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The beginning of Roman commerce along the 
main route Aquileia - Emona

Abstract

An important old route connecting the Italian peninsula with the central Danube region began at 
Aquileia and crossed the low-lying passes between the Julian Alps and the Dinaric Mountains. Selected 
archaeological sites in the Postojna and Ljubljana basins are discussed with the aim of identifying the 
stages of the trade development during the 2nd and 1st centuries BC: Grad near Šmihel (the first half of 
the 2nd century BC), numismatic evidence (the middle of the 2nd century BC), the Razdrto Pass (the end of 
the 2nd and the first third of the 1st century BC), Nauportus and Emona (Augustan period).

The founding of the Roman colony of Aquileia in 181 BC and the occupation of Histria in 
178/177 BC had a profound effect on the north-eastern Adriatic area. 1 
By the middle of the 2nd century BC, Roman ceramics (and other goods) were well represent-
ed in the coastal sites of north-western Istria. The best evidence for this was provided by the 
site of Sermin, probably a kind of a coastal emporium, where a large amount of later Greco-
Italic amphoras originating from the Adriatic production centres had been deposited.2  The 
settlements multiplied from the end of the 2nd century BC onwards, offering an insight into 
the wide diffusion of the Roman material, e. g. fine and common ceramics as well as ampho-
ras Lamboglia 2, in the coastal zone.3 On the other hand, the archaeological traces of the 
Romans in the mainland territory east of Aquileia in the 2nd century BC are very sparse.
Contacts and trading with the peoples of the south-eastern Alpine area were of primary 
importance to Aquileia from the outset.4 An important old route connecting the Italian 
peninsula with the central Danube region began at Aquileia and crossed the low-lying 
passes between the Julian Alps and the Dinaric Mountains (Fig. 1). Going eastwards 
from Aquileia, the first pass was Razdrto (598 m asl), situated at the western edge of 
the Postojna basin. The latter represented the crossroads of routes leading from Aqui-
leia, Tergeste, northern Istria and the Kvarner Bay. After that, the main route descended 
down to the Ljubljana basin, to the springs of the Ljubljanica river. There an old naviga-
ble route began that enabled transport far into the East along the Ljubljanica, Sava and 
Danube rivers.5 Actually, two old long-distance communications fork in the area of the 
Ljubljana basin, the so-called Amber Route leading northwards (Aquileia - Celeia - Car-
nuntum - the Baltic Sea) and the route along the Sava river, also called the Argonaut’s 
Route (Caput Adriae - the Sava - the Danube - the Black Sea). 6

The text below will discuss selected archaeological sites along the main south-eastern 
Alpine route, in the Postojna and Ljubljana basins, with the aim of identifying the stages 
of the trade development during the 2nd and 1st centuries BC. The specific types of mate-
rial traded will, for the most part, be neglected.7 

The Postojna basin 
Grad near Šmihel
An important prehistoric hillfort at Grad near Šmihel commanded the Postojna basin 
and the 7 km distant Razdrto Pass. A large hoard was discovered there, which predomi-
nantly contained Roman weapons for distance fighting: heavy and light pila, incendiary 
pila, javelins, catapult bolts, arrowheads and swords. Many of them were deformed - 
evidently previously used in battle. Based on the pila with flat hafts, the hoard could 
be dated to the end of the 3rd and the first half of the 2nd century BC. Historical circum-
stances, on the other hand, rather indicate a burial from the first half of the 2nd century 
BC. The hoard should be tied to the otherwise unknown Roman military activity in the 
hinterland of Aquileia, which probably intended to establish control over the route and 
open the path for Roman trade towards the east.8 

1	 Šašel Kos 1997.
2	 Horvat 1997a, pp. 98-99, 118-120, 123, fig. 47; Kirigin 1994.
3	 Horvat 1995a; Horvat 1997a, pp. 120-130.
4	 Šašel Kos 1997.
5	 Šašel 1966; Šašel 1977; Tassaux 2004.
6	 Buora 1996; Šašel Kos 1997, pp. 34-38; Šašel Kos 2006.
7	 North-eastern Italian brooches: Demetz 1999; Božič 2008, forthcoming. Ceramics: Bezeczky 1987; Hor-

vat 1995a; Horvat 1997a, 118-130.
8	 Horvat 2002; Kmetič, Horvat, Vodopivec 2004; Horvat 1997b; Connoly 2000; Guštin, Gaspari 2005, pp. 

356-357.

