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Historical Introduction to the Area

The Romans definitively established their control over the Balkans in the 1st c. AD, 
after a series of military campaigns that had started long before, in the last de-
cades of the 3rd c. BC.1 The conquest started from the West with the Adriatic coast, 
followed by the southern part of the peninsula and the creation of the provinces 
of Macedonia in 148 BC and Achaea after 146 BC (corresponding to the modern ter-
ritories of Greece and parts of North Macedonia and Albania). The lands of the Il-
lyrian and Pannonian tribes were conquered and organized in provinces during 
Augustus’ reign: Dalmatia and Pannonia (corresponding to modern Croatia, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Montenegro, parts of Serbia and of North Macedonia). The vast 
regions between the Lower Danube and Haemus Mons (the Balkan Mountains), the 
future Moesia (Serbia and Bulgaria), succumbed by 29/28 BC. The Limes Moesiae 
included forts and stations along the Danube between Singidunum/Belgrade and 
the mouth of the river on the Black Sea. Many of the civilian settlements near the 
military camps developed into towns and provincial capitals. Their cultural heri-
tage is the reason for their appearance in our survey. During the 1st c. AD Moesia 
was divided into two major areas, Moesia Superior and Moesia Inferior, the frontier 
between them running along the river Oescus/Iskar (in Bulgaria). The province of 
Thracia (today Bulgaria and European Turkey) was established in AD 46 after the 
death of the last ruler of the Odrysian client kingdom. An important territory was 
added to the empire after Trajan subjugated the Dacians in AD 107 and established 
the new province of Dacia Traiana (today Romania), but was abandoned by Aure-
lian in AD 271 under the pressure of barbarian incursions.

After the reforms of Diocletian the eastern part of the Balkan peninsula was 
organized into the Diocese of Thrace, part of the Eastern Prefecture (Fig. 1). The ad-
ministrative history of the western part is rather complicated: it was reorganized 
several times, and only after the death of Theodosius I it was declared a praetorian 
prefecture by the name of Eastern Illyricum, attached to the Pars Orientalis.2 The 

 1 It is a pleasure for me to thank my colleagues Jon C. Cubas Díaz and Stefan Ardeleanu for 
inviting me to participate in the conference.

 2 It is not our goal to expound the history of the provincial subdivisions of the Balkan 
territory during the Roman and Late Roman periods, apart from the fact that the rel-
evant literature is ample. The provinces were ‘movable’, as aptly noted by Carolin S. 
Snively in her study of the Macedonian provinces: Snively 2010, 547–550. The classical 
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Balkans gained new political and economic importance after the reforms of Diocle-
tian and the establishment of a new capital in Constantinople. The provinces were 
interconnected through a network of important roads: the Via Singidunum, Via Eg-
natia, Via Istrum, Via Pontica and many others. Streams of people and ideas moving 
in this network created the history of the Balkans, this immense crossroad between 

study of Theodor Mommsen remains fundamental, a selection of which, on the Euro-
pean provinces, is translated into English: Mommsen 1968. For the Middle Danube prov-
inces: Mócsy 1974; for the province of Thracia: Ivanov/von Bülow 2008, 11–18, 64–66; a 
brief recent overview of the Balkan provinces: Valeva/Vionis 2014, 323–325.

Fig. 1: Map of the Late Antique Balkan provinces with most important sites mentioned in this 
contribution.
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East and West. Its mediatory role is best expressed by the fact that, parallel to an on-
going Romanization, Greek culture maintained its dominance in the southern half 
of the peninsula. The epigraphic and artistic evidence shows a massive Helleniza-
tion of the interior of the Balkans, especially South of the Haemus. The Roman in-
fluence, particularly regarding language, remained stronger in the provinces along 
the Danube, advanced by the permanent presence of military units and the towns 
that grew up around their camps.

This contribution discusses the masonry tombs built in Late Antiquity in the Bal-
kan provinces, from Scythia Minor in the East to Pannonia in the West and Greece in 
the South. This is, however, only a brief overview, a sketch of a subject of enormous 
scope, of which the factual wealth, variety and cultural importance can hardly be 
overestimated. Moreover, we shall inquire not into all aspects of this field, but only 
into the form and decoration – mural and sculptural, of specific burial and com-
memorative structures. Our analysis will deal with monuments in the urban cen-
tres, as that is where the clusters of affluent people who ordered expensive burial 
monuments were to be found, but also with mausolea on private estates. Limits of 
space and the abundance of examples do not allow for a full discussion about many 
topics that this contribution will undoubtedly provoke. In general we rely on the 
conclusions suggested by the archaeologists to whom we owe the primary publi-
cations of the numerous monuments mentioned here. Only occasionally do we ex-
press a different opinion. The chronological framework of the survey spans from 
the second half of the 3rd c. AD, with its still pagan cultural context, to the 6th c. AD, 
when Christianisation of the population brought about the disappearance of luxu-
rious private mausolea, as well as the standardization and diminution in size of less 
expensive funerary monuments.

Late Antique Funerary Landscapes between the Black Sea and 
the Adriatic Sea: Some General Patterns

As may be expected, the absolute majority of burials in Late Antiquity, as in previ-
ous periods, was modest, if not poor. The lower end of the spectrum begins with in-
humations in pits with some grave marker. Then there were burials in wooden cof-
fins, or coffins constructed in brick or/and tegulae. The tegulae were set gable-wise 
and were generally covered by imbrices. In other cases, the bricks were vertically 
positioned to form a ‘chest’, covered by large tiles or bricks. The deceased were 
deposited in wooden coffins or on wooden biers, additionally covered with a thin 
layer of earth.3 More expensive tombs had walls built of bricks and mortar, over 

 3 An example is the Jagodin Mala necropolis in Niš: Popović et al. 2014, 23, 27, fig. 14e. Al-
ready in 1907 the Serbian archaeologist Miloje Vasić defined the basic types of burials 
discovered in Viminacium, which were widely used also in all other Balkan provinces 
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which a brick covering was placed, usually resembling a pitched roof of tegulae 
with imbrices on the joint. Both interior and exterior of the walls were plastered 
with hydrophobic mortar.

Our survey, however, is dedicated to tombs with more sophisticated features in 
terms of architecture, building material, dimension and decoration. They are be-
lieved to be commissioned by well-to-do people, and, indeed, stand out when com-
pared to the humble graves described above. At the same time, the simple structure 
of a grave does not always imply scarcity of the burial itself: in the simple tombs, 
e.g., that were excavated in the so-called ‘Benetton factory area’ of the Jagodin Mala 
necropolis in Naissus/Niš, the grave-goods include a fair amount of golden jewel-
lery.4 In such cases we cannot be sure whether the family of the dead incurred 
other substantial expenditures, such as commissions for professional mourners 
and copious dining, or not.5 Still, monumentality and masonry technique do count, 
and several types of tombs are considered monuments that only wealthy families 
could afford.6

Tombs with a rectangular plan and barrel vaults constitute the prevalent high-
cost type in the Balkan provinces in Late Antiquity. There are also tombs covered 
by cross-vaults or calottes and provided with arcosolia. In some publications they 
are classified as mausolea,7 presumably because of their familial use. The use of 
this terminology is justified in cases where an external building meant for com-
memorative rites and combined with the burial chamber, also exists. Finally, we 
must mention that only well-off people could afford burials in sarcophagi, made 
of stone or lead.

In general, traditional Roman types of funerary monuments continued to be 
erected in Late Antiquity, but local characteristics also persisted. Throughout 
the Thracian provinces interment in burial mounds endured well into the early 
4th c. AD. Re-use of existing tumuli prevailed, but newly raised mounds are also 
attested. The practice is also recorded in a written source. The Passion of the Mar-
cianopolitan martyrs Maximus, Asclepiodota and Theodotus mentions Teres, the 
governor of Thracia from AD 305 to 311, a vir perfectissimus who died shortly after 
their execution. Over his grave a mound “as tall as a mountain” (εἰς ὄρους μέγεθος 
τὸ χῶμα ἀπεκορύφωσαν) was raised, which according to the author of the Passion 
served to remind future generations of God’s wrath against the ‘tyrant’.8

(Vasić 1907, 73–85); cf. for the types of Early Christian burials in Sopianae: Magyar 2006, 
60; for Moesia Secunda: Rusev 2012, 388; for Scythia Minor: Soficaru 2017. Some general 
publications about types of burials in the Roman world are also of interest for the pre-
sent study: Toynbee 1971; von Hesberg 1992; McDonnell 2014.

