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THE EARLY ROMAN MILITARY ROUTE
ALONG THE RIVER LJUBLJANICA (SLOVENIA)

JANKA ISTENIČ

The River Ljubljanica in central Slovenia is a typical Karst river. It is just 38 km long, and
flows from approximately south-west to north-east (Figs. 1 & 2) (Bitenc & Knific, 1997: figs. 1,
2; Istenič, 2001: fig. 4). Its vigorous sources, typical of a Karst stream, rise on the western
outskirts of Ljubljansko barje, just below the steep slopes of the Karst margin. From Vrhnika, less
than 2 km from its sources, the Ljubljanica is already navigable, and in the approximately 20 km
to Ljubljana, it flows through Ljubljansko barje (the Ljubljana Moors), a plain with several
isolated low hills. Until drainage-work which began in the 18th century, this area was very marshy
and difficult to cross. Even now, the central part of the Ljubljansko barje is subject to annual
flooding. On its course through this region, the river is relatively narrow (up to c. 30 m wide)
and slow-flowing, with steep banks and a deep bed (at low water level, 3,8 to 7,6 m; Sbrizaj 1903:
13) of silt, over clay sediments. At Ljubljana, it leaves the region of Ljubljansko barje, and flows
over a gravel floor until it joins the River Sava.
From the prehistoric period until the advent of the railway in the nineteenth century, there
was busy traffic along the River Ljubljanica. In the prehistoric period, this river was a part of the
“Amber route” from the northern Adriatic to the Baltic and an important stage in the so-called
“Argonauts route” from the Black Sea to the Adriatic 1. Strabo 2 noted that trade-caravans coming
from Aquileia stopped at Nauportus (the present-day Vrhnika), and transferred their loads onto
boats, for shipping onwards along the Rivers Ljubljanica and Sava to Sisak (Segesta), and then
beyond, to the River Danube (Šašel Kos, 1990: 143-146; cf. Fig. 2). The Roman name for
Ljubljanica was Nauportus and perhaps also Emona (Šašel Kos, 2007).
Nauportus, a Celtic settlement of the Taurisci, was taken into Roman control in the late
Republican period, and settled by Roman merchants, becoming an important outpost on the
eastern fringe of the Roman state, and, as indicated by the recently found boundary stone
between the territories of Aquileia and Emona (Šašel Kos, 2002), part of the territory of Aquileia.
Excavations in 1934 and 1936, at Dolge njive (part of Vrhnika), and recent geomagnetic survey
have provided evidence of a fortified Roman settlement, full of warehouses, with a large market
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As recorded by Plin., hist. 3, 28.

2

4, 5, 10, c. 207.
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FIG. 1. The River Ljubljanica in its wider geo-political setting in the early Roman period

and a wooden landing-pier. The finds (especially the pottery) suggest a floruit in the early- and
middle-Augustan period, while inscriptions attest to its prosperity in the later Republican and
early Augustan period. Material of the later date is sparse (Horvat, 1990; Horvat & Mušič, 2007;
Šašel Kos, 1990). In 2005, rescue excavations on the western side of the River Ljubljanica
revealed a settlement sequence from the middle Augustan period onwards (Horvat & Mušič,
2007). According to Tacitus 3 reporting on soldiers’ revolt in Pannonia following Augustus’s death
in AD 14, Nauportus resembled a “municipium”.
Another Roman emporium on the Ljubljanica was at Ljubljana, Roman Emona. It developed
at a strategically important location, the “Ljubljana gate”, which is a gap of about one kilometre
wide, between the southern fringes of the Julian Alps and northern fringe of the Lower Carniolan
hills (Šašel, 1968: 541). In the Roman period, the river was less than one metre deep here and
both river-banks were easily accessible, the marshland having ended at the edge of Ljubljana
(Istenič, 2009; Sbrizaj, 1903: 13). Ljubljana was also situated at the point, where the overland
“Amber route” and the route coming across the Pannonian plain, as well as the “Argonauts route”
converged on the River Ljubljanica. In the 1990s, excavations below Ljubljana Castle Hill,
revealed the remains of a Late Iron Age (Celtic) village, where Roman material culture was already
significant in the pre-Augustan period and strongly predominated from the middle Augustan
period onwards (Vičič, 1993; 1994; 2002; 2003: 22-23). Military artefacts (cf. Vičič, 1994: 31,
pl. 3: 20, 21; 2002: 195-196, pl. 12, 13: 6-7, 9; 1999) suggest that this Roman settlement
probably had some sort of military protection, at least intermittently. At the end of the Augustan
period, a rectangular walled town was built on the opposite bank of the river and eventually, the
area below the Castle Hill became part of a suburb (Vičič, 1993; 1994).
3 Tac.,

ann. 1, 20, 1.
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FIG. 2. The upper course of the River Ljubljanica with sites and finds mentioned in the text

