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A GRAVE IN THE SHAPE OF A WELL FROM THE NECROPOLIS OF
VIMINACIUM

SNEZANA GOLUBOVIC

Systematic archaeological researches on the
territory of the southern necropolises of Vimina-
cium began in 1977. In extensive archaeological
excavations more than 13 000 graves have been
revealed. They cover the period from prehistory
to the Middle Ages. The greatest number is of the
graves from the period of Roman domination. At
the very beginning of the excavations a specific
mode of burial - graves in the shape of a well -
was revealed. During the excavations of Singidu-
num (Valtrovi¢ 1885, 33-43) and Sirmium (Mi-
logevié 1996, 39-53) this form of burials was
discovered too. However, the best-known and
well-documented graves in the shape of a well
were explored in Gaul (Fouet 1958, 186;
Labrousse 1974, 475-476). Systematic excava-
tions of the necropolis of Viminacium give an op-
portunity to their researchers to explore the spe-
cific burial mode by applying current archaeo-
logical methodologyI for the first time. Thus, by
the number of 27 graves excavated cautiously, ar-
chaeologists are given the possibility of recon-
structing the funerary rite and of solving its
ethnogenesis. The analyzed burials had been re-
searched in the period from 1979 to 1992 in four
localities at Viminacium. Other four graves with
sacrificial outward appearance were researched
during the campaign in 1996 (fig.1). On this oc-
casion a grave in the shape of a well, excavated in
1990, will be presented. It contains a wooden
chamber, which is a specificity for the necropo-
lises of Viminacium.

The grave in the shape of a well (No 1146) is
excavated in the locality of “Pecine” (fig. 2) at the
relative depth of 2.00 m. On the surface, it has a
shape of a round pit (1.05 m diameter) filled with
dark-brown soil. The pit grows narrower. Its di-
ameter on the bottom is 0.70 m. At a relative
depth of 4.50 m the wooden chamber is found.
The further excavations stopped at a relative

depth of 8.40 m after water had appeared.

STRATIGRAPHY (FIG. 2)

0.00 m

Piles of greenish stone are found on the sur-
face of the northern and southern side of the
round pit.

0.00-0.60 m

A layer of dark-brown loose soil containing
small number of pottery fragments, soot, animal
bones and a human bone (fibula).

0.60-1.80m

At a relative depth of 0.60 m the whole sur-
face is floored with fragments of bricks, tegulae
and sherds. Piles of large and small greenish
stones are found on the northern and southern
side, just like the ones on the surface. This layer
contains dark-brown loose soil with high percent
of soot and just a few lumps of burnt soil. Two
iron nails are found at a relative depth of 0.80 m,
in a layer of sand and tegulae, on the southern and
eastern side. The diameter of the grave pit begins
to diminish at a relative depth of 1.60 m.

1.80-2.80m

A 0,10 m thick “ring” of yellow clay appears
along the inner edge causing a diameter of 0.80 m
at this depth. This layer contains a dark-brown
loose soil, a large number of pottery fragments
and a few animal and human bones. The osteo-
logical analyses show that the animal bones be-
long to large ruminants. As for human remains
parts of shoulder blade (scapula) are found.

2.80-3.30m '

The round pit changes its shape into irregu-
larly rectangular one. Fragment of a sharpened
beam (0.08 m length) was found in the middle of
the pit but decayed almost immediately. The ir-
regularly rectangular shaped pit edges with a
“waist-band” of soil containing traces of decayed
wood.

3.30-430m

1 . . % o
The excavations at Singidunum, conducted by the end of the last century, were mostly of a rescue nature, just as those at
Sirmium. Therefore, graves from Singidunum were not well documented and graves in Sirmium were almost completely

destroyed.
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A Grave in the Shape of a Well from the Necropolis of Viminacium

The pit changes its shape again into round one
(0.80 m diameter). A presence of an organic tis-
sue colors the soil in red. There are many pottery
fragments and animal bones. A human bone (fe-
mur) is found as well.

430-4.50m

The kind of the soil filling does not change. Ho-
wever, there are no archaeological materials at all.