 4 Popović et al. 2014, 33, Fig. 22, Cat. 40, 54.
 5 McDonnell 2014 2014, 279.
 6 Popović et al. 2014, 30.
 7 Nikolajević 1980, 359–361.
 8 Sharankov 2018, 107.
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The necropoleis of the towns encompassed both pagan and Christian burials. It 
would be hard to state something in principle about the situation of the Christian 
‘clusters’ within Late Antique necropoleis, although in some cases their spread to a 
position close to the fortification wall can be observed. When the churches found 
their place within the walls, privileged people, high-ranking members of the Chris-
tian clergy or benefactors were buried inside, infringing on the traditional prohibi-
tion of intramural interments.9

The Barrel-Vaulted Tomb:  
A Characteristic Late Antique Type in the Balkan Provinces

The cult of the dead had a prominent place in pagan Roman culture. It played an 
even more crucial role in the process of Christianization. Some new forms of fu-
nerary architecture and customs that appeared or dominated in Late Antique pa-
gan contexts were eventually adopted by the Christians. The tomb covered with a 
barrel vault was among these features. The shape was not an innovation: scholars 
tend to relate it to the tombs with semi-circular keystones or corbel vaults that 
developed expansively in Macedonia, Thrace, Anatolia and other regions in the 
Late Classical and Early Hellenistic periods.10 These were stone constructions. Two 
tombs from the 1st c. AD, the so-called Tomb of Demeter in Kerch and the tomb in 
Bizye/Vize (Kırklareli Province, Turkey, in the Marmara region), are good exam-
ples of the fact that both the architectural type and decoration persisted in funer-
ary ideology and art over a long period of time.11 The Tomb of Demeter has a dro-
mos with stairs and a ramp. There are niches in three of the walls. Two massive 
stone slabs, now lost, imitated klinai on which sarcophagi were placed. The walls 
of this tomb are slightly inclined inward, concealing in this way the border of the 
vault. This smooth transition was characteristic of the typical Roman tombs built 
in brick masonry with rectangular boxes sealed by low barrel vaults, a more so-
phisticated construction than the tomb consisting of a barrel vault, placed directly 
on the ground. Such structures, described as typical for funerary architecture in 
Italy (e.g. Ostia, Isola Sacra), were built in the provinces as well, e.g. in the interior 
of the Balkans.12 Oriental influences in funerary practice should also be taken into 
consideration, since the epigraphic evidence in the Balkan provinces shows that 

 9 Observations on the location of Early Christian necropoleis of towns in provinces within 
the territory of modern Bulgaria in: Dosseva 2015, 28–32, 34–39.

 10 This is the opinion of Dimitrios Pallas and Euterpe Marke: Marke 2006, 110.
 11 For the tomb of Demeter: Rostovtzeff 1914, 200 f.; Zinko et al. 2009; for the tomb in Bi-

zye: Mansel 1939; Valeva 2001, fig. 6.
 12 Type VIIB according to Getov 1970, as attributed by Kalchev 1984, 79, fig. 4 to a tomb 

in the necropolis of Augusta Traiana, province of Thracia. In Thracia this type appeared 
during the Roman period: it did not derive from previous local types.
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there was a constant flow of immigrants from the East, mainly from Bithynia and 
Syria (see below).

The Late Antique barrel-vault tomb has a rectangular chamber usually built 
of natural stone and a vault built of bricks. Although Late Antique barrel-vaulted 
tombs resemble Early Hellenistic examples, they have lost the tectonic distinction, 
marked by the cornice, between the supporting and the supported elements.13 
From Late Antiquity onwards, painted decoration would be used to imitate archi-
tectural elements, such as cornices and vault coffers.

Tombs with barrel vaults have been well studied in the necropolis of Thessa-
loniki (Fig. 2). They became popular in this prosperous city from the end of the 
3rd c. AD, a phenomenon related – according to E. Marke – to the new middle class 
that appeared as result of the Diocletian’s reforms, and whose members commis-
sioned the tombs. Marke also designed a typology, related mainly to the type of 
entrances into the tombs. The earliest barrel-vaulted tombs have no entrance.14 
During the Tetrarchy, at the end of the 3rd c. AD, the tombs acquired an entrance, 
and some of them a gabled covering.15 The tombs with an entrance in one of the 
narrow walls, usually the eastern one, became very popular from the first quarter 
of the 4th c. AD.16 Slightly later, tombs could be entered from a shaft with stairs, or 
simply through the vault.17 Barrel-vaulted tombs were widely built in Macedonia18 

 13 Buiskikh 2009, 46.
 14 Marke 2006, 110–112, 217, fig. 57, pl. 59a (e.g. tomb 26, dated to the middle of the 3rd c. AD).
 15 Marke 2006, 112 f., 220 f., figs. 52, 65, 66, pl. 1a–b, 2a–b, 57b (tomb 41, dated AD 280–290); 221, 

fig. 51 (tomb 42, dated to the end of the 3rd c. AD).
 16 Marke 2006, 110–112, pls. 46a–g, 47a–b, 55b, 56a–b, 63b, 70a–g, 71a (e.g., tombs 27–36): 

many of them are dated to the middle of the 4th c. AD; tomb 30 has a kline and a niche.
 17 Marke 2006, 113, 220, figs. 10, 135 (tombs 37–40, dated to the 4th – early 5th c. AD), 221–226 

(tombs 44–72, with dates from the 4th to the 6th c. AD).
 18 See the numerous parallels drawn by E. Marke. For the tombs within the territory of 

modern North Macedonia: Lilčiċ 1983; there are basic similarities in the plan, covering, 

Fig. 2: Cist and barrel-vaulted 
tombs in the necropolis of 
Thessaloniki.
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and Achaea. In Thessaloniki itself, their construction continued well into the middle 
Byzantine period.

Barrel-vaulted tombs were built all over the Late Empire, but not everywhere 
did the exploration of Late Antique necropoleis have a scope as wide as in Thessa-
loniki. In another provincial capital, e.g. Philippopolis in Thracia, the number of the 
discovered barrel-vaulted tombs is limited, and one reason for that is probably that 
there has been no consistent exploration of the cemeteries all around the town. On 
the other hand, several tombs built with flat roofing were discovered in the necrop-
oleis of Philippopolis. These seem to have been the luxurious tomb type that was 
most popular locally, all the more since some of them have painted decoration as 
well.19
A notable barrel-vaulted tomb was discovered about 40 km North of Philippopolis, 
close to Diocletianopolis, a town famous for its mineral springs (Fig. 3). The entrance 
to the tomb is on one of the long sides, through a long inclined dromos with steps. 
Inside the funerary chamber, along the short sides, thin low walls constitute chests-
like rooms, presumably for the coffins. Cushion-like shapes at the narrow sides of 
these structures make them look like beds and suggest that they had flat surfaces. 
A well-produced mosaic decorates the floor, while the walls and the ‘beds’ have 
painted floral motifs, and the latter also feature an imitation of curtains. The luxu-
rious interior and the large dimensions of the tomb, along with its remoteness from 
the town, suggest that the tomb was built in a private estate.20

The state of preservation of Roman antiquities in Diocletianopolis is impressive. 
The graveyards of the town were situated to the East, South and Southwest of the 

building material, ways of entry, etc., with the evidence from Thessaloniki. Many of the 
vaulted tombs enumerated by Viktor Lilčiċ have been found in churches.

 19 Valeva 1999, 42–48.
 20 Djambov 1963; Valeva 1999, 48–50.

Fig. 3: Interior view of the Late Antique tomb near Diocletianopolis.
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town. The majority of the graves is made of tegulae. There are tombs built of bricks, 
most of them with flat covering, and only a few have barrel vaults. In two of the 
vaulted tombs, both dated to the second half of the 4th – early 5th c. AD, there are 
funerary beds.21 In another big town of the province of Thracia, Augusta Traiana, a 
considerable part of the necropoleis has been studied,22 but the number of the bar-
rel-vaulted tombs is small here, too.