From Vrhnika to Ljubljana the finds from the River Ljubljanica are abundant and span the
Mesolithic period to the present day (Bitenc & Knific, 1997; Istenič et alii, 2007: 127-133, figs.
92-95). East of Ljubljana, their absence most probably relates to the change in the composition
of river-bed, from silt to gravel. The finds derive from the dredging of the river-bed, from fishing
with a net, and from underwater archaeological research, which started in 1884, and was among
the first in Europe; a number of amateur divers have also amassed private collections. Where
possible, the National Museum of Slovenia has been documenting and acquiring these finds.
Roman objects from the Ljubljanica are well represented, beside Roman military equipment
particularly pottery, metal vessels (especially skillets and buckets), knives, axes, scythes, and
pruning tools, as well as brooches and coins (Istenič et alii, 2007: 129 fig. 93). Early Roman finds
predominate, particularly those dating to the end of the first century BC and the first half of the
first century A. Perhaps also from the Augstan Period (dated to the 1st century BC or first third
of the 1st century AD from Carbon 14 analyses), is a ship, more than 30 metres long, which was
found in 1890, at Lipe, on Ljubljana Moor, some 300 metres from the Ljubljanica itself (Gaspari,
1998; 2009). There was no report of any cargo or other small finds on it. It seems likaly that the
ship had been abandoned in a marsh near the river where it may have been deposited by one of
the many floods on the Moor.
Apart from individual coin-finds (cf. Kos, 1988: 155/45; Kos & Šemrov, 1995: 84; Šemrov,
1998: 88, 91, 92, 103, 109/1, 115), four Celtic and Roman coin-hoards have been recorded,
including a group of Roman Republican and Celtic coins deposited after 147 BC (Kos & Šemrov,
2003), Republican coins deposited after 42 BC (Šemrov, 1998: 109/2), and coin depositions
dating to the second century AD (Kos, 1988: 155/6) and after AD 352 (Šemrov, 1998: 109/3).
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FIG. 3. Bronze helmet of Montefortino type from the Ljubljanica

Roman military finds are abundant, and include 28 swords, sword-sheaths or swordfragments, three daggers in their sheaths and one without, two helmets, 15 pilae, a shield boss,
dolabrae, turf-cutters, iron spikes, probable stimuli, various parts of military belts, as well as two
ornaments. The metal vessels, especially the skillets (trullae), as well as several early Roman
brooches could also have comprised military equipment. Many Early Roman metall vessels from
Ljubljanica might reflex one of the ways of their transportation from Italy to Bohemia where the
Germanic tribe of Marcomanni, ruled by Marbodus lived and where there is a clear concentration
of Roman metall vessels of the Augustan period (cf. Karasová, 1998; Droberjar, 1998; the
northern route from Aquileia through present-day Austria to Bohemia is taken into account by
the cited/quoted authors. For an evidence of river-transport in a wider region see Šarić, 1985).
The dating of such material is inevitably dependent on typological analogies, and this poses
particular problems for the pre-Augustan and early Augustan periods, for which well-dated
parallels are very scarce.
A bronze helmet of Montefortino type (Fig. 3) is the oldest Roman weapon from the river.
The sword in a sheath with a net-like fitment (Istenič, 2000; 2000b) and two relatively long
swords with an oblique shoulder and a particularly long tip (Fig. 4), seem to be late-Republican.
In addition to the swords depicted on Fig. 4 there is another typologically similar Roman sword
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FIG. 4. The earliest Roman swords (with or
without scabbards) from the Ljubljanica
(Caesarian to Octavianic/early Augustan):
a) = Istenič, 2000a, b; b) = National Museum
of Slovenia, Inv. No. R 24449; c) = Horvat,
1990: pl. 27.7