4.50-6.00 m

The pit reaches a diameter of 0.80 m. A waist-
band of gray clay soil is recorded, thickness of
0.10 - 0.25 m. The almost rectangular space in it
is filled out with loose soil containing sand and
soot. Remnants of vertically placed boards are
found between this space and the gray clay layer.
This wooden chamber has slightly elliptical
ground plan, measuring 0.65 m in the northeast-
ern and 0.52 m in the southwestern direction. The
abundance of various clay vessels’ fragments is
significant for this layer. Sherds of white slip am-
phorae are found on the southeastern side, at a
relative depth of 4.90 m. Bones of a dog lay at a
relative depth of 4.50 m.

6.00-6.70 m

The waist of grayish clay appears only spo-
radically in a thickness of 0.05 m. From the rela-
tive depth of 6.20 m downwards the abundance
of soot, pottery fragments and osteological mate-
rial becomes significant. At a relative depth of
6.20 m two human skulls are found (marked as A
and B). A neck of an amphora with inscription on
its handle is also found at this level (fig. 9). It is
the same amphora whose sherds appear at a depth
of 4.90 m.

6.70-7.00 m

The round ground plan at this level is edged
with fragments of imbrices, tegulae, and bricks,
together with greenish stone.

7.00-7.20m

A layer of lime mortar, thickness of ca. 0.20
m, contains granules of sand, tiny sherds and frag-
ments of tegulae and bricks.

7.20-7.70 m

Five fragments of carbonized boards are found
in a layer of dark-brown loose soil at a relative
depth of 7.30 m, in the northern half of the pit.
They were set down in different direction and are

recorded down to a depth of 7.70 m. Among them
an iron nail and an iron cramp in the mortar layer
are found - probably parts of a wooden coffin or
of a bier burnt on a pyre. At a relative depth of
7.70 m the round pit is edged with fragments of
bricks. Some of them have an almost 0.20 m di-
ameter. All fragments were vertically fitted.

7.70 - 8.00 m

A layer of gray clay soil contains sand at the
edges. Relatively few sherds are found.

8.00 - 8.40

A layer of sand. At a relative depth of 8.40
water appears and further excavations are not pos-
sible. In this layer, practically in the water, parts
of a wooden chamber are found. It is constructed
of sharpened boards. They are almost entirely de-
cayed. A red burnt amphora, completely pre-
served, is discovered in that chamber. The vessel
contains sand and water. A few calcinated sherds
are extracted from the sand .

OSTEOLOGICAL MATERIAL

Bones of the following animals are registered
in the pit: sheep or goat, pig, ox, dog and bird.

Human bones are found as well: a thin bone of
a lower leg - fibula (0.00 - 0.60 m); left shoulder-
blade ~ scapula (1.80 - 2.80 m); a large rugged
bone of a leg - femur (3.30 - 4.30 m). Most human
bones are found in the layer 6.20 - 7.50 m: two
skulls; two large rugged bones of a leg (fermur)
that belong to different persons - one of them has
obvious traces of burning; two long bones of an
arm (humerus) with clear traces of burning on
caput humeri; three shoulder-blades (scapula);
two larger bones of a lower leg (zibia); two thin
bones of the lower leg (fibula).

PoTterY

Two major groups can been distinguished
correspondingly to the grave pit’s depth: 0 - 4.30
m; 4.30 — 8.00 m. Their material is completely
different.

Most pottery fragments from the first group
(down to a depth of 4.30 m) belong to 33 frag-
mented vessels and to a whole one. Bowls are the
most numerous and are represented with eight
types, mainly red fired, with considerably coarse
fabric and a red colored outer surface (fig. 3/1-8).
Just a fragment of rerra sigillata (form Drag. 37,

,
" Possibly derived of human bones. Unfortunately, osteological analyses were not achievable.
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Rheinzabern) is found. Its decoration
is organized in two friezes (fig. 3/8).
The lower one consists of double lea-
ves’ ornament. A fine scarlet burnt
bowl (fig. 7/4) is the only whole ves-
sel.