In the province of Haemimontus, the necropoleis of Apollonia Pontica, whose 
name changed to Sozopolis in the early 4th c. AD, were studied systematically. At-
tention was focused, however, on the classical Greek colonial era, while evidence 
for the Early Christian and Early Byzantine periods is still unsufficient.23 Single 
burials have been discovered in churches within the town. The same fact holds true 
in respect to another town in the same province, Mesembria: five tombs have been 
found in the narthex of the church dedicated to Theotokos Eleousa, three of which 
with barrel vaults.24

In the province of Moesia Inferior, tombs with barrel vaults were discovered 
in the capital Marcianopolis/Devnya, e.g. in its Eastern necropolis, along with sev-
eral tombs with flat covering and a sarcophagus. Some of the tombs had painted 
decoration.25 In the other important town of the province, Odessos/Varna, besides 
the tombs with barrel vaults shaft tombs were also made for rich burials. The lat-
ter type is specific for the regions along the coast of the Black Sea to the North, as 
far as and including the Tauric Peninsula, where it is especially prominent.26 The 
tombs are dug into the ground or rock. The shape of the ceiling is that of a barrel, 
in some cases; in others it is a large stone slab. Barrel-vaulted tombs were also 
discovered in the territory of Odessos, one of which, in the village of Ossenovo, is 
of special interest for its painted decoration in a rather primitive style, but icono-
graphically rich: servants and military men are depicted on both sides of their lord 
and his wife. Also pagan symbols related to funerary beliefs (snake, turtle) are de-
picted along with the Christian monogram: the decorative system evokes the com-
plex spirituality of a period of transition, with its mingling of pagan and Christian 
eschatological ideas.27

Barrel-vaulted tombs with large dimensions are relatively rare, but they do 
exist in many necropoleis in Moesia Inferior, which were subjected to systematic 

 21 Tzonchev/Sarkisyan 1960, 36; Madjarov 1993, 188–196; Dosseva 2014, 98.
 22 Kalchev 1984; Kalchev 1993.
 23 Dosseva 2014, 108–112; Panayotova/Drazheva 2003.
 24 Chaneva-Dechevska 1999, 233; Dosseva 2014.
 25 General survey: Minchev 1987; Dosseva 2014, 119 f. For the necropoleis: Rusev 2012, 384 

with literature, and the painted tombs: Valeva 1999, 19–22 with literature.
 26 Mirchev 1951; Mirchev 1958; Alexandru 2012; Dosseva 2014, 122–124; Rusev 2018, 138 f.; 

for barrel-vaulted tombs: Minchev 1986, 36 (within a church), 38; for the finds in Roma-
nia: Soficaru 2007. For the shaft tombs in the village of Kamen Briag (on the Black Sea 
coast, Northeastern Bulgaria): Salkin/Toptanov 1988.

 27 Pillinger/Minchev/Georgiev 1989; Valeva 1987, 281–284.
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excavation.28 Such tombs, usually intended for multiple burials, were discovered 
in Durostorum/Silistra.29 The most famous among them is the so-called Roman 
Tomb of Silistra, with entirely preserved interior painted decoration that features 
the lord of a provincial domain, his wife and a row of their servants (Fig. 4).30 
A barrel- vaulted tomb with notable dimensions is also known from Tirizis/Ka-
liakra, a site which first belonged to Moesia Inferior and, after Diocletian, became 
part of Scythia  Minor.31

The tomb with a barrel vault was the preferred burial structure for well-to-do 
citizens in the province of Scythia Minor as well. Several tombs of the hypogeum 
type were discovered in the Western necropolis of Callatis,32 in which Christian 
burials sometimes overlap with burials from previous periods, some of them dat-
ing back even to Early Hellenism. The Christian hypogea were grouped around 
what is supposed to have been the cemeterial church. Of special interest is the 
tomb with painted crosses and Psalm texts,33 relevant to the trust Christians placed 

 28 Ivanov et al. 2006; Chera-Mărgineanu 1978.
 29 For the large tomb with dimensions 3.34–4.20 × 4.06–4.12 × H. 4.00 m: Milošević/Don-

evski 1999, 246 f.
 30 For the painted tomb: Dimitrov/Chichikova 1986.
 31 Kuzmanov 1971.
 32 Barbu 1971; Preda 1980; Lungu/Chera-Mărgineanu 1982; Petre 1987; Bucovală/

Paşca 1989; Ionescu/Alexandru/Constantin 2003; Soficaru 2007; Alexandru 2012; 
The tombs for the poor also shared the types used in the other Balkan provinces: Alex-
andru 1912, 124. In general for Scythia Minor: Lungu 2000.

 33 Alexandru 2012, 122 f. The inscription at the entrance reproduces the text of Ps. 18 (19), 
15: “Κύριε βοηθέ μου κ(αὶ) λυτρωτά μου”, the one on the western wall of the funerary 
chamber Ps. 22 (23), 4:“οὐ φοβηθήσομ(αι) κακά, ὅτι σὺ μετ̓  ἐμοῦ (ε)ἶ, Κύριε”.

Fig. 4: Barrel-vaulted tomb in Durostorum with procession scene and detail.
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Fig. 5: Barrel-vaulted tomb in Tomis with banquet scene on a stibadium.
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in God at the threshold of their new life after death. As Ps. 18 (19), 15 says: “Oh 
Lord, my helper and my redeemer” and the explicit words of Ps. 22 (23), 4 are: “I 
will fear no evil, for You are with me, Lord”. This new way of emphasizing Chris-
tian eschatological expectations will be discussed below. In Tomis/Constanţa, as 
everywhere else, the majority of burials is of a modest types,34 but among the few 
vaulted tombs there are two with lavish, particularly well preserved painted deco-
ration, each showing a banquet on a stibadium. They both are dated to the middle 
of the 4th c. AD (Fig. 5).35

Intra-Basilical and Crypt Burials in Scythia Minor 
and Moesia Inferior

The necropoleis sub divo were not the only places where larger tombs, sometimes 
decorated, were erected. Very distinguished people were buried inside churches 
on rare occasions, usually in the aisles, the narthex, the annexes, and even in 
the central nave. Yet when such burials are located in the apse or the sanctuary, 
their interpretation poses a problem: are these privileged graves, crypts or mar-
tyrial graves?36 As a rule they are relatively spacious (usually about 2.00 × 3.00 m, 
although the dimensions of the crypt of the basilica in the Mihai Eminescu High 
School in Constanţa are 6.15 × 3.75 × 2.32 m). In Scythia Minor there is a series of such 
features which suggest a local tradition related, as scholars assume, to the venera-
tion of the numerous local martyrs.37

It is believed that the veneration of martyrs in Scythia Minor originated in its 
capital Tomis and subsequently spread to other towns. Three of the six churches 
in Tomis contain crypts integrated in the sanctuary: the so-called Great basilica, 
the so-called Small basilica, and the basilica discovered in the courtyard of the Mi-
hai Eminescu High School (National College).38 The crypts in these churches are 
spacious and have complex plans: they are supposed to have been used for multi-
ple burials, presumably of martyrs and holy men. They all have staircases provid-
ing access from the West, hence the assumption that these were also pilgrimage 
churches. The crypt of the basilica in the courtyard of Mihai Eminescu High School 
has not only the most complex plan, but also a painted decoration, consisting of 
imitations of marble revetment on the walls and a grid of coffers including flowers 
and birds on the vault.39

 34 For their classification: Barbu 1971; Soficaru 2007, 300.
 35 Chera/Lungu 1988; Chera 1993; Barbet 1994, 25–31; Mureşan 2016, 130 f.
 36 Achim 2004, 278.
 37 Barnea 1981; Achim 2004.
 38 Achim 2015, 321–325.
 39 Barbet/Monier 2001.
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Of particular interest is the crypt in the episcopal basilica in Halmyris/Mu-
righiol (Tulcea district).40 In its dimensions and shape it does not differ from the 
barrel-vaulted tombs built in necropoleis. Inside, there are two bed-like structures 
on which two entirely preserved skeletons were found:41 The analyses of the bod-
ies showed traces of torture and decapitation, which is why the individuals were 
identified with the martyrs Epictetus and Astion from Bithynia, executed in Hal-
myris on 8 July AD 290. The entrance, as in the large crypts of Tropaeum Traiani/
Adamklissi and Tomis, is from the West, and is reached through eight steps with a 
2.15 m-long corridor. The crypt has a painted corona on the lunette. The basilica and 
the crypt, apparently contemporary, are dated to the end of 4th – early 5th c. AD. 
A similar crypt has been found in Zaldapa, a big and well-fortified town of the prov-
ince Scythia Minor (located near the modern village of Abrit in Bulgaria). It is also of 
large dimensions, hence the assumption that it would have held the body of a mar-
tyr.42 In Tropaeum Traiani there is a crypt beneath the apse of basilica A, also large 
enough to house the body of a martyr (?).43Another large crypt was discovered in 
Niculiţel near Noviodunum/Isaccea (Tulcea district),44 which is believed to be the 
burial place of six martyrs (Fig. 6). Built in the 4th c. AD, the martyrium (in which 
the presumed bodies of two of the martyrs had been transferred from an earlier 
structure) would have been topped by the basilica of the necropolis in the 5th or 
6th c. AD. The crypt is covered by a canopy vault.