with remains of the sheath which was perhaps also found in Ljubljanica (cf. Bras Kernel, 2007:
fig. 8: the first sword from the left). Most of the militaria are Augustan or more broadly dated to
a period from Augustus to the (first half of the) first century AD (Fig. 5) (Rant et alii, 1994;
Istenič, 2003; 2003b; 2008b; Istenič et alii, 2007: fig. 79). The only explicitly post-Augustan
military find of the first century, is a sword of Pompeii type (Gaspari, 2002: pl. 8, 5). The
extremely rare military finds of the second and third century, comprise a shield boss (Gaspari,
1999) and a ring-pommel sword. Late Roman military equipment is represented by belt fitments.
The military finds from the Ljubljanica are particularly frequent between Vrhnika, and the
bend where the boundary stone was found (Šašel Kos, 2002), the greatest concentration being in
the area of Bevke (Fig. 2). A smaller concentration of Roman military finds occurs at Nauportus.
After the river-bend at Bevke, Roman military artefacts (and other finds as well) are less
numerous, but they subsequently cluster around the area of Podpeč, Črna vas, and especially
Rakova Jelša, about 3 kilometres west of Emona (Gaspari, 2002: 215-219, Figures Priloga 10-11).
The only surviving Roman military find from the Ljubljanica at Emona is a sword of Mainz type
in a sheath. In general, the distribution of the Roman military objects coincides with that of the
other Roman finds.
Irrespective of whether these Roman military finds were votive offerings or accidental losses,
their frequency suggests a high concentration of Roman military personnel along the Ljubljanica
in the Augustan period. Their chronological distribution resembles that recorded along the Rhine
(cf. Klein, 2000; Künzl, 1996: 449-466, OI 11-19, M 9, P 8; Schalles & Schreiter, 1993: 43-63,
88-90, 98, 178-228, 260, pl. 20-47, 65, 78-79) and contrasts with the pattern of Roman military
finds from Saône (France), where Augustan items are less numerous than those of the later 1st
century (Dumont, 2002: 174-180). Particularly significant, for example, is the ratio of swords of

V, 6 Istenic

22/7/09

860

10:41

Página 860

LIMES XX

Gladius, Anejos 13, 2009

FIG. 5. A selection of Roman military finds
of Augustan date from the River Ljubljanica
(not to scale)