Pots are presented with three types
of coarse fabric, red and gray burnt
(fig. 3/9-11) with a rough outer sur-
face. Plates, represented with six
types, were red burnt and with a red
colored surface. (fig. 3/12-17). Among
the other material in the grave pit, the
sherds of amphorae are rather abun-
dant. Three most frequent types are
made of less purified clay, were red
fired and mostly with white slip on the
outer surface (fig. 4/1-3). Other ves-
sels with lids and beakers sherds (fig.
3/18-21) of brown, dark gray and yel-
lowish-white fabric and of sandy struc-
ture are represented. Ribbed and gut-
ter decorations are recorded on beaker
surfaces.

Pottery contents from the relative
depth of 4.30 - 8.00 m includes frag-
ments of 27 vessels and 10 more hav-
ing all elements for their reconstruc-
tion. The most abundant are still bowls
fragments (fig. 5/1-7) made of medium
purified clay, predominantly red burnt.
Surface is most often red colored.
Only one fragment of terra sigillata
decorated with a motif of ovum was
found. Pots are represented with five
types of sandy fabric, red and brown
burnt and most often are red colored.
Whole vessels are: a pot made of kao-
lin clay (fig. 7/3), and a deformed pot
made of purified clay, brown burnt and
brown colored (fig. 6/3). Plates, pre-
sented with two types, (fig. 5/8, 9)
were made of medium purified clay,
red burnt and with red colored surface.

Fig. 2. The grave No 1146 in a shape of a well - section.
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Fig. 3. Types of pottery found down to a depth of 4.30 m.
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Fig. 4. Amphorae found down to a depth of 4.30 m.

An intact vessel is the plate made of fine purified
clay, gray burnt. The surface is black colored and
decorated with an ornament made by a serrated
wheel (fig. 6/4). Two brown burnt lids of sandy
fabric (fig. 7/1, 2) and other two, of the same fab-
ric but dark gray burnt, derived from the layer
6.20 - 8.00 (fig. 6/1, 2).

14

Jugs are represented only with one red fired
and red colored fragment (fig. 5/10) while ampho-
rae are presented with two types. An amphora
with the stamp HPAKLA of yellowish fabric with
a white slip on the outer surface (fig. 9) is the first
one. The other type is recorded with three dishes
(fig. 6/5, fig. 8/1, 2) made of medium purified
clay, red burnt with an orange colored outer sur-
face.

GRAVE Goobps (FIG. 10)

1. Bronze coin. O: head right IMP
GORDIANVS PIVS FEL AVG. R. A female fig-
ure standing left - personifying the town, flanked
by a lion and a bull - symbolizing the two Upper
Moesian legions - PM S C-OL inex. AN IT1(fig.
10/1; Breskovi¢ 1976).

2. Bronze coin - very worn, corroded (fig. 10/
2).

3. Fragment of the right half of a clay red
colored mold in the shape of a fish, 9 x 4 cm (fig.
10/3; Premk 1995, 151).

4. Fragment of a clay. candle lamp - disc and
handle, burnt red and colored red (fig. 10/4).

5. Fragment of a clay candle lamp, burnt red
and red colored (fig. 10/5).

6. Bone pin with a slightly prismatic head - a
small part is missing (fig. 10/6).

7. Two fragments of a corroded iron knife - 6
cm length (fig. 10/7).

8. Bronze hinge fibula (fig. 10/8) - 3.2 cm
length (Bojovi¢ 1983, T. XXIII-XXVII).

9. Bronze ring - 2.6 cm diameter (fig. 10/9).

10. Bronze coin - very worn, corroded (fig. 10/
10).

Pottery sherds found along the whole depth of
the grave plt date this grave entirety to the perlod
from the 2" half of the 2™ c. to the end of the 2"
third of the 3" c. A few fragments of terra
sigillata had been recorded (second half of the P
century), but ceramic vessels made in the local
Upper Moesian workshops are much more repre-
sented. This chronology, established by the ce-
ramic material, is supported by the coin of
Gordianus from the upper part of grave pit, as
well as bronze hinge brooch (fibula) found at the
relative depth of 7.00 m.