We cannot, however, be sure that in all cases the structure in the eastern end of 
a church is related to the cult of martyrs, even if its dimensions are large. The inter-
pretation of the basilica with crypt in Histria/Istros presents such difficulties.45 An-
other perplexing example was found in the apse of the Episcopal basilica in Novae/
Svishtov in Moesia Inferior: a structure with a rectangular plan and flat covering 
that could be a privileged tomb, a martyr’s tomb or a feature related to liturgy.46

Although the vaulted crypts are declared a phenomenon specific for Scythia 
Minor, there are analogous structures in the neighbouring province of Moesia In-
ferior. Worthy of notice is that the most remarkable were found in Odessos and its 
territory, situated on the Black Sea, with obvious possibilities for easy communica-
tion by sea with the towns of Scythia Minor. A crypt built of brick with a barrel vault 
has been discovered in front of the apse of the church situated on the intersection 

 40 Zahariade/Bounegru 2003, 117–126; Achim 2015, 325 f.; Atanasov et al. 2017, 129 f.; the 
dimensions of the crypt: 2.00 × 1.80 × 1.88 m.

 41 Achim 2015, 325 f.
 42 Achim 2015, 321–327; Atanasov et al. 2017, 128.
 43 Dimensions 2.70 х 2.30 х 2.50 m; the crypts in the basilicae C and D in the same town are 

smaller and could have contained only fragments of holy bodies or objects: Atanasov et 
al. 2017, 128 f., with further references.

 44 Bauman 1972; Bauman 2006, 827–831. The dimensions of the crypt: 3.50 × 3.50 × 2.30 m: 
Atanasov et al. 2017, 131; Achim 2015, 326 f.

 45 Achim 2005.
 46 Čičikova 1997, 57; Achim 2015, 315 f.
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of A. Gachev Street and Kozlodui Street in Odessos.47 The entrance to the crypt was 
blocked by a marble slab with a Latin inscription: the name of the deceased is not 
preserved, but it has been suggested that he was a high rank cleric,48 which makes 
it reasonable to assume a privileged tomb. In a church on the Djanavar Tepe, situ-
ated in the ancient chôra of Odessos, a barrel-vaulted tomb has been found West of 
the sanctuary and beneath the ambo. This was probably a privileged tomb too, but 
it was connected to a loculus facing east in which relics were preserved.49 In the 
village of Shkorpilovtsi on the Black Sea coast, which also belonged to the chôra of 
Odessos in Antiquity, a church was excavated in the centre of small Late Antique 
fortifications. In front of the sanctuary there is a big crypt with an entrance.50 Its 
vault was protruding from the floor. The crypt chamber is decorated with crosses 
on the vault and the western lunette, a stucco cornice at the base of the vault and 
geometric paintings on the walls.51

 47 Dosseva 2014, 125 f; Achim 2015, 320 f.
 48 Minchev 1986, 35.
 49 Boyadjiev 1995, 70 f., figs. 5, 7; Minchev 1986, 36 f.; Minchev 2002a, 46; Dosseva 2011, 146–

147 with literature; Achim 2015, 317. For the crypts in Djanavar Tepe and Shkorpilovtsi: 
Dosseva 2017, 58–60.

 50 Shkorpil/Shkorpil 1921, 23 f.; Dimensions of the crypt in Shkorpilovtsi: 3.20 × 2.68 × 
2.40 m: Mirchev 1969; Minchev 2002b; Dosseva 2014, 146 f. with quotations from the ar-
chives of Karel Shkorpil in the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences.

 51 On the decoration of the crypt: Valeva 1999, 18 f.

Fig. 6: Basilica with barrel-vaulted crypt in Niculiţel near Noviodunum.
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Barrel-Vaulted Tombs and Sarcophagi from Urban and  
Estate Contexts in Dacia Ripensis and Dacia Mediterranea

Moving West to the province of Dacia Ripensis we must mention that the capital 
Ratiaria suffered from heavy invasions of treasure hunters during the last few de-
cades. The graveyards were the main target of their activity. In Antiquity, the ne-
cropoleis were situated to the West and Northwest of the city along the Danube 
road and the road leading to Naissus.52 Several one-chamber tombs with barrel 
vaults were discovered here, as well as one comprising two chambers, sharing 
one long wall.53 Lead sarcophagi, considered to be luxurious funeral receptacles,54 
were also discovered. Stone sarcophagi from previous periods were often reused 
during the 5th and 6th c. AD.

A large number of tombs with barrel vaults was discovered in Serdica/Sofia, the 
capital of Dacia Mediterranea. The Eastern necropolis of the city was the vastest. 
As drawn by the Austrian painter Joseph Oberbauer, the vaulted tombs of the Late 
Antique necropolis of Serdica were still visible at the end of the 19th c. An import-
ant cluster of pagan and Christian tombs has been revealed beneath and around 
the church of Saint Sophia, still standing today.55 The earliest tombs, discovered at 
a depth of 2.90 m, date from the 2nd c. AD, as coins and ceramic finds indicate. The 
layer between 1.80 and 1.20 m under the ground level of the church contains tombs 
dating from the second half of the 3rd to the third quarter of the 4th c. AD, some of 
them pagan, others Christian.56 Many of these tombs, some with flat roofing, others 
with barrel vaults, can still be seen today in the modern in-situ-museum built for the 
purpose beneath the church (Fig. 7). Scholars are inclined to interpret this situation 
as burials ad sanctos, which gradually appeared following the monumentalization 
of the church. The cemetery around the church of Saint Sophia was in use mainly 
during the 4th and the 5th c. AD. Later the necropolis expanded progressively to the 
East and Southeast: the tombs studied there date predominantly from the 5th to the 
early 7th c. AD.57 Barrel-vaulted tombs prevail in this necropolis. Different forms 
or types appear rarely, e.g. a double tomb with barrel vaults, or the ‘kline’ tomb 
which will be discussed below in greater detail.58 There was a necropolis West of 
the city wall as well.59 Vaulted tombs were built there too, some of them with a small 
vaulted antechamber. In general, the tombs with barrel vaults have a regular shape 
(rectangular plan, semi-cylindrical vault, using stones and bricks for the walls and 

 52 Dinchev 2002, 24 f.; Dosseva 2014, 68 f.
 53 Atanasova 1971, 98–100; Atanasova 1978.
 54 As in Singidunum and Viminacium: Jeremić/Ilić 2018, 230 with literature.
 55 Filov 1913; recently Dinchev 2014, and Valeva 2015, 67–69 with literature.
 56 Shalganov 2005.
 57 Gospodinov 1921; Dintchev 2014, 13–27, 42–47 (and German summary).
 58 For the two-chambers tomb: Shkorpil/Shkorpil 1890, 46 f., pl. I.
 59 Kirova 2007.
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bricks for the vaults), but there are minor differences regarding the entrances, the 
interior niches, and the decoration that depended on different circumstances, envi-
ronment and personal preferences. A tomb in the village of Bistritsa near Sofia, e.g., 
has an entrance through a shaft provided with a few steps,60 a feature which is not 
usual in Serdica, but exists in Thessaloniki, as we have already mentioned.

Tombs with barrel vaults are reported from other places within the borders 
of Dacia Mediterranea, e.g. in the towns of Germania and Pautalia.61 The bulk of 
comparative evidence, however, comes from Naissus/Niš, the town in which Con-
stantine the Great was born. The Early Christian heritage of Naissus is very rich, 
including churches, mausolea, martyria. The biggest ancient graveyard, situated 
in modern Jagodin Mala and deployed along both sides of the road once lead-
ing to Ratiaria. was thoroughly studied.62 This necropolis was used from the 4th 
through the early 7th c. AD. Like the Eastern necropolis of Serdica it was expand-
ing Eastwards. The graves appear either in regular rows or without order. Most 
of the tombs were designed for single or double burial, but there are larger tombs 
made for many persons.63 In some of the graves, including Christian ones, grave 
goods and jewellery were found. East-West orientation prevails. Most often, the 
barrel-vaulted tombs consist of only one room, with an access in the form of a shal-
low shaft with steps. The entrance is on the narrow wall, closed by vertically placed 
simple stone or marble slabs; the shaft entrances are horizontally covered with 
stone slabs.64 More often the plan is rectangular, but there are tombs with square 
plans as well. The dimensions vary from 2.00 × 1.00 × H. 1.40 m to, more commonly, 

 60 Stanchev 1950, 283 f.
 61 Dosseva 2014, 61 f. with literature.
 62 Rakocija 2013a, 180–189; Rakocija 2013b with literature; Jeremić 2013; Popović et al. 