Jana 
Horvat



445Numismatic evidence 
The numismatic evidence was carefully studied and interpreted by Alenka Miškec. Victoriatii, which are dated to 
the first half of the 2nd century BC, appear in considerable number in the south-western part of Slovenia as indi-
vidual finds and in three hoards: from the Ljubljanica river (at the confluence with the Zrnica river), at Baba near 
Slavina and Gradišče near Knežak. The hoards are dated with the latest coins shortly after the middle of the 2nd 
century BC (the Ljubljanica 147 BC, Baba 146 BC, Knežak 146 BC). The Roman coins along the Amber Route dem-
onstrate a strong Roman influence in the mid-2nd century BC. The complete lack of such coins in areas further to 
the north, and particularly in the Norican Kingdom, undoubtedly indicates the course of Roman penetration - the 
active policy in the middle of the 2nd century BC was directed towards the Balkans. 9

Ocra - Razdrto
The Razdrto Pass (597 m asl) and the Nanos hill (1261 m asl) that rises above it are both mentioned in the classical 
literary sources with the same name - Ocra.10 The Nanos is exceptionally imposing and visible from far away, also 
from the lowlands near Aquileia.  Razdrto should therefore be regarded as a first-class traffic and strategic point, 
where some aspects of the transit traffic could be preserved in the archaeological record.11

The area of Razdrto reveals a concentration of archaeological sites (Fig. 2). Their chronology indicates periods of 
increased traffic across the pass: the Middle and Late Bronze Ages (Šušec, Goli vrh), the Late La Tène and Early Ro-
man periods through to the early 1st century AD (Šušec, Preval, Mandrga, Goli vrh) as well as the Late Roman period 
(Preval, Žingarca).12 
The area revealed also the remains of the Roman road; they were excavated on the top of the pass  - at Preval - and at 
Šušec west of the pass, on a sheltered terrace on the slopes of the Nanos.13 The archaeological remains can be inter-
preted as resting posts with an isolated building standing on each of the two sites. A small settlement site of Mandrga 
500 m east of the pass is most likely not situated far from the Roman road. The sites at Goli vrh, Žingarca and Gradišče, 
on the other hand, were positioned above the pass, on the hills affording protection and a good view over a large 
area. In the shortage of extensive archaeological research, these can be regarded primary as control points.14 
The site of Mandrga provided a lot of Roman material, though no built structures were identified during the ex-
cavations. Studying the field documentation and the composition of small finds, however, led to the supposition 
that the remains of one or two wooden buildings were probably discovered there.15 The small finds are remarkably 
uniform, regarding both chronology and provenience. The site yielded almost exclusively Roman material of a 
Late Republican date; there were very few exceptions.16

The site revealed a large amount of potsherds belonging to wine amphoras of the Lamboglia 2 type (Fig. 3). This am-
phora type was produced in the central and northern Adriatic area from the last quarter of the 2nd to the third quarter 
of the 1st century BC. The form did witness a certain development in the course of almost a century of production, but 
this is difficult to define and identify.17 For the amphoras from Razdrto it seems that they should be positioned well 
before the appearance of the latest forms that show traits of transition to the later amphoras Dr. 6 A.18 
The forms of the black glazed pottery found at Mandrga (Fig. 4: 1-7) are common in various production circles of Campa-
nian ceramics in the second half of the 2nd and in the 1st century BC.  The fabric of most fragments is very uniform. Some 
forms, such as the conical bowls with emphasized rim edges (forms Morel 2652-2653; Fig. 4: 5) and the plate with a 
stamp in the form of a double C (Fig. 4: 7), indicate the origin of the whole group of ceramics in the north Etruscan circle 
of black glazed (Campanian) ceramics.19  Forms such as deep plates with curving walls (Fig. 4: 1), plates with very broad 
undulated rims (Fig. 4: 3-4), bowls with simple everted rims (Fig. 4: 2) and conical bowls with emphasized rim edges and 
rounded profile (Fig. 4: 5) date mostly to the end of the 2nd or in the first third of the 1st century BC.20 The absence of the 
so-called “porous fabric” known from Magdalensberg or the “central Padanian black glazed pottery” are also of chrono-
logical importance - they show that the site of Mandrga predates the large-scale distribution of the “porous fabric”. 21

To conclude, the forms of the black glazed pottery and the Lamboglia 2 amphoras indicate the chronological posi-
tion of Mandrga at the end of the 2nd or the first third of the 1st century BC. 
Other types of ceramics were also being imported from Italy in that period: high thin-walled beakers (types Ma-
rabini 3 and 4; Fig. 4: 8), Italian common ware (jugs, bowls in grey ware of the Venetian tradition; Fig. 4: 9) and 
Italian cooking ware (pots with almond rims, baking dishes without a slip and accompanying lids; Fig. 4: 10-13). 22 
The cooking ware of local tradition is very poorly represented (perhaps a small part of pots and baking rings).

