millet) 
and one cultivated pulse crop, lentil. Three fruit 
species were identified: woodland strawberries 
(Fragaria vesca), hazel (Corylus avellana) and 
common fig (Ficus carica). The list of weeds in-
cludes 25 plant names (Medović 2014: 97, T.1). 
All of these plants, with the exception of millet, 
can be seen even today in the ploughland of the 
valley of Stig. This ancient crop was suppressed, 
over a just a few centuries, by maize and, thus, 
virtually vanished from ploughlands.

These types of analyses has a special impor-
tance, for they can show if there had been any 
changes in the regional vegetation, which, in turn, 
could point to a continuity or discontinuity in the 
settling and usage of a given area.

conclusion 

Even though we are still far from having a 
complete overview of the actual scope and struc-
ture of the ager of Viminacium, the more recent re-
search of the wider city territory does shed, how-
ever, a new light on the pre-existing knowledge 
on agricultural activities and the importance of the 
rural economy in providing provisions for the city 
population of Viminacium during the Roman peri-
od. Through analyses of available material we can 
conclude that agriculture played an important role 
in the wider territory of Viminacium. Aside from 
villae rusticae, which were registered in large 
numbers within the city ager, the development 
and improvement of tools intended for the culti-
vation of cereals certainly had an influence on the 
intensity of agricultural production and increase 
in yields. Additionally, numerous archaeological 

remains of agricultural tools at various locations 
in Viminacium suggest the existence of larger ag-
ricultural estates of the municipal aristocracy, on 
which the autochthonous free population of the 
area was most probably hired at first, although 
over time, with the progress of Romanisation, 
the number of free peasants who worked the land 
gradually decreased, since a large part of the Ro-
man army was recruited from within their ranks. 
Thus, we may assume that, over time, the usage of 
a slave workforce increased. 

Numerous archaeological remains of agricul-
tural tools at different locations in Viminacium 
and throughout the territory of Stig indicate the 
existence of estates of landowners, a fact that is 
entirely understandable given that the fertile Stig 
plain was suitable for farming, especially for 
growing grains. Furthermore, these remains are 
similar to the tools recorded in the fortifications 
on the Danube Limes in the province of Moesia 
Superior (Ilić 2016: 31–42; Поповић 1988: 33-
108). This indicates the importance of the pro-
duction of grain as the basic food intended for the 
inhabitants of Viminacium, but also the military 
stationed in the castrum of Viminacium and in the 
numerous fortresses along the Danube.

Finally, we can say that there has been a ten-
dency in the recent years among the investigators 
of the archaeological site of Viminacium to carry 
out a more detailed analysis of the mentioned vil-
las, but also the other objects used in agriculture, 
including topographic and typological determi-
nations. However, it seems that some even more 
comprehensive studies are still required.

* * *
Arheologija i prirodne nauke (Archaeology 

and Science) is an Open Access Journal. All ar-
ticles can be downloaded free of charge and used 
in accordance with the licence Creative Com-
mons — Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 
3.0 Serbia (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/3.0/rs/. 
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Časopis Arheologija i prirodne nauke je dostupan 
u režimu otvorenog pristupa. Članci objavljeni 
u časopisu mogu se besplatno preuzeti sa sajta i 
koristiti u skladu sa licencom Creative Commons 
— Autorstvo-Nekomercijalno-Bez prerada 3.0 
Srbija (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc-nd/3.0/rs/. 
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reZime
rimska poLjopriVreda: 
primer ViminaCijuma 
i njeGoVe okoLine 

kLjučne reči: poLjopriVredna proiz-
Vodnja, ViLLae rustiCae, poLjopriV-
redna oruĐa, arheoBotaničke anaLi-
ze, ViminaCium.

Novija istraživanja šire gradske teritorije Vi-
minacijuma daju novu svetlost na dosadašnja 
saznanja o poljoprivrednoj aktivnosti i značaju 
ruralne ekonomije u snabdevanju gradskog sta-
novništa Viminavcijuma tokom rimskog perioda. 

Pored vila rustika koje su konstatovane u većem 
broju u okviru gradskog agera, razvoj i usavrša-
vanje oruđa namenjenog kultivaciji žitarica uti-
cali su, svakako, na intenzitet poljoprivredne 
proizvodnje i povećanje prinosa. Brojni ostaci 
poljoprivrednog oruđa na različitim lokacijama u 
Viminacijumu i njegovoj okolini, ukazuju na pos-
tojanje većih poljoprivrednih imanja municipalne 
aristokratije, što je sasvim razumljivo imajući u 
vidu činjenicu da areal Stiga obuhvata jednu plod-
nu ravnicu pogodnu za poljoprivrednu proizvodn-
ju, naročito za uzgoj žitarica, što je potvrđeno i ar-
heobotaničkim analizama. Ovakve analize imaju 
poseban značaj, jer mogu da pokažu da li je dola-
zilo do promena u regionalnoj vegetaciji, a koje bi 
dalje mogle da ukažu na kontinuitet ili diskontinu-
itet u naseljavanju šireg područja Viminacijuma 
tokom čitavog perioda rimske dominacije.