2014.
 63 Popović et al. 2014, 28 f., figs. 16–17.
 64 Popović et al. 2014, 31 f., fig. 21.

Fig. 7: Vaulted tombs beneath 
Saint Sophia church in Serdica.
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2.00/4.00 × 2.00 × H. 1.85 m.65 Inside the tombs the walls are plastered and some-
times painted. The inhumation was performed in chests formed by thin barriers, 
parallel to the walls. There are niches in the walls for grave-candles or garlands. 
The barrel-vaulted type came to be used in Naissus at the end of the 3rd – early 
4th c. AD. Most of the tombs in Jagodin Mala date from the second half of the 4th and 
the 5th c. AD.66 The use of this type continued in the following centuries, not only in 
Naissus but in other sites as well: Klisoura, Svrlig, Morodvis.67 Double tombs simi-
lar to those found in Thessaloniki are rare.68

In the Jagodin Mala necropolis six Early Christian churches were also discov-
ered. They are badly preserved and crypts in them were not reported, with one 
noteworthy exception: an imposing basilica with nave and two aisles, and a large 
adjacent crypt, interpreted as martyrium.69 The barrel vault that covered the cen-
tral part of the crypt had been destroyed when it was found. On each of the long 
sides of the crypt there are two large arcosolia (Fig. 8). On the west wall there is 
one big, central niche between two smaller lateral niches, and a window above (a 
fenestella). In the central space one sees a pedestal with impressive dimensions, the 
interpretation of which in my opinion is not definite. A staircase with ten steps of a 
total height of 3.30 m leads down to the crypt. The martyrium was built over an ear-
lier building (probably a memorial surrounded by a wall) around the middle of the 
4th c. AD or the last years of the reign of Constantius II. A necropolis for privileged 
burials developed in close proximity to it during the next decades. The basilica was 
eventually erected eastward in the second half of the 5th c. AD, shaping the final 

 65 Popović et al. 2014, 31 f.
 66 Popović et al. 2014, 30 f.
 67 Rakocija 2004.
 68 Popović et al. 2014, 34, fig. 23.
 69 Milošević 2004; Rakocija 2013c; Popović et al. 2014, 19–22. Dimensions of the crypt: 

7.44 × 3.13 (6 m with arcosolia) × 3.38 m.

Fig. 8: Basilica with martyrium 
in Naissus.
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 aspect of this sacred place. As already noticed by Serbian scholars, close parallels 
for the basilica with martyrium complex in Niš are to be found in the necropoleis 
of Marusinac and Kapljuc in Salona, and in Sopianae.70

As we have seen, there is a noteworthy similarity between the tomb types in the 
necropoleis of Serdica and Naissus, easily explained by the fact that they belong to 
the same province, their location on the same important road from Central Europe to 
Constantinople and the relatively short distance between them (about 160 km). Con-
stantine used to reside in Serdica during his political and military movements, and 
he also embellished his native Naissus, which he visited on numerous occasions.71

The dynamism of ecclesiastical history in both cities was undoubtedly stimu-
lated by their new political role as imperial residences from the Tetrarchic period 
onwards. There is another fact of interest: the bishops of both Serdica and Naissus, 
like all other bishops of the prefecture of Eastern Illyricum, were subordinate to 
the archbishop of Thessaloniki, who served as the vicar of the Pope. This is often 
an argument for stating that there was western influence in religious and funerary 
art, although the relations between the parties were not always harmonious. On 
numerous occasions the bishops of Illyricum were not loyal to the Pope, sometimes 
under pressure of the patriarch and the emperor in Constantinople, sometimes led 
by their own ambitions.72

Leaving the cities and casting a glance at the luxurious funerary monuments on 
private estates in Dacia Mediterranea and Dacia Ripensis, we may notice that the ev-
idence is similar to what we have in the Diocese of Thracia. A good example comes 
from the vicinity of the town of Montana in Bulgaria (Municipium Montanensium/

 70 Milošević 2004, 127 f.; Dyggve/Egger 1939, 16, Abb. 23; 85, Abb. 113; 122, Abb. 138; Fülep 
1975, 36–41.

 71 Rakocija 2013a, 794 n. 20; Vasić 2008.
 72 Granich 1925; Snively 2010, 553.

Fig. 9: Mausoleum 4 in 
villa 2 near Montana.
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Montana), where four Roman villae have been studied in the 1970’s (Fig. 9).73 Most 
interesting is the necropolis of villa 2, covering 3 ha enclosed in a fence strength-
ened by buttresses. Four mausolea were built in this private necropolis. Each of 
them has two levels: an underground level for burials and a level above ground 
for commemorative rites. The ground surface of mausoleum No. 4 is 70 m2. An en-
trance with stairs from the East leads about 2.00 m deep to the vaulted burial cham-
ber (3.20 × 2.70 × H. 2.05 m), in which two sarcophagi were installed. The cella memo-
riae above ground had a temple-like facade with gable supported by columns and 
topped by acroteria; the interior walls were painted.

Trapezoidal and Barrel-Vaulted Tombs, Hypogea and Mausolea 
in Moesia Prima, Moesia Superior and Pannonia Valeria

Moving further to the West within our survey, important evidence about funerary 
architecture is provided from the exploration of the necropoleis of Viminacium/
Stari Kostolac, the chief town in Moesia Superior during the Principate and capital 
of Moesia Prima during the Dominate (Fig. 10, 11). The exploration of the graveyards 
of Viminacium began at the end of the 19th c. The number of excavated burials from 
the Roman and Late Antique period amounts to more than 14 000. The Late Antique 
necropoleis developed South of the legionary camp and the fortified city at the sites 
of Pećine, Više Grobalja, Velika Kapija, Kod Bresta and Više Burdelja.74 The Chris-
tians of Viminacium buried their dead within the pagan Late Roman necropoleis, 
following pre-existing tomb rows.75 A very characteristic shape of rich tombs in Vi-
minacium are the tombs with trapezoidal section, built of bricks.76 The construction 
is of the corbelled type.77 According to S. Đurić’s classification the type is prevalent 
in Moesia and Pannonia, but isolated cases were also found in other regions, e.g. in 
Macedonia (in the modern town of Sandanski in Bulgaria).78 Among the rich buri-
als in Viminacium there are twenty-nine fresco-painted tombs (Fig. 11), seventeen 
of which have a trapezoidal cross section,79 confirming that this type was used for 
rich burials.

The shapes of the funerary monuments in Viminacium are remarkably varied, 
a fact scholars explain by pointing to the immigration of people from the orien-

 73 Alexandrov 1980, 44–52 (for the necropolis).
 74 On the necropoleis, with literature: Nikolić 2018, 103–107; Jeremić/Ilić 2018, 232.
 75 Ilić 2017, 120, who notes the similar situation in Naissus/Jagodin Mala.
 76 For typologies of the tombs of Viminacium: Vasić 1907, 83–91; Ɖurić 1985b, 139–147; 

Zotović 1986; cfr. Anđelković Grašar/Nikolić/Rogić 2013, 76; Anđelković Grašar/
Nikolić/Rogić 2020.

 77 Anđelković Grašar/Nikolić/Rogić 2013, 76.
 78 Anđelković Grašar/Nikolić/Rogić 2013, 76; for the tomb in Sandanski: Gerasimov 1966.
 79 Korać 2007, 247–261; Anđelković Grašar/Nikolić/Rogić 2013, 76.
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Fig. 10: Enclosure with mausoleum and tombs in Viminacium, Perivoj locality.