9	 Miškec 2003; Kos, Šemrov 2003.
10	 Šašel 1974; Šašel 1977.
11	 Horvat 2005, 237-242; Guštin, Gaspari 2005.
12	 Horvat 2005; Bavdek 1996; Svoljšak 2003.
13	 Svoljšak 2003; Bavdek, Horvat, forthcoming.
14	 Horvat 2005, pp. 241-242.
15	 Bavdek, Horvat, forthcoming.
16	 Bavdek 1996, pp. 298-299. Bavdek, Horvat, forthcoming.
17	 Carre 1985, p. 211; Cipriano, Carre 1989, pp. 80-85; Bruno 1995, pp. 15-38; Horvat 1997a, p. 58; Pesavento Mattioli 2000, p. 108.
18	 Horvat 1997a, pp. 60-67, 71-74.
19	 Morel 1987, pp. 120-126; Brecciaroli Taborelli 2005, pp. 71-73.
20	 Frontini 1985; Sfredda 1998.
21	 Schindler 1986, pp. 354-361; Olcese 1998, pp. 11-14; Horvat 1995a, pp. 30-36.
22	 Fasano 1994; Santoro Bianchi 2005; Bats 1993, pp. 358-361; Olcese 2003, pp. 26-27.
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Fig. 1. The main route Aquileia - Emona in the 1st century BC.

Fig. 2. Archaeological sites in the area of the Razdrto Pass.



447The archaeological material from Mandrga does not differ from the contemporary deposits in north-eastern Italy 
and Istria. Probably the best comparison is that of the deposit from Fornače near Piran, on the coast of north-west-
ern Istria. It revealed a great quantity of the earlier Lamboglia 2 amphoras, but also black glazed pottery similar to 
that from Mandrga, a Megarian cup of the Ephesian-Ionian type, thin-walled Marabini 1 and 3 beakers and Italian 
cooking ware (baking dishes and lids).23

The area of Notranjska, where Mandrga is situated, saw the prevalence of fortified hilltop settlements in the La 
Tène period. Contacts with the Roman world, which can be observed on these indigenous sites, were mostly lim-
ited to the circulation of Roman coins - alongside Celtic silver coins. The profound influence and wide-scale use of 
Roman products in daily life can be noticed only from the middle Augustan period onwards.24 Therefore, Mandrga 
appears to be a foreign element within the autochthonous environment at the end of the 2nd or beginning of the 
1st century BC - an outpost of the Romans on a strategic site that exerted control over the road towards the east.
It seems that the Adriatic wine amphoras from Razdrto - Mandrga represent a material proof for the wine trade 
at the end of the 2nd or beginning of the 1st century BC. The scarce finds from the consumer sites, with the only 
exception of Magdalensberg,25 indicate a limited extent of the wine trade in the Eastern Alps and Middle Danubian 
area.26 It should also be noted that no oil amphoras were found at Razdrto - Mandrga.

The Ljubljana basin
Nauportus 
The key strategic point in central Slovenia was Nauportus, situated at the western edge of the Ljubljana basin, in 
the area of present-day Vrhnika, and at the beginning of the river route along the Ljubljanica, Sava and Danube. 
Strabo reports, for the 2nd century BC, that goods were being transported by wagons from Aquileia to Nauportus, 
a settlement of the Celtic Taurisci, then reloaded onto ships that navigated the rivers to the Danube.27 The settle-
ment’s name and historical analogies provide the basis for inferring that a toll station existed at Nauportus. How-
ever, the position of the Celtic Nauportus from the 2nd century BC is not known.28  
The settlement enjoyed the status of vicus in the territory of Aquileia from the middle of the 1st century BC on-
wards. During the 1st century BC, important Aquileian merchant families maintained control over the vicus via their 
freedmen; they also controlled the transit of the long-distance traffic that passed by Nauportus. The historical and 
epigraphic data lead to the conclusion that immigration from Italy was quite considerable from the very start.29 
The Early Roman Nauportus was situated on the plain, where the Ljubljanica bends towards the moor of the 
Ljubljansko barje.30 The Roman road Aquileia - Emona, which was probably constructed under Augustus, led along 
the western bank of the Ljubljanica through the settlement area at Breg. This part of the settlement has its origins 
in the Middle Augustan period and was uninterruptedly occupied through to the 4th century.31

Dolge njive, the eastern and best known part of the Early Roman settlement, lay inside the meander of the Ljubljanica 
river bend. The new ground plan of the site, which was engendered by geophysical prospection and the combina-
tion of this with the ground plans resulting from former excavations, has a good interpretative potential (Fig. 5).32