The appearance of the graves in the shape of
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wells in the territory of Upper Moesia starts a
discussion on genesis and religious meaning of
the burial form. Graves in the shape of a well are
best known from Gaul and from the rest of
Western Europe. They are usually separated from
other burials (inhumation and/or cremations). So
they represent rather uncommon form of a
funeral.

Considering long term archaeological excava-
tions, certain reconstruction of the grave forms
and funerary rites are possible to be made. Grave
pits of a round shape have a depth from 3.20 to
9.60 m, while their diameters are from 0.75 to
3.00 m. Their form of a cylinder is gradually nar-
rowing down the bottom. Unfortunately, most of
these graves have never been explored to the bot-
tom because of water appearance, rolling down
the soil or methane occurrence. These are the
most significant troubles confronting the re-
searcher while excavating this kind of graves. The
situation in Gaul where the largest number of ex-
plored graves are, is almost identical. The chemi-
cal structure of the soil had very often a most
powerful effect on the organic material decay3.
Wooden chambers appeared in seven of the re-
searched graves. An analogous type having grave
chambers built of stone slabs appeared in Gaul
and on sites in south Germany (Fount 1958, 186;
Maniere 1966, 101-159). Instead of stone slabs in
the necropolis of Viminacium, boards, obtaining
the shape of a grave pit thus forming the wooden
chamber, were used. One piece of board analyses,
made at the School of Forestry in Belgrade, came
to the result of fir-tree (fig. 11)4.

In other graves in the shape of a well in
Viminacium, which do not have wooden cham-
bers, the bottom had often not been reached, so
the possibility of their existence cannot be ex-
cluded.

Wooden chamber appearance at a certain
depth, mostly 7.50 m, is almost a rule. Anyway,
these wooden chambers represent a characteric
feature of the graves in the shape of a well re-
corded in the necropolis of Viminacium.

The appearance of grave chambers in Gaul is
a long term period, which is not typical either for
the earliest or for the latest burials. The same with
reference to this kind of graves is researched in
Viminacium.

The archaeological material found in graves in
the shape of a well does not differ essentially from
that found in other graves with cremation in
Viminacium. These artifacts were locally manu-
factured. In fact, there were very few imports
from central Gaul’s and Italic manufactures and
generally, very few luxurious items.

All graves in the shape of a well from the ne-
cropolis of Viminacium - with a single filling as
well as with few beds of filling - belong to the
period from the end of the 1* to the middle 3“
century.

The great number of the explored graves in the
shape of a well appearing, before all, in Gaul, then
on sites in England (Ross 1967) and in south
Germany (Schwarz 1962), point at the Gauls as
bearers of this burial form.

Considering historical sources we have
evidences for Gauls’ presence at Viminacium.
They arrived in Upper Moesia in the military
campaign by the end of the 1 century AD. The
army concentrated on the Danube during the
period of Domitianus’ wars, was formed by
soldiers recruited in Italy and western Roman
provinces. On the oldest military diploma from
Moesia the names of ten cohorts included III, 1V,
V, VII and VIII Galloruim had been recorded. This
Gaelic cohorts descended from the Rhine at the
same time as legio I Italica and V Alaudae did in
the year 75 AD (Mirkovi¢ 1986, 33).

The number of soldiers recruited in western
Roman provinces (Gaul, Dalmatia) was enlarged
during the 2" decade of the 2" century. Veterans
were a dominant, urban, privileged social class
which possessed slaves - most often one or two,
just in one case ten (Mirkovié¢ 1986, 45). The first
of the graves in the shape of a well could have
belonged to some of the soldiers who arrived in
the military raid by the end of the 1™ century AD,

The earliest grave is dated by a bronze coin of Domitianus and ceramic material from the end of the 1" to the end of the 2
century, and the latest grave with a bronze coin of Gordianus, bronze hinge fibula and ceramic material into the period

from the end of 2™ to the half of 3" century.