Fig. 11: Wall paintings of tomb G-2624 in Viminacium.
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tal provinces, who brought along their customs to their new places of residence.80 
Many mausolea have been discovered at different sites in the vast areas of the Vimi-
nacium graveyards. Inside the mausolea, the dead were buried in stone or lead sar-
cophagi, in masonry graves, and in barrel-vaulted arcosolia. The tombs of wealthy 
people seem to have been meant for the subsequent burial of other family mem-
bers too. Traces of commemorative rites were recorded in some of the mausolea.81

There are several classifications of the burial structures in Viminacium accord-
ing to different criteria: their plan, shape, roofing, or their position with respect to 
the surface (partially buried, hypogea).82 One of the structures, found in the Eastern 
necropolis of Viminacium in a site called Perivoj, has an enclosure of 20 × 20 m, in 
the centre of which a tomb with a square plan (5 × 5 m) was built (Fig. 10).83 Within 
the enclosure different types of burial structures were found. The central mauso-
leum, found heavily destroyed, was recently reconstructed in 3D as a tower mauso-
leum with a suggested 3rd c. AD-date.84

Another site where barrel vault tombs are well studied is Sopianae/Pécs in Pan-
nonia Valeria (Fig. 12). Most of them are Early Christian: they began to appear at the 
end of the 3rd c. AD alongside pagan tombs.85 In the main cemetery, located North 
of the town, several constructions of a mausoleum-type were excavated. The under-
ground part reserved for the dead was opened only for burials, while commemora-
tion of the dead took place in a chapel above.86 There are cases in which the chapel 
(cella memoriae, oratorium) was built for the community, whose members were 
buried in simple graves in the ground.87 Other monuments were family-mausolea. 
Through a hole or fenestella the dead could share in some of the offerings presented 
either outside or on the mensa built or set up in the cella.88 As noticed by Hungarian 
scholars, similar but not exactly identical arrangements exist in other Balkan prov-
inces, the usual reference being to the cemeteries in Salona (Marusinac).89 Other 
similarities were noted with the family tombs in Naissus. Although obeying to a 
common principle, the burial constructions in these regions have their own pecu-
liarities, specifically considering the relationship between tomb and cella memoriae.

As has become clear from the presentation of the monuments discussed so far, 
the simple tombs with barrel vaults in Late Antique necropoleis of the Balkan prov-

 80 Milošević 2002, 218, 220–222.
 81 Milošević-Jevtić 2014, 323–330.
 82 Milosevic-Jevtić 2014.
 83 Nikolic 2018, 106 f. with literature.
 84 Golubović/Mrđić 2018, 164, fig. 9.
 85 Fülep 1975.
 86 Fülep 1977. On the relation between the two levels: Visy 2007.
 87 Visy 2007, 143 f.
 88 Visy 2007, 146.
 89 Dyggve/Egger 1939; Egger 1962, 181–188, Visy 2007, 144 f. Rendić-Miočević 1954–1956, 

fig. 2, tab. I.4. Cfr. also the contributions Arbeiter, Ardeleanu and Prien in this vol-
ume.
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inces should be considered as commissions of moderately wealthy citizens. The 
particularly rich families commissioned big mausolea comprising a crypt and a 
cella memoriae. Often these huge structures had architectural, painted and sculp-
tural decoration. They appeared as funerary monuments in a pagan context, but 
their long use by families for generations kept them operative well into the Chris-
tian age. If such a family-mausoleum was built, e.g. in the 2nd c. AD, the burials at 
the end of the 4th c. AD could eventually be performed according to the Christian 
rites, and probably even by another family.

Other Characteristic Tomb Types: Tombs with Arcosolia and Exedrae

Tombs with arcosolia appeared after inhumation became the standard practice in 
the mid-2nd c. AD. Some family tombs were designed as rooms with a square plan 
and arcosolia on three sides, while the fourth side was left for the entrance. The in-
terior arrangement resembles a triclinium: an appropriate example would be the 
Corinthian rock-cut tomb, made in the first half of the 2nd c. AD, but used for Chris-
tian burials in the 5th and 6th c. AD.90

 90 The tomb has an almost square plan (3.60 × 3.15 m) and graves in arcosolia: Hoskins/
Walbank 2015, 156, 180 f., 197. Cfr. also the contribution by Ott in this volume.

Fig. 12: Early Christian mausoleum in Sopianae.
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In the Eastern necropolis of Serdica (close to the modern Parliament) a fam-
ily tomb with a central plan was found. Inside there are three burial places in the 
form of chests, sheltered presumably by arches (arcosolia). The preserved height of 
the tomb is limited, but it is clear that its covering was a dome on pendentives or a 
groin vault. The building was partially sunken in the terrain; a second story is as-
sumed by some scholars, but the relatively thin walls make this improbable. A tomb 
with a similar plan (and a far better state of preservation), dated to the second half 
of the 3rd c. AD, was excavated in the area of the Law School at the University of 
Thessaloniki.91 Another one was found in the village of Kochagovo in the chôra of 
Philippopolis. It was discovered in a rather damaged state after a treasure-hunters’ 
raid, but its main features are clear. It was built with bricks in a previously dug 
pit of about 4 m in depth and had an entrance in the shape of a shaft with several 
stairs.92 Its height would have been considerable, since the ground plan measures 
4 × 5 m. A cross vault is assumed. Although the plan seems similar to other tombs, 
the inner disposition and types of burials are different: in the middle stood a gran-
ite sarcophagus, while the surrounding burials were dug in the ground and covered 
with slabs.

Several entirely preserved tombs in Thessaloniki and Naissus illustrate what 
these tombs might have looked like, with their domes and arcosolia vaults partly 
visible above ground. The tombs in Naissus, labelled as ‘calotte tombs’, have walls 
built of stone and layers of brick, and domes only of brick. The entrances are bar-
rel-vaulted, provided with stairs and stone slabs for closing the entrance to the 
chamber. Tomb 18 is an eloquent example with its cross-outlined plan, dome on 
pendentives above the central room and barrel-vaulted arcosolia on three sides. 
There are burials of the formae type in the central part. The tomb is compared to 
cubiculum 2 in the Eastern necropolis of Thessaloniki, which is dated in the first 
quarter of the 4th c. AD.93 Another tomb with a cruciform plan was found in the 
village of Jelašnica, East of Niš, but there the vault above the central part is bar-
rel-shaped.94 There are also tombs in which this centralized plan is elongated with 
two more arcosolia. This required an additional dome (calotte) cover. One of the 
tombs was discovered in Niš, the other in nearby Niška Banja (Fig. 13).95

A hypogeum tomb with more complicated plan, comprising a vestibule 
(2.30 × 1.75 × H. 1.60 m) and five adjacent burial rooms of roughly equal dimensions 
(c. 2.25 × 1.30 × H. 1.25 m), was accidentally found in the village of Krupnik in the dis-
trict of Blagoevgrad in Bulgaria, in the ancient province of Macedonia. Built entirely 
of bricks except for the doorways framed by stone blocks, the tomb was dated to 

 91 For the tomb in Serdica: Shalganov 1989, 74–77; Boyadjiev 2002, 166–168; Boyadjiev 
2003, 66; for the tomb in Thessaloniki: Marke 2006, 100–101, 211, fig. 36, pl. 44, 45a.

 92 Velkov 1926–1927.
 93 Rakocija 2013b, 192; Marke 2006, 100–103, 211 f., figs. 37–39.
 94 Rakocija 2013b, 198, fig. 20.
 95 Nikolajević 1980, 312, fig. 11; Jeremić 2013, 134, fig. 65; Rakocija 2013a, 196–198.
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the 4th–5th c. AD, but the unfortunate fact that it had been robbed did not allow any 
precise conclusions about its date and the way of burying. Presumably it was a fam-
ily tomb.96 It is a pity that no further archaeological investigations were conducted 
in the region, because the type of the tomb is rare: was it an individual structure on 
a private estate or was it related in some way to a still unknown settlement in the 
vicinity? In any case this tomb stands out by its dimensions and the disposition of 
the rooms, demonstrating once again the variety of the funerary structures in Late 
Antiquity.

A large mausoleum on two levels was discovered in the Roman castrum Diana, 
built on the cliffs of the Iron Gates above the Danube in the Karataš archaeologi-
cal site, near Kladovo in eastern Serbia.97 Only the subterranean burial room and 
the floor of the above-ground memorial structure are preserved. Inside the crypt 
two short walls protruding from the long walls divide the interior in two parts: in 
the Eastern part, next to the entrance, two arcosolia are built along the northern 
and southern walls; three more arcosolia can be found in the western part. Pre-
sumably both parts were covered by cross vaults. The above-ground level also had 
two rooms. A coin of Constans (AD 337–350) found at the site suggests that the mau-
soleum could have been built in the fourth decade of the 4th c. AD at the earliest, 
while another find, a cruciform fibula, points to the possibility that a high-ranking 
military officer could have been buried in the crypt.