The Dolge njive site measured 130 x 144 m. The Ljubljanica river flows along two sides of the site; while a defence 
ditch filled with water ran along the eastern and probably also the southern sides. The defence wall with four 
protruding square towers was 2-3 m wide at the southern and eastern sides, while the back walls of the buildings 
formed a less than 1 m wide defence wall at the western and northern ends.33 
The central market, which has an irregular form of a parallelogram, covers about 30 % of the site surface. A large 
area is built-up with storehouses - horrea: rows of buildings with long and narrow rooms, wide entrances and a 
portico. They occupy about 30 % of the area, that is about 5.500 m2 (Buildings 2-5, 11-17, 19-20, 22-23). The en-
trances face towards the market and cover the entire width of the rooms. The type of horrea with rooms lined in 
a row was well known throughout the Roman world primarily in ports; the entrances to the rows of storehouses 
were frequently open towards the piers in ports. The type appears in various parts of the Empire during a large 
chronological span from the 1st century BC through to the 2nd century AD.34 
The long and narrow building with eight rooms (21) probably functioned, based on its form and dimensions, as a 
row of tabernae.35 The relatively small building (25), situated in the corner of the market and not holding a domi-
nant position, had a ground plan similar to that of a particular type of sanctuaries with ambulatories in which the 
Celtic tradition intermingled with Roman elements. 36 The river port was situated just north of the built-up area.

23	 Stokin 1992; Horvat 1995a; Horvat 1997a, pp. 73-74, fig. 27, tab. 59-65.
24	 Horvat 1995b; Horvat 2005.
25	 Maier-Maidl 1992, p. 13.
26	 Bezeczky 1994a, pp. 13-15; Bezeczky 1994b, p. 81; Tassaux 2004, pp. 170-174.
27	 Šašel Kos 1990, pp. 17-19, 143-145.
28	 Šašel 1966;  Šašel Kos 1990, pp. 20, 146-147.
29	 Šašel Kos 1990; Šašel Kos 1998; Šašel Kos 2000, 294-297; Šašel Kos 2002.
30	 Horvat 1990.
31	 Horvat,  Mušič 2007, pp. 167-171.
32	 Mušič, Horvat 2007.
33	 Mušič, Horvat 2007, pp. 233-238, 261-262.
34	 Mušič, Horvat 2007, pp. 238-244, 262-264.
35	 Mušič, Horvat 2007, pp. 244-245, 264.
36	 Mušič, Horvat 2007, pp. 249-250, 264.
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Fig. 3. Lamboglia 2 amphoras from Razdrto. Scale 1:4
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Fig. 4. Black glazed ware, thin-walled pottery, grey pottery of Venetian tradition and Italian cooking ware from Razdrto. Scale 1:4 
(a stamp 1:1).
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The majority of small finds from the old archaeological excavations at Dolge njive lacks detailed stratigraphic data. 
However, the forms of the black glazed pottery and its distribution demonstrate that most of the settlement was 
probably constructed in the Pre-Augustan or Early Augustan period. Small finds also show that the decline of the 
settlement at Dolge njive occurred during the first half of the 1st century AD.37

The main characteristic of Nauportus - Dolge njive is its key position at the junction between land routes leading 
from north-eastern Italy and Istria and water routes leading eastwards. The large storehouses, market and fortifi-
cations lead us to infer that the site of Dolge njive acted as a reloading trading post, where long-distance transit 
traffic and trade could operate. The extensiveness of the complex points to an exceptionally large amount of traffic 
and goods, particularly in the Augustan period. In addition to the regular merchant traffic, military shifts and sup-
plies also passed through Nauportus. It has to be noted that further down along the Sava, in the Brežice gateway 
that opens into the Pannonian plain, a whole series of military camps dating to the Augustan period is known. 38

Emona
Emona was situated at an old crossroads in the centre of the Ljubljana basin, just 20 km east from Nauportus. The 
settlement existed there in the second half of the 1st century BC on the right bank of the Ljubljanica river, in the 
area of Stari and Gornji trg. The earliest strata from the Late Republican or Early Augustan period revealed local 
coarse wares, fine La Tène wares as well as several types of Italic pottery (black glazed and thin-walled ceramics). 
Terra sigillata appeared in the Middle Augustan period.39 A tombstone, probably from the Late Republican period, 
testifies that Emona was important enough to attract settlers (merchants?) from Aquileia of a certain social posi-
tion, such as the members of the Caesernii family.40 
Emona was initially completely overshadowed by Nauportus, though it had a far more significant geo-political po-
sition: it was situated at the narrowest point of the Ljubljana basin, on the crossroads of mainland routes (directed 
towards Italy, Noricum and Pannonia) and near the confluence of the navigable Ljubljanica and Sava rivers. It could 
secure the route to Italy much better then Nauportus.41

A colony was founded in Emona perhaps already in the time of Octavian.42 However, a new Roman settlement 
with orthogonal grid-plan, forum and defence walls was built on the left bank of the Ljubljanica river only at the 
beginning of the 1st century AD.43 In that century, Nauportus witnessed a decline and Emona became the main 
regional centre.44 
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Fig. 5. Nauportus - Dolge njive. The fortified settlement of the Augustan period: central market place, horrea, tabernae and sanctu-
ary. The river port was situated north of this site. (After Mušič, Horvat 2002, fig. 39).
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