* Preserved fragments of a board made the reconstruction of the wooden chamber possible.

15



Snezana Golubovié

-

8
9
10 0 5 10cm
:l. == *‘L‘—# =

Fig. 5. Types of vessels from depth of 4.30 - 8.00 m.
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Fig. 6. Pottery from depth of 4.30 - 8.00 m.
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Fig. 7. Ceramic vessels.

while the other could have belonged to veterans
beginning to settle down on the territory of
Viminacium.

Grave form genesis and ethnic interpretation
could be comprehended to a certain degree
through the cult of skulls for whose presence in
the graves in shape of well, we have obvious
proofs. Skulls, even completed human skeletons
were found in six graves. In one of them, nine-
teen skulls interred secondary had been found.
Analyses of preserved eight came to result of all
male individuals’ .

The antique sources are abundant with de-
scription of human sacrifices, particularly by the
barbarian tribes. Strdbon and Diodoros, describ-
ing customs of the Gauls, explained that Gaelic
warriors when leaving the battle fields, took
heads of killed enemies, impaled them on spears
or hung them around the neck of horses and after
that hung them above the entrance of the houses.
The heads of respected rivals were embalmed by
cedar oil and then kept in coffins to be shown with
great pride to strangers as a sign of extraordinary
bravery. They were so valuable to their owners
that they refused to give the skulls even for their
reciprocal weight in gold (Papazoglu 1968, 47-
61).

The situation with graves in the shape of a well
in Viminacium, in which entire human skeletons
or skulls were found, could be accepted as an
archaeological evidence for the cult of the skull
in Viminacium, whether it be war trophies or ritual
sacrifices to the gods. There is a possibility that
the skulls belonged to slaves previously deceased
and placed after their master’s death in his grave
as symbolical servants. The custom is rather
frequent in the graves explored in Gaul.

It is quite certain that the graves in the shape
of a well were used as sacrificial pits (Jovanovic¢
1984, 135; Vidal 1986, 55-65). Abundance of ani-
mal bones is common for all researched graves of
this type in Viminacium. Undoubtedly, most of
them derived from funeral feasts, however in few
cases a burial of a whole animal appears. The
practice of animal sacrifices, especially of dogs,

> Tam especially thankful to Prof. Dr Zivko Miki¢ for the
anthropological analysis.
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Fig. 8. Amphorae from depth of 4.30 - 8.00 m.
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Fig. 9. Amphora with an inscription on the handle.

has been confirmed on numerous sites from the
period of La Tene. In Celtic mythology, dog is
associated with the cult of dead (Petres 1972, 365-
383)6. Sacrificial horses are associated with
Celtic cults too, as this custom not was not known
in the Roman funeral practice. In Celtic cos-
mogony, the horse had always been connected
with the goddess Epona. Dog bones were found
in two and horse bones in five graves in the shape
of a well in the necropolis of Viminacium.

The archaeological excavations have not con-
firmed until present (Zotovié¢ 1996, 137) Celtic
Gods. The assumption that Gauls had their own
community in Viminacium and transferred the
specific funeral custom from their native country
seems most probable. They could have arrived in
the military raid with Roman army, so the burial
mode may be considered as one of the

® On the site of Pdkozd, in the surrounding of Lake of
Velence, in the northeastern Transdanubia, few sacrificial
pits from the period of La Tene were found. They contain
animal and human skeletons.
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Fig. 10. Grave goods.
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Romanization results. For the moinent that is the
only possible explanation. Many problems still
remain, for example, why this grave mode is not
known from the larger territory of the Roman
Empire, respectively, everywhere where Gaelic
settlers were inhabited. According to the results
of previous excavations, the burials in the graves
in the shape of a well lasted ca. 150 years and
among all the sites on the territory of Pannonia
and Moesia superior, the ones from Viminacium
occupied the largest area.