In Durostorum in Moesia Secunda (former Moesia Inferior) a structure on two 
levels was also classified as mausoleum. Its underground room has a rectangular 
plan, while the above-ground part was octagonal.98 There are three arcosolia inside 

 96 Rashenov 1927.
 97 Milošević-Jevtić 2014, 329.
 98 Miloshevič/Donevski 2000, 253, fig. 11.

Fig. 13: ‘Calotte-type’ tomb 
in Niška Banja.
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the crypt, but no sarcophagi were found. A vaulted passage with stairs, 3,70 m long, 
leads to the chamber. The interior is built with bricks while the exterior walls are 
built of stone bound with white mortar. Two reconstructions of the above-ground 
part of the mausoleum were suggested. According to the first one, the chamber was 
covered by a dome on pendentives and a four-sloped roof, while the other recon-
struction advocates for a high octagonal above-ground structure.99

About 5 km South of the walls of Serdica a mausoleum was excavated that sup-
posedly was part of a Late Antiquity private estate, of which, however, no other 
buildings have been revealed so far. The mausoleum features a burial chamber oc-
cupied by three stone sarcophagi and an antechamber with two semi-circular exe-
drae (covered with conches?), where commemorative feasting around a sigma table 
presumably took place. The mausoleum has three more service rooms prior to the 
antechamber with exedrae. The archaeologists who explored the site have different 
opinions about the chronology of the mausoleum, but agree on the 4th c. AD as pe-
riod of construction, based on numismatic evidence.100 The scanty evidence from 
this impressive monument, unfortunately enough thoroughly robbed already in 
Antiquity, does not help us to determine the religious affiliation of the members of 
this family. Based on the typology of these mausolea, the absence of Christian signs, 
and on the coin finds with a solidus of Theodosius II (AD 423/424) as the most re-
cent item, I would suggest that this structure was erected around the middle of the 
4th c. AD within a pagan context, and continued to be used by the family, already 
Christianized, until its destruction in the first half of the 5th c. AD. A similar mauso-
leum of three parts was discovered on another private estate in the vicinity of the 
city walls of Serdica, in the modern district Stefan Karadja in Sofia. Its publication 
left much to be desired. Recently a dating in the early 4th c. AD was suggested.101

The plan with semi-circular exedrae covered by conches is especially well at-
tested in the Brestovik tomb (today on the territory of Belgrade’s Municipality, in 
Late Antiquity in the province of Moesia Prima) (Fig. 14). The tomb was excavated in 
one of the numerous Roman villae occupying the fertile lands along the Danube. The 
tomb, dated to the 3rd–4th c. AD,102 includes a burial chamber, a commemorative 
chamber (cella memoriae) with two conchae, and a long wide dromos with a portico 
in front of the entrance to the tomb. The burial chamber, dug into the slope of the 
hill to the West, is covered by a barrel vault and shelters three masonry graves of 
diverse dimensions. After some initial debates, it is agreed today that the commem-
orative chamber featured a cross vault.103 The dominant opinion is that the tomb is 
pagan, based on its complex plan, similar to the tradition of the Roman mausolea, 

 99 Boyadjiev 2003.
 100 Shalganov/Ivanov 2006, 316 f.; Ivanov 2008, 155–158; Summary in Dosseva 2014, 56–60.
 101 Ivanov 2008, 156 with literature.
 102 Valtrović 1906, 136; Vasić 1906, 140; Tomović 1996, 419–426; Milošević 2009b, 59–64; Mi-

lošević-Jevtić 2014, 327 f.
 103 Vujačić-Vulović 1967; Milošević 1993; Milošević 2009a, 747.
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and on its sculptural decoration. Today the local people place icons and light candles 
there, venerating the saints Ermil and Stratonik.104 The entire tomb was internally 
decorated with murals. In the burial chamber, the walls above the built graves fea-
tured faux-marble and painted incrustation; the vault was decorated with painted 
coffers.105 There were also figural representations, now unfortunately lost. From 
the tomb comes a statue of a man, dated to the period of the Tetrarchy.106

Another tomb with a similar plan with two conches was discovered in Stepoje-
vac, in Moesia Prima.107 The preserved height of the walls is low, and the archaeo-
logical documentation is meagre, so it is not clear what the function was of the exe-
drae that protrude East and West of the central rectangular room. The entrance to 
the central room is rather wide and flanked by two pilasters. This was a family tomb, 
built within the perimeter of a villa rustica. It is dated to the end of the 4th c. AD. One 
more tomb of this type is known from the necropolis of Ulpiana–Justiniana Secunda 
in the province of Dardania.108 It is situated in the Western necropolis of the town. 
There are three rooms, arranged in enfilade: the entrance from the East, the central 

 104 Nikolić et al. 2018, 198, 206.
 105 Nikolić et al. 2018, 206–253.
 106 Tomović 1996; Milošević 2009a.
 107 Milošević 2009b, 64 with literature.
 108 Milošević 2009b, 64–67.

Fig. 14: Plan of a Late Antique tomb with semi-circular exedrae in Brestovik.
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part with the semi-circular exedrae protruding North and South, and the third room. 
In the southern exedra a burial was found, and there is another feature (a wall) in 
front of the northern exedra. We can only assume that the central part with the ex-
edrae could have had a commemorative character at the beginning, but was later 
transformed into a burial place. The monument is dated to the 4th c. AD.

Two funerary structures in the shape of a triconch were discovered in Vimi-
nacium, on the Kod Groblja site.109 They have similar dimensions and layouts, com-
prising two rooms, of which the principal one has a central apse and two more exe-
drae on the lateral walls. Burials were found in these structures with traces of rich 
garments and objects belonging to the deceased. The initial burials in both tombs 
at the beginning of the 4th c. AD were followed during the next decades by their 
gradual monumentalization in the form of trefoil funerary structures, alongside 
periodical repairs till the end of the same century.

One last type of prominent tombs will be mentioned in this section: tombs with 
an octagonal plan. The application of this type in non-imperial contexts is not stud-
ied yet: some of the monuments have been initially interpreted as baptisteries, e.g. 
burial chamber 5 in the cemetery North of Sopianae.110 Another octagonal building 
was excavated in Odessos:111 seven of the walls present niches in arcosolia, while 
the eighth side is occupied by the entrance. A family mausoleum with a peculiar 
design was found in the perimeter of a villa rustica complex near the village of Uro-
vene, in the Bulgarian Vratza district, in the ancient province of Dacia Ripensis. It 
had two floors but as often only the subterranean part is preserved. The exterior 
shape is octagonal. The interior on both levels has the plan of a triconch. It can be re-
constructed, for the underground level, as a central square room covered by a dome, 
and three identical recessions (2.50 × 2.40 × H. 1.80 m). The large depth suggests that 
the recessions were meant for sarcophagi, but they have not been found.112

The described two-storey funerary structures provided with exedrae and ar-
cosolia represent mausoleum types which gained in popularity predominantly 
in the 4th c. AD. Their curvilinear forms reflect the vogue of the day, the architec-
tural iconography shaped in the Late Antique imperial and aristocratic residences. 
When emulated by middle class people, however, even when they belonged to the 
upper middle class and had comfortable incomes, their size and splendour was 
more limited. The funerary context itself imposed further simplifications of plan 
and reductions in dimensions. The religious affiliation of the commissioners was 
presumably pagan, although Christianization was constant and implacable, and 
family members eventually adhered to the new faith. When Christianity became 
dominant, mausolea went out of use.

 109 Milošević 2005, 178–181.
 110 Gabor 2014, 39–42.
 111 Mirchev 1958, 576.
 112 Mashov 2014.
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Decoration of Late Antique Tombs from the Balkans

A fascinating feature of the vaulted tombs, the mausolea and the martyria dis-
cussed above is their decoration. The main observation is that luxurious interior 
decoration prevailed over distinctive exteriors. In many of these Late Antique uni-
form tombs with humble exterior, e.g. those covered by barrel vaults, we find rich, 
sometimes opulent painted decoration. In a good number of tombs, the walls are 
embellished with painted flowers, garlands, festoons and birds. Several rectangu-
lar tombs with flat roofing from Philippopolis and Marcianopolis exhibit this type of 
decorative system, suggestive of owners subscribing to pagan religious beliefs. The 
tombs with painted flowers and garlands are usually dated to the 3rd and 4th c. AD: 
those studied in the necropolis of Thessaloniki seem to belong to the 3rd c. AD.113 
In vaulted tombs flowers often occupy the vault while the walls are decorated with 
painted imitation of marble revetment (Fig. 15), as in a tomb found beneath the 
church of Saint Sophia in Serdica.114

In the ‘Funerary banquet tomb’ in Philippopolis the garland is a subordinate mo-
tive. The central scene of the funerary meal is combined with another motif gain-
ing prominence during Late Antiquity: the procession, in this instance of servants 
bringing food.115 Remarkably, the servants are depicted as being taller than their 

 113 Valeva 2001, 174–178; Marke 2006, 123–127.
 114 Kitanov 2009, 121–129, pl. LXXXVI–CVIII; Kitanov 2014.
 115 Valeva 1999, 42–46 with literature.