Mainz type to those of Pompeii type. From the Saône, four Mainz-type swords and 10 Pompeitype swords are known (Dumont, 2002: 179), whereas for the Rhine, a preliminary assessment
of the published finds suggests the ratio to be 14 swords of Mainz type to three swords of the
Pompeii type (cf. Künzl, 1996: 449-466, OI 11-19, M 9, P 8; Schalles & Schreiter, 1993: Mil.
27-29, 31-32, 38). For the River Ljubljanica, the ratio is 18 swords of Mainz type to one sword
of Pompeii type.
The Roman military finds from the Saône mainly derive from fords, where the river could be
waded, whereas objects from the Rhine mostly originate near forts and fortresses. The Roman
military finds from the Ljubljanica cannot be related to fords, because the course of the
Ljubljanica through Ljubljansko barje was not suitable for wading. Only in the case of Nauportus
can they be linked to known Roman settlement along the course of the river; it is probable that
there was also a military establishment. Surprisingly, relevant finds from the Ljubljanica are
almost absent at Emona. A small Roman (merchant) settlement might be assumed in the area of
Bevke (Kamin; Šašel Kos, 2002: 373-374).
In our opinion, the high concentration of early Roman finds from the Ljubljanica relates to
intensive traffic directed along it, because it constituted the logical continuation of the road from
Aquileia via the Ocra pass and Postojna to Nauportus, and also because the Ljubljana marshes
ware impassable until the road from Nauportus to Emona was built, probably in late Augustan
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period. The only information about when this road was built comes from written source
mentioning that a road was made through the Julian Alps under Augustus 4. This mentioning
refers to the Roman road from Aquileia over the pass of Ad Pirum (Hrušica) to Emona which was
shorter than the older (prehistoric but also Roman) road leading over Razdrto pass (Ocra &
Horvat, 1999: 219). The importance of the riverine route along the Ljubljanica is further
emphasised by the location of the boundary stone on the river-bank. Moreover, the high
concentration of Roman military finds suggests that a major part of the traffic was connected
with the Roman army.
During Octavian’s campaigns in Illyricum (35–33 BC), the Roman army probably made full
use of the riverine trade-route along the Ljubljanica (Emona/Nauportus) and Sava (Savus). In fact,
the Roman army penetrated towards Segesta (Siscia; present day Sisak, Croatia) not only via the
Kvarner gulf (from Tarsatica/Rijeka and Senia/Senj), but also from Aquileia via Nauportus. The
huge warehouses at Nauportus (Dolge njive) probably stored cargoes, which had arrived on wagons,
and which were waiting for transport along the river. After the conquest of Segesta, this riverine
route would have been invaluable for the shipment of supplies to the 25 cohorts based there. This
same route was also probably used by the Roman army in the Pannonian wars of 14–9 BC, as well
as during the Pannonian and Dalmatian rebellion of AD 6–9. The latter episode was associated
with an immense concentration of Roman forces in the region (Keppie, 1998: 163, 166).
Contemporary with the revolt, and probably also originating earlier during the Pannonian
wars (14–9 BC), was the military fort at Obrežje, on the right bank of the River Sava, which was
excavated between 2001 and 2003. It was situated at eastern exit of the strategically very
important Brežice Gates, which is a narrow between Krško polje (roughly between Krško and
Brežice) and the broad valley of the River Sava which opens towards the plain of north-western
Croatia (Mason, 2006b; 2008). In this region, recent excavations in advance of motorway
construction have produced additional evidence for an Augustan Roman military presence at
Sredno polje near Čatež, some eight kilometres west of Obrežje (Guštin, 2002) and probably also
at Sv. Urh 1 on Krško polje (Mason, 2006; 2006b; 2008), 17 kilometres from Obrežje (Fig. 1).
In the same area, in the River Sava near Mokrice (Fig. 1), was found a helmet inscribed with its
owner’s name (C. Matius from the third cohort of the century of P. Mussius Taurus; Hoffiler,
1937: 31-32, Figs. 4a, b). The helmet is of the Haggenau type; the shape and length of its neckguard indicate a post-Augustan date, perhaps middle of the first century AD (cf. Waurick, 1988:
327-332; Feugère, 1994: 81-86).
The concentration of late Republican and, most notably, Augustan military finds along the
Ljubljanica clearly reflects the intensive contemporary use of that river by the Roman army.
Subsequently, the military presence in the area was rapidly and drastically reduced. Moreover, by
then, the new road between Nauportus and Emona, was most probably in use.
It remains unclear as to whether the radical reduction of Roman military finds from watery
locations generally, after the first century AD, and the suggested change in the habits of Roman
soldiers (Thiel & Zanier, 1994: 69; Thiel, 2000: 73), should be linked to the chronological
incidence of finds from the Ljubljanica. However, the evidence from the Saône indicates that
votive offerings of Roman weapons continued there after the middle of the first century AD
Evidently, explanations for the occurrence of riverine finds generally are far from simple (for an
evidence of river-transport in river Kupa, northern Croatia, see Šarić, 1985).

4

Festus, Breviarium VII 51, 10-13.
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What can we say about the soldiers connected with the military finds from Ljubljanica? Pila
indicate that there were legionaries among them. Publius Oppius, the owner of one of the
helmets (Fig. 5), was also a legionary, a Roman citizen, probably from northern Italy, who was
serving in the century of Gaius Macc(ius) or Gracc(i)us 5. Prestigious items (Istenič, 2003;
2003b) point to the presence of higher ranking soldiers.
The military finds from the River Ljubljanica attest to the presence of Roman soldiers in the
late Republican period, and in the Augustan period, in particular. Because their dating stems
from typological parallels, it is uncertain precisely when the frequency of such military finds
declined, but it seems to have happened at the end of Augustan period of soon after. The high
concentration of early Roman finds probably relates to the intensity of the traffic along the River
Ljubljanica. For example, military personnel were probably engaged in survey, and in the
organisation of military transport, as well as accompanying cargoes in transit to the Roman army
and the transport of booty to Italy. In addition, soldiers themselves would have been transported
by boat. The dating of the Roman military finds from the Ljubljanica coincides with the period,
when the Roman army was engaged in the conquest and consolidation of the future province of
Pannonia – and that is the precise time, when the military would have needed to make frequent
and essential use of the riverine route along the Ljubljanica.
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VIČIČ, B. (2003): “Colonia Iulia Emona”, M. ŠAŠEL KOS, & P. SCHERRER (eds.): The autonomous
towns of Noricum and Pannonia, Pannonia 1, Situla 41, Ljubljana, 21-45.
WAURICK, G. (1988): “Römische Helme”, H. PFLUG (ed.): Antike Helme. Sammlung Lipperheide
und andere Bestände des Antikenmuseums Berlin, Monogr. RGZM 14, Mainz, 327-364.

V, 6 Istenic

22/7/09

10:41

Página 866