Future excavations would cer.ainly help to
find the answer to the numerous questions. This
would provide ground for a further elaboration.
The results could definitely assist to obtain a bet-
ter picture of the funerary rites on the territory of
Upper Moesia.
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I'POB C ®OPMA HA KJTAJEHEL OT
HEKPOIIOJIA HA BUMHWHALIUYM

Cneacana Ionybosuy
(pe3tome)

[ly6nukyBa ce rpob, paskput mpes 1990 r. B
MectHocTTa “[leunHa” B paMKHTE Ha HEKPOIQIa Ha
pHMcKHA rpaa BummHaumym (anec Kocroman B
Copbus; dur. 1).

I'pobuaTa sMa e KpbIla B TOpHATA CH YacCT -
auaMeTsp 1,05 M. TMocrenenno ce cTecHsBa Haaoy
KaTo AMaMeTsphT Ha abHOTO i e 0,70 M. Ha awnbo-
ynHa 4,50 M € pasnonoxeHa KaMepa oT IbPBO, KOATO
€ XapaKTepHa 3a HeKponona Ha BumuHanuym. Pas-
KOTIKKTE ca MpeycTaHOBeHH Ha abinbounHa 8,40 M mo-
pajd [10sBa Ha NoAnovYseHa Boja (dur. 2).

[Mo uanara aerbounHa .1a rpoGHATA AMa ca Peruc-
TpHUpaHH QparMeHTH OT KepaMHYHH cbhioBe (purypu
3-9). IloBeuero ca MPOM3BEAEHH B MECTHH, TOPHO-
MH3HICKH IpbHUapHULIM. OTKPHTH Ca CaMO HAKOJIKO
¢parmenTa oT Tepa curunata. Criopell (031 KepaMu-
YyeH MaTepual rpodbT ce OTHACA KbM IepHOoJa BTOpa
nonosuHa Ha 1l Bex ~ Kpasi Ha Bropa TpeTHHa Ha III
BeK. Tasn 1aTHPOBKA ce MOAKpels OT MOHETa Ha UM-
neparop [opamaH, HamMepeHa B TOpHATa 4acT Ha
amara (¢ur. 10/1), kakto H oT HpoH30Ba IApHUPHA
¢ubyna, orkpura Ha gendounna 7,00 m (pur. 10/8).

[pobGoBeTe-KIajeHL M HA TEPUTOPUATA HA PHUM-
ckata mposuHUMs [opHa Mu3ua ca mpeaMeT Ha
OXHBEL CIOp 3a TEXHMS NMPOM3XOJ, ETHUYECKA IPH-
HaJIEKHOCT U PeIMrHOo3eH cMHCHI. To3u THI TPO6HO
ChOpBKEHHE € Hal-1o0pe no3nato B [amus u apyru
obmnactu ot 3anagHa Eepomna. Tam TakuBa rpobose
ca 0OMKHOBEHO OTHEJEHH OT OCTaHamuTe morpede-
HHsl, HE3aBUCHMO JATH MOCIEIHHTE ca TpyIonoara-
HMsl MM KpeMalmy. B To3u cMucki rpoboseTe-Kia-
JICHLIM ca TBBpAE paaka opMa Ha rpoOHO CHOPEHKE-
HHE.

Haii-BeposaTHO TO3H norpebaseH obpel € AoHeceH
BBB BHMHHAIIMYM OT NpeceHULHN ranu (kentu). [lo-
IMyCTAMO € JIa ca QOIIN KaTo PUMCKH BOMHHULIH, IPH
KOETO TO3H crieluyeH morpedaieH pHTyal MOKe 1a
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ce TBHIKYBa KaTo Moja U B pomaHu3zauusa. Crnopen
Pe3yNITaTH OT JOCETAlIHH apXeoJOTHYECKH MpOoyyBa-
HHS B TAKMBA CHOPBXKEHHA ca morpebBaHH Xopa B
npoabKeHHe Ha okosio 150 roguny. BeB BuMuHanu-
YM Te3H rpoboBe 3aeMaT Hali-ronsma IIOLI CpeX
BCHYKH M3BECTHH HEKPOIIOJIH B PUMCKHUTE IPOBHHIMH
ITanonus u 'opHa Mu3sus.
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