Fig. 15: Late Antique tomb 
in the Eastern necropolis of 
Serdica.
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masters, but this unconventional disproportion has also been attested throughout 
the Empire on other monuments.

The funerary banquet, a quintessentially classical motif of ancient funerary ico-
nography, continued to feature in Late Antique funerary decoration, be it mainly 
in pagan contexts. Probably pagan is the (still unpublished) tomb with flat roofing 
discovered in front of the western facade of the church Saint Sophia in Serdica, dec-
orated with a painted scene of a banquet on a kline, while the floor is covered with 
an unpretentious opus tessellatum mosaic. Depictions of funerary meals of the sigma 
type are documented in the necropolis of Thessaloniki.116 As already mentioned, two 
tombs in Tomis, in Scythia Minor, have the banquet scene included in their decora-
tive system. The paintings of the first one are remarkably well preserved (Fig. 5). Five 
persons are depicted reclining on a stibadium around a table on which six breads are 
placed:117 clearly the sixth bread is for the deceased, believed to participate invisibly 
in the funerary meal. Although some details in the tomb hint at a Christian affiliation 
of the commissioner, there are no explicit Christian symbols painted. The feasting 
men are served by attendants. As already noted with respect to the tomb in Philip-
popolis, a procession of servants became the token of wealth and high social status. 
Several well-dated tombs in which this idea is plainly expressed were found in dif-
ferent towns, demonstrating that this iconography of self-representation was very 
popular exactly during the 4th c. AD, when the revival of the Empire brought to life a 
class of homines novi eager to display their material possibilities. These tomb paint-
ings are among the finest examples of Late Antique painting styles and cultural ide-
als. They were found in Viminacium (Fig. 11),118 Durostorum (Fig. 4),119 Thessaloniki 
(Eustorgios tomb)120 and Beshka (Beška) (Fig. 16).121 The scenes depict masters sur-
rounded by servants, suggesting micro-worlds of well-being, either real on the earth 
or promised for the afterlife.122 The ceremonial character of the compositions con-
formed quite well to the trend of a hierarchical structure in post-Diocletianic society.

In the second tomb with a banquet scene on a stibadium in Tomis, unfortunately 
largely destroyed, the presence of orantes among the surviving images suggests a 
Christian context.123 These orantes bring us back to two already mentioned tombs, 
one in Naissus124 and another in Sopianae,125 on the walls of which the apostles 

 116 Marke 2006, 140 f., figs. 74–75, pl. 5.
 117 Chera/Lungu 1988; Chera 1993; Barbet 1994. In one of the tombs in Thessaloniki, breads 

of the same shape, probably ritual, are also depicted: Marke 2006, 166–169, fig. 116.
 118 Korac 2007, 69–101; Anđelković Grašar 2015, 270 f.; Anđelković Grašar/Nikolić/

Rogić 2020.
 119 Dimitrov/Chichikova 1986; Atanasov 2007; Atanasov 2014.
 120 Marke 2006, 138 f.
 121 Ɖurić 1985a; popović 2011, 237–240; Anđelković Grašar/Nikolić/Rogić 2020.
 122 Schneider 1983.
 123 Barbet/Bucovală 1996.
 124 Rakocija 2014 with historiography.
 125 Gerke 1954; Magyar 2006, 46 with literature.
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St. Peter and St. Paul are depicted. It has been suggested that the martyrs who had 
actually been buried in the tomb in Naissus were painted on the opposite wall. In 
the tomb in Sopianae, four male busts are painted in medallions on the vault, im-
ages of martyrs or portraits of family members. For both tombs it has been argued 
that the iconography is based on Roman prototypes painted in the catacombs.

Wall paintings with Christian themes taken from the Old Testament were found 
in Sopianae (Fig. 12).126 Early Christian iconography, however, is best represented 
in the tombs of Thessaloniki.127 Recently a flat-roofed tomb of rectangular shape 
was accidentally found in Philippopolis. Besides Christ’s monogram two scenes 
of his miracles are depicted: the healing of the paralytic and the resurrection of 
Lazarus.128 The dynamic and expressive drawing style of the paintings follows Hel-
lenistic traditions. This stylistic peculiarity, combined with the emphasis on the 
miracles of Christ, suggest a date in the 4th c. AD.

For the painted Christian tombs of the 5th–6th c. AD we use the word ‘decora-
tion’ conventionally, because its aim is not aesthetic pleasure. It is a system of spiri-
tual symbols, expressed through painted crosses and psalms or devotional texts.129 
Such crosses and words are painted on the walls of a 5th c. AD barrel-vaulted 
tomb situated 16 m West of the church of Saint Sophia in Serdica (Fig. 17): a certain 

 126 Magyar 2006, 46–52.
 127 Marke 2006, 130–137, 142–202.
 128 Martinova-Kyutova 2013.
 129 Valeva 2001 with literature.

Fig. 16: Late Antique tomb in Beška with painted scene with servants bringing food; today in the 
Museum of Vojvodina, Novi Sad.
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 Honorius declares himself “servant of God”.130 The grave is the last abode for the 
faithful Christian, in which he will await God’s judgement. As verse 14 of Psalm 132 
says: “This is my resting place forever; Here I will dwell, for I have desired it”. This 
quotation is written on the walls of tombs in Augusta Traiana (Thracia), Ürgüp 
( Cappadocia), and Louloudies (Macedonia).131

In one of the most interesting tombs in Serdica we see the busts of four archan-
gels, each in a corner at the springing of the barrel vault, and accompanied by their 
names: Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, and Raphael. The decoration of the vault imitates 
the heavenly sky, dominated by the cross, symbol of God. This scheme is a definite 
step towards Byzantine iconography and decorative principles.132

Conclusions

Let us now summarize our observations regarding the architectural types of Late 
Antique burials of well-to-do members of society in the vast territory of the Balkan 
provinces. The funerary architecture in the Balkan provinces is standard on the 

 130 Valeva 2001, 193, 197; Shalganov 2008; Kitanov 2002.
 131 Valeva 2001, 193.
 132 Valeva 1986.

Fig. 17: ‘Honorius tomb’ next to Saint Sophia church in Serdica.
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whole, despite some local predilection for specific forms, e.g. trapezoidal tombs in 
Viminacium or ‘catacomb-type’ burials in the towns along the western shore of the 
Black Sea. The barrel-vaulted tomb can be identified as the most typical shape of 
a funerary monument for moderately well-to-do commissioners. Far fewer were 
the funerary structures with a central plan, covered by cross-vaults or calottes and 
provided with arcosolia for the burials inside. Two-storey mausolea, with an un-
derground burial place and an above-ground cella for commemorative rites, were 
the most expensive buildings, commissioned by wealthy families both in urban 
necropoleis and on private estates. Some of these impressive mausolea had lavish 
painted and sculpted decoration.

The evidence under discussion shows a stable continuity of forms from the clas-
sical Roman to the Late Roman/Late Antique period. The transition of architectural 
types from pagan into Christian funerary contexts was an easy one and happened 
mainly during the 4th c. AD. Family tombs built in a pagan context continued to 
be used by the family members who adopted Christianity over time. At the same 
time, the accomplished and secluded form of the pagan mausoleum turned out to 
be a convenient burial place or memorial for venerated holy men and martyrs. 
So, while burials of ordinary Christians tended to become more simple, eventually 
ending up without any architectural setting, the graves of martyrs and holy men 
were placed or arranged in churches or purposefully built structures with a central 
plan and vaulted covering.

Many important questions remained barely touched in our contribution. One of 
them is the import of architectural types. The Balkans are on the crossroad between 
East and West, therefore both Roman/Italic and Oriental/Syrian-Anatolian tradi-
tions imposed themselves or intermingled here.133 The exact dynamic, however, is 
very difficult to trace. It requires future investigation, which by all means will lead 
to a complex picture composed by objective as well as subjective factors.
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